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ABSTRACT

This study investigated tense and temporal interpretation in English narrative
texts of students from Southwest University of Political Science and Law (SWUPL) in
China. It aimed at four purposes to know: (1) what verb forms were given in English
narrative texts by Chinese university students, (2) what factors 'contributed' to their
past and present temporal interpretation in English narrative texts, (3) if there were
any differences in their receptlve performance and productive performance of
temporal interpretations in English narrative texts, and (4) if there were any
differences in the temporal interpretation performance between the high and the low
English proficiency groups.

The subjects in this study were 170 third-year law students randomly picked
up from the SWUPL 1,500 population, who had finished Foundation English IV in
the academic year 2006. The 170 subjects were divided into fwo groups: the high
proficiency group an&ﬁthé: 'Iéw proficiency group with 85 subjects in each of them.

Four instruments were used to collect data: a cloze test, a recall questionnaire
concerning the cloze test, a writing test and a recall questionnaire concerning the
writing test. |

The data analysis consisted of (1) qualitative analysis of verb forms, targeted

at the ungrammatical forms given by the subjects in the cloze test and the writing test;
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(2) qualitative analysis of the factors involved in temporal interpretation; (3) -tests to
compare the scores of the cloze test and the writing test and the correlation of the

cloze test scores and the writing test scores within each group; and (4) #tests to

compare the scores between the high and the low proficiency groups.

The findings of the study are as follows:

1. Nine types of uﬁgrammatical verb forms were found involving the tense
formation. They were the misuse or misforms of the modals and past verbs, the
passive voice structures, the progressive tense structures, the perfect tense structures
and the pure present participle structures. Errors in past irregular verbs, in
subject-verb agreement, word classes and spelling were also observed. Among them,
the incorrect uses of past irregular verbs and of passive voice were conspicuous.

2. Eight factors contributing to temporal interpretation were identified and
categorized respectively at syntactic, textual and conceptual levels. They were:
adverbial phrases, conjunctions, noun. phrases, verb phrases, grammar (sentence
patterns and grammatical meanings of t:eﬁse), context, text (discourse é_tructure) and
conicéptions. Among these factors, adverbial phrases, noun phrases, context and verb
phrases most facilitated the subjects’ tefnporal interpretation in reading. The decisive
factors influencing the students’ temporal interpretation in writing were their
knowledge of the text structure and general understanding of the event(s). Context
and action verbs also played their roles in the subjects’ temporal interpretation.

3. Significant differences were found in the subjects’ temporal interpretation
performance in narrative reading and writing. More correct tenses and temporal
‘ ,i'nterpretations were given by the subjects in the writings than in the readings.
| 4. The high subject group’s temporal interpretation performance in the
narrative reading and writing texts was significantly different from that of the low
subject group. The subjects’ temporal interpretation ability was associated with their
language proficiency levels. The high proficiency group outberfonned the low
proficiency group both in correct verb forms and in temporal interpretation.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

1.1 Rationale for the Study

Languages have different ways to encode time concepté. In English, and also
in some other languages, each complete utterance contains explicit time reference
markers, especially on the verb units. This time reference marker brings the utterance
into relation to the time of speaking. Therefore, the marking of time is a basic feature
of utterances in these languages.

English uses tense/aspect and temporal adverbials to construct time concept,
as shown in the sentences John did some shopping yesterday and John is working at

his office now. Compared with English, Chinese does not have inflectional verbs for

the reference of time. To express a specific situation of an event, Chinese speakefs and
writers mostljr locate time in an ufterance and writing by temporal adverbials and
sometimes in aspects. That is, concept of time in Chinese is realized generally at the
level of lexis (Fang, 1992). This difference between Chinese and English in temporal
expressions may pose problems to Chinese EFL learners and is likely to give them
difficulties in acquiring English tenses.

Take Chinese students’ writing for example. Once I read an adult student’s
composition. He wrote, [ had a hard time in}he past days. My baby has been ill. My
wife has fost her job. And I had a quarrel with my boss last week. In the discourse
context _sét by the writer, he misused was if/ and lost her job. Very often, we encounter
sentences, from our students like this. Can you stop wondering at our instructive
effectiveness when you read [ have never expected that it is the last time I saw her.

Tense has been tackled in the classroom for our students at the very beginning stage of

1




their English learning. Yet it has been generally acknowledged by us language
teachers as one major problem to obstruct Chinese students’ successful English

expression, This is_true even for those leamers who have learnt English for years.

They do not know whether they should use the past tense or the present tense in a
specific context. '

The present research is to investigate the Chinese university law students’
tense use problems by focusing on their English past and present temporal
interpretation in narrative texts. Narrative is the most common text type found in
Foundation English textbooks for tertiary students in China, for whom it is
compulsory to complete Foundation English 1-4. A narrative passage sets up a context
that affects temporality in that environment. And the narrative claims its prominent
temporal features. Refex'*ence of the situation time in narrative texts can be
linguistically and textually constrained and conceptual. They can add difficulties in
temporal interpretation of the discourse. These facts lead to the present research in
which narrative texts are chosen to test Chinese students’ temporality in their EFL
learning.

The data will display problems of English tense with Chinese students and
the outcome of the data analysis will inform language teachers of the EFL students’
temporal interpretation in narrative texts and help them to be aware of delicate parts of
tense use in the narrative context. For example, it is hypothesized that the learner’s
individual approach to time inference in L2 sentences is associated with his English
proficiency level and insufficient discourse knowledge about narrative texts is a factor
to influence Chinese students’ temporal interprétatidn. If the hypotheses are proved,
teachers would be offered a short cut to lead students fo appropriate time inference in
English narrative readings, and later this would facilitate them to achieve more tense
coherence in their narrative writings.

Another benefit is expected to be achieved from the comparison of verb

forms in the cloze test and the writing test that can reveal the Chinese students’ tense




and temporal interpretation in narrative reading and writing,.
1t is hoped that this study can add to our knowledge of learning English as a

second language (SLA) in aspect of tense and tense acquisition.

1.2 Purposes of the Study

The purpose of this study is to investigate past and present tense and temporal
interpretation of the Chinese university students by studying their performances and
recalls of verb forms in the context of narrative reading and writing. The study aims to

“identify:

1. Kinds of verb forms used by the Chinese university students in English
narrative texts.

2. Factors that coniribute to the Chinese university students’ temporal
interpretation in English narrative texfs.

3. Differences in temporal interpretation performance by the Chinese university
students in English.ﬂé;;;{ive texts

4, Differences in temporal interpretation performance by the Chinese university

students between the high and the low English proficiency levels.

1.3 Research Questions

Four research questions are designed to accomplish the purposes addressed

above. They are:

1. What verb forms are given in English narrative reading and writing texts by
the 3™ year Chinese Jaw students from SWUPL university at Chongging,
China?

2. What factors contribute to their past and present temporal interpretation in




English narrative reading and writing texts?

3. Are there any differences in their receptive performance and productive

_performance of temporal interpretation in English narrative reading and
writing texts?
4. Are there any differences in temporal interpretation performance between the

high and the low English language proficiency groups?

1.3 Significance of the Study

This study is expected to help Chinese university students with their
difficulties in English tense learning.

The problems identified in the study will inform teachers of the potential
misleading temporal interpretation by the learners in English narrative texts and help
them to be better prepared for their classroom instruction. Major ungrammatical verb
forms in tense formation will be predicted and help enhance effectiveness in teaching.

. Knowledge of the factors fouhcf to be influencing temporal iﬁte-x‘pretation of
the students will benefit EFL teachers, and data in the study will reveal to a degree
how L2 learners interpret time in an English narrative context and how their
interpretation might be different from that of native speakers.

Discussion of the tense problems of the Chinese students in this study will
shed light on the tense problems with other EFL learners whose first languages bear
similarities in temporality with Chinese aﬁd therefore, help them with their English

learning,.

1.4 Scope of the Study

This study investigated tense and temporal interpretation of the third year
Chinese university law students. It consisted of two parts: a survey of verb forms

produced by the subjects in narrative texts and an analysis of factors that influence




their temporal interpretation in this context. The survey of the verb forms centred on
ungrammatical verb forms in tense formation. The analysis of factors was based on

the subjects’ reasons and explanations that they believed to justify their temporal

interpretations. A cloze and éloze—test questionnaire and a Writing and writing-test
questionnaire were chosen to fulfill the task.

Moreover, a comparison of the temporal interpretation. performancé m .
controlled and less controlled narrative texts, and the teiﬁporal interpretation
performance in the high and the low English proficiency groups was undertakeﬁ to see
how the learners behaved with regard to their receptive ability and productive ability
in narrative reading and writing texts and how each group would perform in temporal
interpfetation.

The study treated tense/aspect as one concept and referred to tense for the
convenience of discussion. It was an investigation of the Chinese university students’

temporal interpretation and tense performance.

1.6 Definition of Terms

Twenty-one terms in this research are defined as follows.

1. Tense is defined as a grammatical expression of time by using verb
forms fo establish the location of an event in a time continuum. English has two tense
inflections: present [-s], marked when the subject is a third-person singular noun, and
past [-ed] with i.ts allomorphemes. The present study studies the basic two English
tenses: past and present. Future tense is classified as future in the past and present
future and included in the corresponding tense range.

2. Aspect is defined as a grammatical category accompanying tense. It is
essentially a way of viewing processes rather than locating them in time like tense.
While tense signifies the time when something happened, aspect of the verb elaborates

the meaning of tense by specifying whether an action is a single occurrence or a




repeated occurrence (habitual), whether it is an action that goes on for some time
(progressive), or whether that action has been completed (perfect). In English, it is

rather difficult to_ separate aspect from tense. Tense and aspect are freated as

tenée/aspect following the convention and discussed under the topic of tense in this
study.

3.  Temporal Interpretation is defined as aﬁ-iﬁd‘iéé'ttion of time of a state or
an action by giving verb forms. Tensé employment, tense selection, tense use, choice
of tense, temporal inference and inference of time are synonyms of the term in this
study. To be accurate, tense refers to the form of the verb and temporal interpretation
is the concept of time or the perception of the time in an event expressed by tense.
Temporal interpretaﬁon in this study is perfonned by the subjects.

4,  Speech Time (ST) is defined as the time of speaking, the moment at
which the speech act takes place. It is understood as “now”. When tense situates a
linguistic event at a point along the linear flow of time, its temporal interpretation is in
reference to this ‘I_u')_'w_". So past talks about events that éire completed prior to ST and
present is about events whose span includes ST.

5. Event Time (ET)' is defined as the time of the event described and
narrated, a particular point at the time continuum on which that event sits.
Reichenbach (1947) ga\'fe the name “event time” but some other researchers have
called it “situation time”. Events in this study is used as a broad technical term
covering actions, events, processes, relations, states of things or whatever a sentence
eXpresses.

6. Conceptual Time (CT)' is defined as the time expressed in the verb
form in a sentence from the speaker or the writer’s perspective of the event time.

English prescribes speech time as an orientation for any temporal interpretation. Its

1 - . ' . . s M
Researchers have given several different names for the three time concepts, in which real fime,
actual time, objective time and sifuation time stand for event time, and psychological time and subjective time for

conceptual time.




present-time establishment sets narratives in the past time frame. With event time
being the time at which an event takes place, conceptual time is the speaker or the

writer’s understahding of that time at which the event situates, It reflects the speaker

or the writer’s perception of time of a particular situation.

7. Reference Time (RT) is defined as the time in every tensed sentence that
presents a situation from a Até‘rﬁlrabrlial perspective. It is the time realized in the verb
form of a sehtence. 1t is the speaker or writer’s perception of the time of the event and
this perception is expressed in tense. Discourse context, grammars and the speaker or
writer’ conceptual time are considerations in reference time.

8. Temporality is defined as the manner of temporal marking of events,
actions and s.tate-s:(in brief, events). A general term for temporality is time reference.

9. Discourse as a linguistic term is defined as a continuous stretch of
language, either spoken or written. Text is another term used for discourse as written
works. In this study coherent succession in a narrative discourse reads from two
. perspectives: foreground devéloping in sequence of events and background adding
information to the text. The subjects’ temporal interpretation is examined at the
narrative discourse level.

10. Narrative Text is defined as texts that carry general features of a
narrative which has an orientation to the story, the happening events, the evaluations
and the close of the story, describing and narrating real people and the real lives of
these people. Narrative texts of this kind are widely found in Foundation English
coursebooks for 1.2 learners.

11. Lexical Aspect is defined as marking the time of an action or a state
with the inherent temporal meaning of the verb. This suggests that the semantics of
verbs plays a role in time marking. Aspect of ver‘bs is considered in two ways: stative
and dynamic which categorize verbs into two tyﬁes; states and actions.

12. State Verb (stative verb) is deﬁnisd as a type of verb that describes

states and conditions. It includes (a) verbs of inert perception and cognition such as




believe, care, dislike, doubt, feel, forgive, guess, hate, hear, imagine, impress, intend,
know, like, love, mean, mind, prefer, realize, remember, see, think, understand, want,

etc.; and (b) relational verbs such as be, have, involve, need, remain, resemble, seem,

etc. Verbs of this class normally do not occur in the progressives. The same verbs with
other uses belong to other classes of verbs, for example, I am thinking of her all the
time tééﬁvity verb). Verbs of states contrast verbs of actions.

13. Action Verb (dynamic verb) is defined as a type of verb that describes
events and actions, In verb aspect analysis, terminology “telic” or “atelic” is used to
describe an event with(out) a clear terminal point such as die and rain; “punctual” or
“durative” is used to describe an action with(out) temporal duration such as start and
sleep.

Verbs of actions in this study inchude verbs of events and \;erbs of actions. This
study will use Vendler’s (1967) divisions of verbs which divided action verbs into
three subtypes: (a) activities, (b) accomplishments and (c) achievements. Activity
verbs are’ durative verbs without an endpoint such as play, run, talk, and walk.
Accomplishment verbs are durative verbs with an endpoint-such as build [a house],
Jind [the place], read {a book]. Achievement verbs are punctual verbs with a clear
terminal point such as arrivé, die, recognize, reach {the summit].

14. Inflectional Verb is defined as a verb form changed by adding a suffixed
morpheme that signals a grammatical function, such as plural, third person singular
and past tense (e.g., go, goes, walked).

15. Verb Phrase (VP) is defined as a verb or any group of words that is used
to refer to an action or a state, and functions in the verb slot in a sentence (e.g., Bees

sting; Qur neighbor s pet is outdoors constantly).

16. Adverbial Phrase (AP) is defined as an adverb or any group of words
that modifies the verb in answering questions concerning the time of an action or a
state in the sentence (e.g., yesterday, this week, when he decided to attack Russia).

17. Intralingual Interference is defined as a factor that may influence and




characterize a second language learner system. It snggests that the items produced by
an EFL learner do not reflect a structure of the mother tongue, but are gencralizations

of incomplete comprehension of the target language. Intralingual errors involve

analogy (overgeneralization), ignorance or incomplete use of L2 rules or
under-acquisition of the target language (e.g., He taked it to the kitchen; It will closed,
I didn t thinking much about if).

18. L1 transfer is defined as a factor that may influence and characterize a
second language learner system. The erroneous items or the’ deviant sentence
produced by an EFL learner can be traced back to a structure of the mother tongue.

The deviant exhibits interference from L1 (e.g., I have seen the movie yesterday; The

money is belonged to me; I was hesitated).

19. Receptive Performance ié defined as the verb forms given or performed
by the subjects under the test frame of the close test (seec Appendix A).

20. Productive Performance is defined as the verb forms given or
performed by the subjects under the test frame of the writing test (see Appendix C).

21. Test Unit or Verb Unit is defined as items or units of vérbs o be used to
test the subjects’ verb forms. It is expressed in the form (). There are 39 test units

altogether in the cloze test of this study.




CHAPTER 2

LITERATURE REVIEW

Chapter 2 consists of four sections. The first three sections review and
discuss the three major concepts of tense, temporal interpretation and the narrative
text involved in the present study on past and present tense an temporal interpretation
by the Chinese students in English narrative texts. Definitions are provided to
elaborate the three concepts. Usages and uses of tense are classified and identified.
Factors 'thatl'inﬂuencc the learners’ tense and temporal interpretation are discussed

afterwards. A brief review of related studies is introduced at the end of the chapter..

2.1 Tense

Tn applied linguistics and also ‘i;é-r;mmar textbooks, tense has been the
subject of mﬁch discussion. And it has been admitted that relations between tense and
time are not plainly to be classified as one or two or three. Many factors, whether they
are linguistic, pragmatic or cognitive, are involved in this event. Literature revieﬁv and
discussion on tense and tense usage in this section is mainly projected onto two
aspects: the linguistic area in which usages of tense are classified as a guideline fo
initiate interpretation of time in English and the narrative texts in which uses of tense

are identified in specific contexts to ﬁr'a_éﬁc’:e temporal interpretation.
2.1.1 Definition of tense

Crystal (1985) defined tense as a category to describe verbs along with aspect

and mood. It is a way grammar marks the time at which an action or a state denoted

10
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by the verb takes place or exists. According to Crystal, if tense is defined as forms of

verbs, it is debatable to claim that English has a future tense. He suggested the

.expression_I_will/shall go is best apalyzed as_a “modal auxiliary verb” (p. 300).
Following Crystal, this study bases its justification of tense on déﬁm’ng tense as
inflectional verb forms denoting time and focuses it studies on the two tense forms:
past and present, and their references of time in the narrative context .

Crystal further noted that tensed verb forms can also signify meanings other
than the time. For example, when the speaker says [ knew in the sentence I wish [
knew, the verb form knew may express a tentative meaning instead of past time. What
Crystal emphasized here is that there is not a simple one-to-one relationship between a
tense form and time: Other rescarchers have also noticed this friction between tense
forms and time (Riddle, 1986). English tense illustrates problems of this type during

the process of analysis of ifs uses,
2.1.2 Classification of the past tense and the pre:sent tense’

As twobas1c temporal frames in English, past tense and present tense have
their domains in temporality. However, with the general principle that the past tense
describes events and situations in the past and the present tense in the present,
deviances are found now and then. And this deviation from the common usages of
tense complicates the problems with L2 leamers in tense acquisition. In this section,
reviewing the general classification of past tense and present tense usages initiates a
further exploration of the relationship between tense and time expressed in past and

present tenses.

2 Classification of the past and the present tenses and exemplifications are mainly based on The Use of
Tenses in English (Ward, 1966), The Cambridge Encyclopedia of the English Language (2™ ed., Crystal, 2003),
and fextbooks of Mudfiple Reading Skills (Boning, 1990), Langiage in Use--self-study workbook: Intermediate
{Doff & Jones, 1994), Think Ahead io First Certificate (Naunton, 1995) and Landmark (Haines & Stewart, 2000).
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2.1.2.1 Usage of the past tense

Five major usages of the past tense are classified as follows.

1. Completed actions or events that happens at a particular time in the past
when the exact time or place is mentioned (e.g., My last birthday was about two weeks
ago and I celebrated it in France).

2. An action that happens at a givén time before the moment of spééking
(e.g., He had breakfast rather late today). 7

3. A condition or an action that persists over a period of time (e.g., fe
wanted fo be a lawyer; e.g., Every summer we went to the seaside). _ |

4. An indirect speech clause embedded in a past fense main verb of the
main clause {e.g., He told me that was a beautiful beach city). |

5. A state or an action that was in a past time context (e; g., [Leaving a movie

theater] That was a great movie).
2.1.2.2 Usage of the present tense

Four major usages.bf the present tense are classified as follows.

1. Facts that are alway§ true; statement of a fact (e.g., Oil floats on water).

2. Permanent situations; a geographical fact (e.g., My home is 30 miles
away from Kathmandu).

3. Facts that are true at the moment of speaking (c.g., He behaves rather
stupidly, but he will grow out of it one day; e.g., He is still in critical condition [news
report]).

4. Habitual actions and regular activities; habits and customs (e.g., Men

precede women when going downstairs; e.g., The local people are fiiendly to tourists).
2.1.3 Application of the past tense and the present tense

In the previous section, the main principles in the use of past and present




13

tenses were outlined, which will serve all the times as a guideline for the use of tense

as a temporal indicator in communication. Levison (1983, p. 77) gave a name for this

distinguish past (évents completed) from present (events that are still going on), as is
done with the past tense and the present tense outlined in all grammar books. But in
practice, things beqome difficult and confusions occur at times in 6iir'-é§i)lication of
these principles. Because underlying those princfplcs exist relationships between
deictic time and conceptual time, between tense and text, and between tense and
context. Another potential relationship might also be found existing between the
lexical semantics of certain verbs and a tense preference by these verbs. A few studies
have been conducted to exempﬁfy these relationshiﬁé in fense application. The
following subsections will provide some examples to help explain these relationships
and extend this view of the past tense and the present tense and potential areas of their

uses in practice.
2.1.3.1 Use of the past tense

With the common sense and also the baseline that the past tense describes
actions and events in the past, this section will examine the circumstances in which
the past tense is used. Assertions and examples are drawn from the researchers and
given here showing applications of the past tense in certain situations and events. Four

subtopics are included.

2.1.3.1.1 “New wine in old bottles”—non-completeness sense in the past

tense

Riddle (1986) analyzed the meaning and discourse function of the past tense -
and suggested that the most commonly recognized meanings of the past tense are the

complete and the non-complete senses.
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Riddle gave the following two sentences as the prototypical use of the past
tense.

(2). That was my pudding she ate, (p..268)

(b). That was a great movie [Leaving a movie theater]. (p. 268)

In sentence (a), the eating was finished, and the pudding was gone. This
sentence presents typical use of the past tense m :its complete sense.

However, in senfence (b), the act of watching the movie was finished, and the
movie remains great but the movie is described in the past tense. Riddle proposed the
argument that the past tense can have a meaning of incompleteness in certain contexts
to describe a situation which still exists in the present.

Huddleston (1984) pfesented similar argument in his sentence Kim was able
to speak French, so we got around quite easily (p. 144), noting that the past tense form
was does not suggest that Kim is not now able to speak French. Once again the past

tense describes a situation that is still true at present.

2.13.1.2 “We are here!” —non-completeness of the past tense in

narrative texts

From Riddle’s view, in a past discourse context, a situation can be still
interpreted as a past situation even if the situational time extends to the present. Riddle
(1986) justified his assertion by focusing on discourse functioning, Thus when
non-completeness is expressed by the past tense, this is due to the past discourse
functioning. In Riddle’s assertion, background information in a narrative text should
be interpreted as past if that information is connected with the past. Riddles’ claim
could be clarified as this: a narrative text sets up a past time ﬁame which determines
the time of the events and the time of the background informa-t-ion in terms of the past
discourse context.

With this proposition it is possible to see the relationship between temporal

interpretation and the narrative context. In a narrative text, time in the foreground, the
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main line of the story which describes the event, the happening or the personal
experience is the past time and time in the background is either past or present,

________judging__from__its__de_p_endcnce or independence of that discourse contexf,

2.1.3.1.3 “Copying rule”—coherence of verb tense in an indirect speech

clause 7

Following his assertion of the completeness and non-completeness of the past
tense, Riddle (1986, p. 269) proposed the “copying rule” in which the past tense in a
subordinate indirect speech clause is copied from the past tense of the main verb. The
seuténce Jane said she was tired illustrates this use of the past tense. This notion is
supi)orted by Downing & Locke (2002), who glossed it as verbal harmony in the
clauses of indirect reported speech.

However, Riddle also pointed out that factors that condition the choice of
tense in indirect speech clauses involve many aspects such as the speaker or writer’s
point of view and the ;:;)nununicative purposes. When Riddle (1986) limited this kind
of copying activity with the indirect speech clause, Huddleston (1984) broadened this
use of the past tense copied from the main clause to verb forms in all kinds of
subordinate clauses and defined it as backshifting. Actually, this backshifting of the
tense in the subordinate clause is regularly practiced by most Chinese EFL learners as
in the sentence The match started the next day so he would have to hurry (Huddleston,

p. 151), whether the clauses are indirect or non-indirect reported speeches.

2.1.3.1.4 “Dancing with the word!”—lexical aspect of some verbs and

their preference of the past tense-

Some researchers (Bardovi-Harlig & Reynolds, 1995; Collins, 2002; Robison,
1995) studied temporal properties embedded by the lexical meaning of some verbs

and claimed that lexical aspect of verbs is connected with employment of tense and
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aspect, Bardovi-Harlig & Reynolds studied this phenomenon for years and concluded
that lexical aspect of verbs influences the shaping of tense and aspect in a sentence.

Robison’s and Collins’ studies confirmed the claim, Robison (1995) found that the

past tense -ed mostly marked punctual events whereas the present tense -s mostly
marked states. Collins (2002) stated similar findings by specifying the link of
achievement verbs with appropriate use of the simple past tense. An example given by
Brazil (1995, p. 80) helps to explain the lexical aspect of a verb. Brazil noted that the
act finding an axe in the sentence we found an axe on the back seat is an outcome
which can be assigned to a particular moment in time. That is, found is a
“once-for-all” accomplishment action that took place at a particular point of time. The
lexical meaning of the verb noted in a past time context tends to be associated with the -
simple past tense.

Another example comes from Smith (2005), who pointed out that the verb
builds in the sentence John builds a house is strange to interpret. The event builds a
house has completeness and a boundary sense that constrains the present tense in this
sentence. This is another example in which the function of the semantics of individial ™

words in tense selection can be noted.
2.1.3.2 Use of the present tense

Similar to the previous part, this section extends the review and discussion of
the use of the present tense. Attention is given to those uses of the present tense in
narrative texts including those uses which might be neglected in other times. The
historic present tense will not be included in‘the discussion. Classified usages ';'(-)Vf the
present tense in Section 2.1.2.2 will serve as a baseline and a few cases of their
applicati,o-‘ns in narrative context are interpreted. Space is also devoted to a brief
review of. the uses of the present perfect tense as it is a problem for learners in

narrative texts.
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2.1.3.2.1 “Jump into the queune!”—a theoretical approach for the present

tense in narrative texis

Different cultures seem to have different time conceptions. In English, time is
perceived as a flow of the event(s) in one direction with the event located at a point or
over a span of this time continuum, Description of narrative time is concurrent with
this, One fact about this time line is its being able to be sliced into segments or
intervals (Klein 1986, p. 125). This segmentation of the discoﬁrse,' or of events, or of
an event, signals a new temporal rélationship starting between two events, or between
an event in a narrative text, It brings about tense shifting, a shift from the past to the
present when the event discontinues with a cut-in evaluation or additional information,
or just stays for a mdmen_t to be given more background information in its past time
frame, or from the present to the past when the sequence of the event(s) picks up its
members and starts off flowing again. The present tense is seen now and then in
narrative texts, where the past tense is believed to dominate the temporal kingdom of

the narrative texts (Bestgen & Vonk, 2000; Klein, 1986; Sakita, 2002).
2.1.3.2.2 “Mect you at the entrance!”—the present tense in scene setting

As is well accepted, narratives are typically associated with the past tense,
especially the story line, the sequential development of the event(s). However, there
are occasions that the present tense presents itself at the event. Use of the simple
present tense in scene setting of a narrative is a case in point. When a place is
mentioned as a scene to open the story and that .p_lé,'c_q still exists at the moment of
speaking or writing, the simple present tense can be used. The sentence Yixing is a
small town in Jiangnan to the south of the Yangzi River in a story illustrates this usage
(Lock, 1996, p. 156). This practice of using present tense form at the beginning of a
story is found more regularly now than occasionally in narrative fexts with native

speakers. Here is another example. It is taken from the opening episode of a story:
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Most doctors and scientists refuse to believe in ghosts and psychic happenings. Yet in
the 1950%s in Yorkshire, in the north of England, two doctors almost changed their

minds. A house which they used as their surgery started to make strange noises

(Naunton, 1995, p. 130).

2.1.3.2.3 “You know the place!”—the present tense in geographical

descriptions

Another place invifing the present tense to narrative texts is found in
geographical fact descriptions. This overlaps the generalization of one of the present
tense usages which was made in subsection 2.1.2.2. A present tense form describes
something that is universally true, something that is a fact. In the story Robinson
Crusoe, the simple present tense can be found describing a place, thus: A man named
Alexander Selkirk once spent five lonely years on an island. It is 360 miles off the
coast of South America. ... (Boning, 1990, p. 101). The sentence. Yixing is a small

fown in Jiangnan to the south of the Yangzi River (Lock, 1996,‘Ap.' 156) illustrating the

present tense being used in scene setting in the previous part displays this use of the
present tense in narrative texts from another perspective. Both of these cases support
the claim that the present tense is closely linked with truth descriptions. This rule
extends to generic descriptions in narrative texts as in .... The best known of New
Zealand s birds is the kiwi. ... Kiwi have no wings ... (Lock, 1996, p. 157).

However, the function of discourse context, which plays a major role in
temporal inferpretation in narrative texts cannot be ignored. In comparing two
narrations in sentenceé’frc?ﬁi Robinson Crusoe and Riding the Iron Rooster: (a) A man
named Alexander Selkirk once spent five lonely years on an island. It is 360 miles off
the coast of South America. ... (Boning, 1990, p. 101); (b} .... This did not last long.
We came to a pass that linked the Tanggula Shan with the Kunlun mountains (Heat;on
& Dunmore, p. 108), it is noteworthy that two different tenses are applied to the

category of geographical fact descriptions. In sentence (a), the present tense is used in
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an independent clause and in sentence (b), the geographical fact is located as a
dependent clause attached to the main clause. So application of the present tense when

used for a geographical fact description in narrative texts is likely fo occur in a

hierarchy of the baseline of the tense, discourse context, and syntactical structures.

2.1.3.2.4 “Specified or unspecified?”— some means to code the present

perfect tense use in narrative texts

- As in other types of text, the present perfect tense and the simple past tense
appear to be the two most confusing tenses for learners in narrative texts. Their
selection between the two tenses depends mostly on one judgment: whether the action
is finished or unfinished. Lock (1996) proposed looking at the present perfect tense
from the perspective of action processes which takes an event as something that took
place at an unspecified time before the present but its results arc relevant to the
present situation, as in the sentence Now it has been discovered by the world (p. 157),
which is not stating the definite tinie. when the event took place, but référfing to a
pré..;}gr.l.t“éituation in which now the world knows about it (ibid.). Lock further proposed
that the present perfect tense can be used to date-back, that is, to extend a present
situation back in time as in the sentence There has been a place of worship on this

spot for at least a thousand years, implying and there still is (p. 158).

2.2 Temporal Interpretation

| When we use tense as a grammatical form to express time, we are actually
.talking about our sense of time in a discourse context. This sense of time is achieved
at the level of how we interpret the time in that situation. This section will discuss that
interpretation, It includes three parts: (a) definition of temporal interpretation; (b)

applying temporal interpretation; and {(c) factors that influence temporal interpretation.
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2.2.1 Definition of temporal interpretation

e Smith (2005) . deSCI‘ibed tense-as a- morpheme thatappeai’s . in thelnainverb et e+ e e

phrase of clauses and sentences and reports the time of those clauses and sentences.
According to Smith, that inflectional verb of tense is obligatory in a sentence. Itisa
“deictic term” of time on a sentence level (Klein, 1986). Temporal interpretation, prior
to tense, is formed at the cogniti\;e level of time. It involves comprehension of the
time of a situation and the interprefer’s point of view of the time in that situation.

As suggested, temporal interpretation is our underétanding aﬁd interpretation
of the time of the situation in a discourse and tense is the verb form to signify that
interpretation. In this study, tense and temporal interpretation are two"interchangeable
terms grouped in the temporal category of language and treated as one concept. A
small difference that lies in tense and temporal interpretation is the different focus on

verb forms and on cognition of time in application.
2.2.2 Application of temporal interpretation

Tense as a time marker plays an important role in narrative texts. It strings
sequences of an event chronologically and establishes time reference in the discourse.
Of the three elements that are involved in signifying the meaning of a verb in a
sentence, lexical item, context, tense and aspect (Widdowson, 1990), tense and aspect
describes a verb énd the situation that verb is in (Finch, 2000). All this reflects the

interpreter’s understanding and interpretation of that situation.
2.2.2.1 Interpretation of event time and speech time

Reichenbach (1947, cited in Riddle, 1986), who was a pioneer in the modern
research of English tense, proposed the idea of event time (situation time [SiT] in

Smith, 2005) in narratives. This event time is the time in which the event occurs and
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notified by the past tense in the parrative discourse. The notion of event time later
became the time that dominated in Labov (1972) and Bardovi-Harlig (1995)’s main

story line and foreground. The point of interpreting time in a narrative text is the

motﬁent of speaking, speech time, which underlies the reference of the event time. The
sentence e want fo search your car indicates that the act of wanting and the act of
making the assertion coincide, while the sentence we fomzd an axe on the back seat
suggests that the act of finding precedes the time of speaking (Brazil, 1995, p. 80). -
This explains why verbs in the main line of a story take the past tense and verbs to

express the evaluation at background can take the present tense in narrative texts.
2.2,2.2 Interpretation of event tine and conceptual time

Event time is the actual time when the event occurs. Some researchers have
given different names to it like “objective time”, “real time” or “situation time”
(DeCarrico, 1986; Hinkel, 1997; Lewis, 1986; Smith, 2005). The event time is
deducible to conceptual time that is entailed in reference time. When the speaker or
writer makes reference to the event time, the process embodies a chance of correct or
incorrect interpretation of the time of the situation “at the moment of speaking”; For
example, the past tense morpheme -ed in the sentence Bill visited London in 1920
illustrates successful temporal interpretation of the event time. The conceptual time
correctly conceptualizes the event fime (DeCarrico 1986, p. 668). Otherwise the case
would be that the conceptual time failed to coincide with the event time.

This example shows that, despite the objective temporal relationship between
the time of a situation and the time of speech, “the speaker’s point of view and
purpose in communicating play a crucial role in the choice between the-_ past and
present tenses.” (Riddle, 1986, p. 269). Riddle noted the functioning of conéépt on the
reference time,

Thus, we are brought into a dilemma: on the one hand, our attempt to be

interactive in communication allows for a freedom of tense choice in temporal




22

interpretatibn of the situation purely from the personal point of view; on the other
hand, this arbitrary conceptualization of time causes problems for most L2 learers,

who with insufficient second language knowledge might interpret time in a different

way from how L1 speakers would.

The present study focuses on the problems arising in L2 learners’
interpretation that lacks basic concepts of temporality in the target language of English.
That temporéiity consists of conventions built on the established grammar of the

second language. -

2.2,2.3 Dichotomy between reference tine and event time and concepfual

time

When performing temporal interpretations, learners often find themselves
encounter a conflict between event time and conceptual time and reference time. In his
study of the temporality in the interlanguage, Hinkel (1997) found that there is a
" dichotomy between “real time” (61;6;]11‘ time) and “psychological time” (conceptual
time) for L2 learners when they locate events in the time continuum. The sentences
Last year Mary met John. John works at the universiiy illustrate this dichotomy (p.
291). According to Hinkel, the first sentence is true in both real and psychological
time, but the present tense in the second sentence may not be appropriate in past
discourse established by the temporal marker last year. However, a change into the
past tense to be consistent in the discourse produces the implication that John is not
working at the university now, or that we do not know if he works at the university
now. “Thus, the use of the past tense with verbs that denote actions knownu(o-r
assumed) to be true in the present may create a d_ichotmﬁy between the real and the
psychological time” (Hinkel, 1997, p 291). In v'another word, this is a dichotomy
between the tense-realized time and the actual or real time. It is a dichotomy between
reference time and event time. Problems in temporal interpretation with L2 leamers

have been found in this area.
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2.2.3 Three factors affecting temporal interpretation

sentence. They are: (a) linguistic elements such as adverbials of time and different

types of verbs; (b) discourse context; and (c) cultural differences.
2.2.3.1 Linguistic elements

As English sentences are structurally composed and generally well formed,
temporality in a sentence can be both initiated and consistent with certain linguistic
components in the sentence. Adverbials of time and lexical aspect of verbs are two
prominent linguistic elements that always exert their influence on the temporality of a

sentence.
2.2.3.1.1 Adverbials of time

Researchers have long been reporting that time adverbials are significant
temporal indicators for sentences in English and many other languages. Chafe (1972)
studied English adverbials of fimc that initiated a passage and noted that adverbials of
time pose a temporal constraint on the verb tense and the ongoing tense will not be
interrupted until a new time signal appears. The proposition is illustrated in the
sentences Yesterday I went to the store. I bought ten different kinds of apples. Next
week I will go fo the store again and buy more fruit. (Godfrey, 1980, p. 94).
| This relationship between adverbials of time and temporal interpretation in

English sentences has been accepted as a common fact by researchers.

2.2.3.1.2 Verb types

Another potential linguistic element that might influence 1.2 learners’

temporal interpretation is verbs. In 1992, Bardovi-Harlig conducted an experiment
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concerning lexical aspect of verbs and reported that punctual verbs were marked by a
higher use in the past simple than durative verbs. In 1995, Bardovi-Harlig and

Reynolds (Bardovi-Harlig & Reynolds, 1995) continued the experiment and

concluded that types of verbs play an active role in L2 learners’ temporal
interpretation. They tested the learners’ use of the simple past tense by purposely
supplying activity verbs and state verbs in verb-filling cloze passages. The results
showed that the progressive is the maj or tense used for activity verbs, Whjle the simple
present tense is more often used for state verbs. The two reseal'éllers believed that
learners of English interpret tense by }exical aspect of verbs sometimeé‘... To those
learners, the progressive tense--“action in progress™ is coherent with the inherent
meaning of activity verbs whil_e__ the simple present--“continued existence” is
consistent with the “enduring qualitjz"’-of state verbs (Bardovi-Harlig & Reynolds,

1995, p. 148).
2.2.3.2 Discourse context

Even if a system is established for temporal interpretation ‘l;y;-ééfault of the
speech time and perception of the event time, sentences to be tensed are still
problematic because temporal inferences can be very flexible at the cognitive level.
Discourse context, therefore, becomes an important element to constrain the temporal
interpretation (Halliday & Hasan, 1985; Levinson, 1983; McCarthy, 1991). The
relationship between temporal interpretation and the discourse will be reviewed at

three points in the following sections.

2.2.3.2.1 As a guide to NS temporal cognition

Hinkel (1997) and Riddle (1986) studied the use of the present and the past
tenses in English passages, and stated that the past and the present fenses are not

particularly intended for the objective time of the events. It was the temporality of the
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discourse context that determined the choice of tense in sentences throughout the
discourse, as is often practiced by native speakers. Hinkel (1997) illustrated this in the

_sentence Last year Mary niet John, John works at the university. According to Hinkel,

while the speaker or writer meant the event time of the second sentence related to the
present in the way that work in the sentence expressed, a native_ speaker or writer
would use worked instead, justified by the discourse context established by the time
marker in the previous sentence /last year. Klein (1986) clgime.d that context ﬁroxfides
the speaker and listener, the'writef .and reader with information about the situétion,
and even of the world. If a non-nat.i.xfe speaker correctly interpreted the contextual
information in the sentence According to Copernicus, the earth revolved around the
sun as a belief of a dead person, he would interpret time in the verb as past in the way

a native speaker would do (Riddle, 1986, p. 271).
2.2.3.2.2 As an anaphora of temporal indicator

Another report showing how discqurse context created tempdraﬁfy in
sentences came from Partee (1973). Paf't;;,““\.vho in his article “Some Structural
Analogies between Tenses and Pronouns in English”, analogized the use of tense to
the use of pronouns. He claimed that the past tense in the sentence I didn t turn off the
stove refers to a particular time and the listener’s perception of that time comes from
the extralinguistic context. Partee claimed this identity of a particular time, a definite
interval, is “just as the identity of the he in the sentence He shouldnt be in here”,
[which] is clear from the context™ (p. 603). By demonstrating an anaphoric nature of
diécf;ﬁ?se context for tense, Partee éstablishes a relationship between tense and the
context,

Some other researchers have also emphasized the role that context plays in
tense employment. Hinkel (1997) attributed the tense errors of non-native speakers to

their inability to distinguish contexts within which certain tenses are required.
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2.2.3.2.3 Three narrative modes

(1997), and Smith (2005) further proposed that the discourse mode in which a text is
formed affects the tenses used in the. passage. According to Smith, of the five
discourse modes, --natrative, descriptive, reportive, expositive and argumentative, the
first three are temporal discourse modes, which possess corresponding patterns of
temporal reference. In narrative, the tense reference pattern is “continuity”, meaning
that relations between events are chronologically maintained by tense. In the
descriptive mode, tense is “anaphoric”, suggesting that events in the discourse or text
are related to a previously established time. In the reporting mode, tense is “deictic”,
with events and situations in the discourse or text being related with speech time.
White (1977) and McCarthy (1991} categorized narration, description and reporting
into the narrative text type.

This study adopted the three narrative mo.deé in designing the testing material

to test the learners’ temporal interpretation in L2 reading.
2.2.3.3 Cultural differences in time inference

In section 2.2.2.3, potential problems of temporal interpretation for L2
learners raised by the dichotomy between event time and conceptual time, or reference
time and subjective time, were discussed. This problem of temporal interpretation may
arise from two aspects: the speaker or writer’s attempt to be interactive or his
understandizrl;g.r 'Bf the time in the situation. However, the source of this cognitive
temporality on the part of the speaker or writer may be traced back to his L1 temporal
culture, Li & Thompson (1981) reported this difference observed in a Chinese
student’s writing. In the sentence My uncle told me his opinion that before students

graduate from college, they need to learn kinds of jobs. Li and Thompson found that
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the reason for the student not appending -ed to the verbs gradiate and need is that the
Chinese learner interpreted the two words with current relevance because, for him, the

two words express meanings that are not finished and generally true. The learner thus

failed to choose the correct verb forms “gréduated” and “needed”.

Another example that reflects a non-native speakers’ temporal interpretation
in past discourée is from Hinkel (1997) in the sentence School requirements there gre
much higher than in my old school and my grades became very low. Hinkel exialainéd
that the present “are™ implies that the nonnative writer related the school requirements
to the present time, i.c., his temporal interpretation depended on his understanding of
the “objective time” (event time). He perceived it as a present truth. But a native
speaker would think “current requirements in the new séhool [is] irrele?ant
because the requirements at the specific time in the past when the student changed
school are sufficient to explain the lower grades” (p. 300). These examples indicate
that L2 learners are likely to apply tenses based on their own perceptions of

temporality arising from a different cultural background.

2.3 Narrative Texts

Narrative texts are set as the context in this study to test Chinese leamers’
temporal interpretation. The review of literature in this section focuses on the
keynotes of narrative texts and is prefaced by a brief perspective of terminology fext

and discourse.
2.3.1 Text and Discoursé :

The terms text and discourse do not have a definite boundary within their
meaning, Widdowson (1979) referred to text as sentences in a structural frame and to
discourse as the use of sentences. This view was shared by Schiffrin (1994) and some

other researchers. According to Schiffrin, fext is structurally bounded while discourse,
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‘langnage above the sentence or above the clause’ (Stubbs, 1983, p. 1), is more
functionally related and comprehended with the context. “Discourse [is] language

use.” (Schiffrin, 1994, p. 31). This notion departs from a division of fext into written

works as distinct from discourse (Brown & Yule, 1983), which embraces utterances at
other times. Some other researchers have not made a distinction between the two,
regarding both authentic and non-authentic data and both spoken and written language
as text (Levinson, 1984; Lock, 1996).

The present study roughly treats the two notions as one, choosing the term
text on the basis that all the testing materials were in a written form and that analysis
of the subjects’ temporal interpretation began with. analysis of the sentence

components in passages of reading and writing.
2.3.2 Definition of Narrative Texts

The definition of narrative texts will be given at two levels: broad and narrow.
T ke broad definition of narrativés"is"-réoted in general and common acknow.lédgement
of a narrative as a recount with the narrow definition specific and technique orientated.
The present study defines its testing and tested materials of narrative texts based on
the broad definition of narratives and incorporates some uscful elements from the

narrow definition of narratives into analysis of the data,

2.3.2.1 Broad definition

There are simple and elaborated definitions of narratives. The most general
description of a narrafive is that narrative is an account of what has happened, a piece
of writing “simply to recount events” (Kirszner & Mandell, 1980, p. 29). Anecdotes,
incidents, news report, accounts of historical events, biography, autobiography and
fictions are narratives (Herinan, 1977; Kirszner & Mandell, 1980; McCarthy, 1991),

underlying which 1s either a sophisticated or an unsophisticated structure to the story.
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An unsophisticated narrative is found in a pattern of “introduction”, “event in
sequence” and “conclusion” (Kirszner & Mandell, 1980, p. 32). Narratives can be

divided into two classes: narra'tivé of facts and narrative of fictions. Narratives of facts

are telling stories about real people and real events. They also make news reports.
The present research is focused on narratives of facts and relies on the
definition referring to narrative as an account of what has happened as the basis for

the testing and tested materials as data for the research.
2.3.2.2 Narrow definition

A more elaborated de_ﬁnition of narratives comes with descriptions typical of
Labov and Schiffrin. Labov t1972) studied an oral narrative and proposed that the
elements that commonly occur in a narrative are abstract, orientation, complicating
events, resolution, evaluation and coda.

_ In the Labov model, the abstract is a sentence to start the story. This short
statement is optional. The orientation esta’olisifes the time, place and characters.
Complicating eventis tell what is happening and the resofution wraps up the story. The
evaluation gives comments or personal opinions on the events while the coda, which
is optional like the abstract, connects the story and the moment of telling the story as
in for instance, “and ever since, I've never been able to look at inango without feeling
sick.” (McCarthy, 1991, p. 138).

Butt, Fahey, Feez, Spinks and Yallop’s (2000) description of a narrative text
as one that carries the characteristic elements of orienfation, complication, vesolution
and coda bears a close similarity to that of Labov’s. Whereas Schiffrin (1994)
suggested that the elaborated definition of narratives proposed by Labov, especially
the “‘embedded evaluation” element, separates itself from thé simple description of
narratives. This concept, though appearing somewhat difficult for 1.2 learners of

writing, is more complete and reflective of the narrative features.
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2.3.3 Characteristics of narrative texts

A narrative text has its own characteristics. It cairies features such as its

discourse style, cultural reference and indicative temporality. These characteristics of
narrative texts rely on their structures and have given rise to the field of narrative
analysis research. This section presents the principles proposed by two researchers of
‘hafrative analysis, Labov, a narrative discourse research representative in 1970°s, and
Bardovi-Harlig, who was active in studying tense and aspect usage in narratives in the

1990%.
2.3.3.1 Labov’s proposition

According to Labov (1972; see also Schiffrin, 1994; Tannen, 71982),
narratives in conversation carry two main tasks. One is that the speaker makes the
point of the story clear to the audience by answering the question of ‘what’. Another is
to communicate t.he point of the story by proposing the speaker’s attitude toward what
is being said. This proposed attitude reflects the speaker’s evaluation of the point of
the story he is narrating. Labov established a model in which the narration of a story
develops with evaluation as an element rﬁdving in and out of the story. Labov further
elaborated this evaluation element as either external or internal. External evaluation is
the most common form observed in narratives, where the story-teller stands aside
from the story line and says something like “Hey, this is what | want to say”, “That
was a most unforgettable summer I had ever had”. Internal evaluation comes from
direct quotaﬁons, where opinions, judgments and desires are out of the story-teller’s
mouth to tell what has happened from inside the story. However, this study will not

include consideration of internal evaluation.
2.3.3.2 Bardovi-Harlig’s proposition

Like Labov, Bardovi-Harlig (1995) in her 4 narrative perspective on the
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development of the tense/aspect system in second language acquisition analyzed L2
learners’ tense and aspect use in narratives from the perspective of grounding--

foreground (the actual story line) and background (the supportive material of the

narrative). She believed that “narrative discourse is comprised of two parts: the
foreground and the background” with selective tenses (p. 265).

Bardovi-Harlig (ibid.) believed that a narrative is a text in which the speaker
and writer relates a series of events in an order in which the events take place. It tells a
story, an experience,. and what the story and experience tells us. In a narrative
discourse, the story line makes the foreground where_ the past tense dontinates and the

background where evaluations, judgments, and additional information employ both

the present tense and the past tense as the case dictates. This pattern of tense in a -

discourse framework allows us to approach the temporal interpretation the subjects
made when reading or writing a narrative text.
Apparently Labov’s and Bardovi-Harlig’s interpretation of the narrative

structures bear a similar pattern, i.e., the main story line, the foreground, and the aside

evaluation, the background, forming the skeleton of a narrative. Their propositions ™

could be illustrated in the diagram below:

(Foreground/the actual story line)
______________________________________ Story line

Evaluation Evaluation Evaluation

(Background/the supportive material)

Examinations and analysis of tense and temporal interpretation ‘by the
subjects m this study will rely on this integrated model. Evaluation is used here as a
general Atechnical term covering evaluations, judgments, personal opinions,
geographié:al facts, universal truth, background information, etc. According to

Tirkkonen-Condit (1985, as cited in Teo, 1995), an evaluation “expresses the writer’s
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view of the desirability, relevance, interest, importance, truth, etc.” (p. 27).

2.4 Related Studies

In recent years, studies related to L2 tense and temporal interpretation have
been undertaken along two main channels. Researchers in the first channel have
wanted to find out if there exists a universal pattern in L2 learners’ tense and aspect
acquisition (Bardovi-Harlig & Reynolds, 1995; Robison, 1990, 1995; Shirai &
Kurono, 1998); Those in the second channel believe that tense and aspect acquisition
is culturally different. That is, learners’ acquisition of tense and aspect was an
individual enterprise depending on their different language community background,.
and that their tense ac-quis_ition would reflect the influence of their first languages (Fan
& Lin, 2002; Hinkel, 1992, 1997; White, 2002, 2003). This section reports some

findings from the above studies.
2.4.1 Channel 1: lexical aspect to English tense acquisition

In a study designed as one of a series of tests {o investigate problems in L2
learners’ tense acquisition in the hope to find out if there is a universal model existing
with English tense acquisition for L2 learners, Bardovi-Harlig & Reynolds {1995)
tested 182 ESL adult learners who were then at six different levels of proficiency from
beginning to advanced, to examine the role of lexical aspect in determining the pattern
of acquisition of the simple past tense. The subjects were tested on a total of 84 verb
items coming from categories of four lexical aspects: ‘achievements, accomplishments,
activities and states, with 62 verbs as targets. The. reéults showed that the acquisition
of the simple past tense is not uniform in L2 learners, but that they develop their tense
sense in stages linked to the meanings of verbs, i.e., the lexical aspect of verbs
suggesting a relationship between the action expressed by the verb and the time of the

action implied. The same sequence of tense development was found in classroom
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language learners, in adult learners with instruction and in children without instruction.
On the basis of their findings, Bardovi-Harlig et al. (1995) proposed that there was a

universal model existing among L2 learners in tense and aspect acquisition.

2.4.2 Channel 2: I.1 grammars to L2 tense acquisition

In contrast to the tense/aspect acquisition hypothesis, other researchers have
focused their attention on the way L2 learners from different cultural backgrounds
acquire tense and aspect, Hinkel (1992) studied 130 speakers of Chinese, Japanese,
Korean, Vietnamese and Arabic by designing a test in which the learners were asked
to describe the temporal meanings and aspectual implicatio_ps of the tense forms in 32
sentences. Hinkel wanted to prove Coppieters’ claim (1987) that even if non-native
'speakers had acquired tense forms of English, their perceptions of tense meanings, i.e.,
the temporal reference by these tense forms to non-native speakers, was still different
from those of native speakers. The results of the experiment proved that Coppieters’
claim was justified. Hinkel proposed that concepts of time from 'a.‘different language
community could produce dlfﬁcultles in tense acquisition for L2 learners. Hinkel even
claimed that grammar taught from the perspective of the time concepts of
English-speaking communities could not be of much help in explaining usages and
meanings of tense for non-native speakers. |

Another two parallel investigations were conducted on a Chinese English
learner and a Turkish English leamer to test the effects of L1 grammars on the
learners’ L2 grammar a_cquisition (Lardiere, 1998a; White, 2002, 2003). The
experiments were desigﬁéd' under the premise that the subjecfs lacked certain
constituen{s in their 1.1 grammars and that the absence would influence their
acquisition of the corresponding items in the L2 grammars, One experiment was a
longitudinal study conducted at two intervals on a Chinese who had been living in
America for nineteen years. Another experiment was conducted with a Turkish Lt

speaker whose mother tongue is a language with rich tenses and agreement
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morphemes but lacking the articles that are found in English. For the Chinese subject,
his mother tongue has neither tense inflections nor a third person agreement

morpheme. The results showed that the Turkish learner had greater inconsistency in

English article use than in tense and agreement morphemes while the Chinese had a
relatively low use of tense and agreement morphemes. The conclusions from these
two case studies was that LHI gramimars interfere with the acquisition of .2 grammars
and that features in L1 grammafs affect the realization of the corresponding parts of
L.2 grammars. | '

Further support came from a study by two Chinese researchers (Fan & Lin,
2002) who investigated tense acquisition among a group of Chinese students at
different proficiency levels in EFL and ESL contexts. The subjects’ uses of the present
perfect tense, the simple present tense and the simple past tense were examined and it
was found that the subjects showed tendencies to use the present perfect tense
incorrectly in the past frame of time and place and to use punctual verbs with
adverbials presenting a time span. The reéeaI'chers claimed that these twd_'major eIrors
in-teitse by the Chinese L2 learners of Eﬂglish could be traced back to corresponding
time concepts in the Chinese language. In Chinese, the “experiential aspect” (ibid., p.
67) is set in a past time frame and expressed in the manner of [ have finished the wine
ten minutes ago (p. 77). Another major error in the use of punctual verbs such as that
in His dog has died four days. It was run over by a car (p. 78) also displayed a
corresponding Chinese temporal pattern. Fan & Lin claimed that tense acquisition is
greatly influenced by the learners’ L1 time concepts and expressions and that tense

. _acquisition cannot be achieved in a universal pattern for L2 learners.




CHAPTER 3

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY -

This study investigates Chinese university students’ use of fénse and temporal
interpretation in English narrative texts. The study aims to establish how the students
interpret {ime in a narrative coﬁtext and what kind of errors in verb forms they make
during the interpretation, It aims to see if the learners’ temporal interprétation abilities
vary in different narrative texts and if their temporal interpretation abilities are related
to their proficiency levels. This chapter describes the research methodology used in
this study. It contains swbjects, research i;zst:-rﬁnents, data collection and data

analysis.

31 Subjects‘

The subjects of this study were the 170 third year law students of the academic
year 2006 from Southwest University of Political Science and Law (SWUPL) situated
in Chongqing,r a provincial city in Southwest China. At the time of the research, they
were third-year students. The total population of law students in SWUPL was about
1,500, out of which 316 students were selected according to the formula (N = 1500;
n = 316 at e = = 5%) suggested by Yamane (1967) through random sampling
procedures. Using the proficiency test scores of the China National College English
Test, Band 4/6 (CET 4/6),” the top 27% and the bottom 27% were established from the

sample size of 316 and designated as the high English proficiency group and the low

? A national norm-reference test sponsored by China National Educational Committee and held twice a
year. It aims to test Chinese university students and other Chinese EFL leamers’ English proficiency. It is the

Chinese TOEFL with a total score of 710.

is
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English proficiency group. This 27%-techm'que (Hughes, 1989) produced the final 170
subjects for the study.

The subjects’ English proficiency was at intermediate and intermediate-high

Ellgiish language levels, according to the course descriptions from the Curriculum of
English as a Foreign Language for All-China Non-English Major University Students
and individual language development. They had comﬁléfé& studying the two-year
(272 hours)4 foundation English course (FE 4) and were at the beginning of their third
academic year when the experiment was conducted. The information about the

subjects is summarized as follows.

Table 3.1

Information about the Subjects

Subject group Number Course CET 4 Score (;) Gender
{Total score = 710} Male  Female

High group .85 FE 4 56l 32 53

Low group .85 - FE 4 402 o 48 37

3.2 Research Instruments

The instrumenté employed in this study were aimed at creating both
obligatory and naturalistic environments to elicit past and present tense data needed
for the present research. There were four research instruments in this study: a cloze
test, a questionnaire concerning the cloze test, a topic-guided writing test, and a
questionnaire concerning the topic-guided writing test. They were summarized in

Table 3.2.

1 Social science and science university students in China study Foundation English as a subject in the
first two academic years with an average of 68 course hours in one semester. The total English instruction hours for
the two-year Foundation English course were 272 hours. The subjects in the research acquired this scheduled time

of English learning.
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Table 3.2

Types of Instruments
Types of instruments Test Units Testing time (mins.)
Cloze test 39 40
Cloze-test Questionnaire , 39 50
Writing test L N A‘.‘Aj{f.lf)z? Unforgettable Experience” 35
Writing-test Questidrmaire Number of verbs in individual’s writing 50

3.2.1 Cloze Test

The verb filling cloze test (see Appeﬁdix A) was used to elicit the past and the
present tense data needed for this study. Passages of intermediate levels constituted of
common vocabulary with fewer embedded clauses than normal were used to ensure
that the reading materials were comprehensible to the subjects so that all the responses
- from the subjects were conscious and conceptual production from the reading,

Three passages with a total number of about 480 words were chosen for the
cloze test. The materials for the cloze test were selected from international English
textbooks® edited by native speakers and published in the 1990’s. The passages were
narrative texts elaborated in the discourse mode with the text features, --narrative,
narrative with descriptive, and news reporting. Justification of the testing texts as
narratives came from two angles. First, it accorded with the definition of narratives
adopted for the study, i.e. a narrative is a recount telling what happened to people or to
their life. Second, the three chosen passages were marked as narratives under the
subtitles Language Study or Grammar within the unit. Sequences of events
(foreground) and evaluations and added information (background) made up the
skeleton of the stories, with the alternative présent and past forms of verbs being

designed as components of the texts. A native speaking English teacher proofread the

% Chinese university students use their own English textbooks edited by Chinese professors of English.
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texts. Information regarding the cloze test passages is summarized in Table 3.3,

Table 3.3

Information of Cloze Testing Materials

Texts Length Numberof  Test Units Sources
(words)  test units
Napoleon 143 12 (I - (12) Intermediate listening comprehension
{Dunkel & Lim, 1993)
News Reporting 179 13 A3 -(25) Landmark (Haines & Stewart, 2000}
Nepal 159 14 (26) - (39) Lifelines (Hutchinson, 1997)

3.2.2 Cloze-test Questionnaire

A cloze affiliated questionnaire (see Appendix B) as-':i parallel data source to
the cloze test immediately followed the cloze test in the testing process and attempted
to retrieve the subjects’ perceptions of the time entailed in the verb forms with which
they had responded to the cloze test.

The questionnaire was constructed of three multiple choice items and one
open-ended item for each of the 39 verb forms with which the subjects had responded
to the cloze test, asking for tiléir reasons and explanations for time references in those
verbs forms, The 3-choices were from the original fexts without any adaptation but
separated into single words, phrases or clauses. They were infended to elicit the
subjects’ knowledge of time when reading through an L2 narrative text. That is, the
selection of each choice indicated their reasoning in interpreting the temporal frame in
the sentence, There were 14 adverbial phrases (AP), 7 conjunctions (CONJ), 18 noun
phrases (NP), 15 verb phrases (Vi, q0), 15 verb phrases (Viope), 10 verb phrases (V
NP/AP), 5 sentence patterns, 15 contexts and 10 events and 8 evaluations. The fotal
choices were 117 in the cloze-test questionnaire. Access to the subjects’ time
conceptions was gained either from their direct reasoning or explanations written

down in the open-ended question or from their choice of one of the linguistic units in
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these three options. Explicit time indicators of adverbs and adverbials, noun phrases,
prepositional phrases, verbs of actions and of states, which might carry some implicit

temporal references in the texts, were tested in this part. The subjects’ interpretation of

speech time and event time, the subjects’ understanding of sequence boundaries of the
events, and the subjects’ knowledge of the discourse context were examined
simultaneously. Information of the questionnaire affiliated to the cloze test is

summarized as follows.

Table 3.4
Information of Cloze-test Questionnaire
Options Components Form
117 Adverbial phrase, conjunction, noun phrase, 3 multiple choices éccompanied
verb phrase and clause from the original texts with one open-ended question

3.2.3 Writing Test

After the subjects had finished the cloze test and the cloze-test.questionnaires,
a topic-guided narrative writing test (see Appendix C) started the second section of the
test. The writing test was aimed to generate data from the subjects in a comparatively
naturalistic context and the topic My Unforgettable Experience was chosen because it
established a context for potential narratives. The subjects were asked to write a
120-150-word passage about someone or something that most impressed them in their
past experience, an experience that was important to his/her development as an adult.
This was intended to guide them to narrate what happened __in rthe past (ideal for
examining the tentative past tense) and what impact the outcome of the events
narrated might have had on them (ideal for examining tenses used in the background).
Both past and present verb forms were likely to appear in the subjects’ writings when
they gave accounts of their personal experience and evaluations of that experience that

still influenced their present work and life. Information about the topic-guided writing
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test is sumuinarized as follows.

Table 3.5

Information of Writing Test

Topic Text type Length needed Time
(words) (mins,)
My Unforgettable Experience Narrative 120-150 35

3.2.4 Writing-test Questionnaire

Like the cloze-test questionnaire, the writing affiliated questionnaire (see
Appendix D) was designed as a parallel data source, and was conducted immediately
after the subjects finished their compositions, in an attempt to retrieve data about the
subjects’ peréeptions of the time entailed in the verb forms they used in their narrative
writings and reasons for their selection.

The questionnaire was made up of an open-ended question for each of the
verb forms or test unit in the writing. The subject were asked to give reasons’ and
explanéﬁons for the time reference entaﬂéd vin those verb forms. This served two
functions: one was as a parallel data source with the writing test to reflect the subjects’
temporal conceptions in that context; the other was as a parallel data source with the
cloze questionnaire eliciting information about the subjects’ time conceptioné and
reasons in a different narrative context.

Information relating to the questionnaire affiliated to the writing test is

summarized as follows.

Table 3.6

Information of Writing-test Questionnaire

Verb units Performance Form

Dependent Reasons for verb tenses in the writing Open-ended questions
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3.2.5 Piloting the instruments

Before the main study, a pilot test was conducted to test the reliability of the

' research instruments. The package of tests was implemented with 10 law students who
accorded with the description of the subjects in the main research, following exactly
the testing procedure designed for the main study. These 10 law students were outside
the subject group in the main study.

Information about the pilot study is summarized as follows.

Table 3.7

Information of Pilot 1est Participants in Comparison with Subjects in the Main Study

N'mnber Faculty / CET4 Score (;) Course  Gender (%)
Academic year (Total score =710) m
Pilot study participants 10 Law /20006 487 FE 4 40 60
Main study participants 170 Law /2006 482 FE 4 47 53

From thetable, it can be seen that the participants in the pilot test had similar
qualities to those of the subjects in the main study. Therefore, the results from the pilot -
test were indicative for the main study. One thing which was noticed was that the
allotted 3-hour testing time seemed to be excessive, since most of the participants
finished the whole test in 2 to 2.5 hours. But considering the multiple testing
procedures (actually four subtests) involved, the originally designed time allotment
was maintained and marked on the individual test papers. Another thing to note was
that the pfdc?ajdures which had been implemented in the cloze test and the follow up
questionnaire were incapable of being fully followed in the writing test and the
writing test questionnaire. In the cloze test, the answer sheets were collected before
the close-questionnaires were distributed to the subjects. The testeés had only the
reading materials of the cloze test with them to complete the questionnaire when they

started recalling and explaining the reasons for the tense choices they made in the
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cloze test. But in the writing test, the testees had their finished writing papefs at hand
when they were writing down the reasons for their time references in the

questionnaires. The researcher (a proctor then) caught one pilot test subject, changing

some verb forms in his composition while ‘crompleting the writing-questionnaire. The
resolution to the problem was first, warn the subjects off this practice and second, any
crased traces of inflectional verbs or any purposely changed forms of verb tenses
would be regarded as invalid or blanked out of the database. This rule was apphed in
the main study. Fortunately, the few offenders were not wise enough or they did not
have enough time to get rid of the marks of their fraud.

After the pilot test, Kuder-Richardson formula (K-R 20) was used to measure
internal-consistency of the cloze test. A post-test interviewr was also conducted to
obtain first-hand feedback from the pilot test participants, The K-R 20, reliability
coefficient of the cloze test items was r = .71 (see Table 3.8), which suggested that a
strong correlation was found between the cloze test items, The correlation was
statistically significant and ti_le testing texts could be retained. A post-test interview
revealed that the reading paésages appeared to the candidates to be quite easy and
comprehensible during the whole test process. The researcher believed this
unsophistication of the testing materials would ensure the readability of the passages
and avoid the possibility of verb misforms arising from the difficulties the subjects
had with EFL reading. Final scores from the pilot cloze reading test, where the poorest
performer scored 56% correct and the best performer whose CET4° score had been
quite high (629 out of the total score 710) got 80% correct in the pilot cloze test,
proved this assumption. '

To sum up, the pilot test established six points: (a) the cloze testing materials
were reliable for testing verb items with a K~-R20 coefficient of .71 (Henning, 1987);
(b) the testing time is long enough for the testees; (c) the reading materials seemed to

be quite casy to the testees at first sight but this did not guarantee that the testees’ were

¢ National English proficiency test, See p. 35.
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able to satisfactorily implement correct verb forms; (d) special attention should be

given to the verb forms changed in the testees’ writings; (e) few testees could produce

~very complex or sophisticated narratives but their wrifings were narratives telling
what happened aﬁd what they thought about the events; and (f) of 40 verb units in the
cloze test, one item (Unit [30]) induced two possible temporal interpretations: past and
present, and this reminded the researcher not to include the item in target marking.
Some changes and revisions were made to the instruments as a result of the piloting
test analysis and reflections, and a refined and specific Chinese instruction for writing
a narrative and giving predicates in verb units of the cloze test (both orally and

literally) was designed.

Tabie 3.8
Reliability Coefficient of Cloze Test Items (N = 10)

Statistics resorted Verb units Scores x 5§ r

K-R20 39 T 249 249 2003 71

€5 (8)= .71, p < .05.

3.3 Data Collection

On Sept. 29, 2006 from 2:30 PM. to 5:30 P.M., the main study test was
conducted among the 175 subjects from Southwest University of Political Science and
Law (SWUPL) in China, following the experiment specifications and data collection
procedures described in Sections 3.1 & 3.2. Five performed test papers were randomly
picked out and removed from the database to make the number of subjects 170 as

designed. The collected data is described as follows.
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Table 3.9
Data Collected
Data — Narahar
High group (n=85) Low group (n=83)
[. Tokens of the subjects’ verb forms in the cloze test 3315 3315
2. Tokens of the subjects” refrospective explanations in 3213 3158
the cloze-test questionnaires
3. Copies of the subjects’ writing in the writing test 85 84*
4, Tokens of the subjects’ retrospective explanations in 1700 1535

the writing-test questionnaires

* One subject did not submit her composition.

The collected data was coded and specitied for validity before statistical
procedures and text analysis commenced. The information in Table 3.9 can thus be
reduced to the data valid for analysis and split into Tables 3.10 and 3.11.

Regarding the cloze test, all intended data was successfully obtained (see
Table 3.9). All the subjects completed the 40-unit verb-filling task with 39 verbs being
targeted. As a result, 3,315 tokens from the high subject group and 3,315 from the low
subject group were available for analysis, of which 1955’ tokens respectively
belonged to the event time frame respectively for each subject group and 13608 tokens
to the speech time frame respectively for each subject group.

Of the cloze-test questionnaires, 102 choices from the high group and 157
form the low group were left blank. These items were neither chosen nor explained.
After deducting the 102 and 157 missing choices respectively from the two groups,
the final tokens were 3213 from the high group and 3158 from the low group available

for analysis (see Table 3.10).

7 In the cloze test passages, there were 23 verbs in the event time frame, taking the past tense.

¥ In the cloze test passages, there were 16 verbs in the speech time frame, taking the present tense.
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Table 3.10

Numbers of Tokens in Cloze Test and Cloze-test Questionnaire for Statistical Analysis

Token Number
High group (n=85) Low group (n=85)
1. Tokens of the subjects’ verb forms in the cloze test 3315 3315
‘ 2. - Tokens of the subjects’ retrospective explanations in 3213 3158

the cloze-questionnaires

Of the writing test, all of the finite verbs given in the writing-were considered
to be test units in the writing test. 85 and 84 compositions came from the high and the
'10wfs';ubject groups respectivelf (see Table 3.9). The 169 compositions underwent
natrative writing criteria analysis before their verb forms were recorded. Wlth Butt et
al.’s (2000) descriptions of a narrative text as one that carries characteristics of
orientation, complication, resolution and coda being a reference, a broader definition
in which narrative is taken as an account o tell what has happened, a piece of writing
“to recount events” (Kirszner & Mandell, 1980, p. 29), was adopted to evaluate the
actual writing data from the participants. As a result, 156 narrative writings were
accepted as valid data for analysis, with the high group contributing 77 and the low
group contributing 79 which represented 1,885 and 1,676 tokens of the target verbs
available for statistical analysis.

From the writing-test questionnaires, 1,493 explanations and statements from
the high group and 1,378 from the low groups were collected relating to the 156 valid
narrative writing texts. The subjects did not give the same number of explanations as
they gave verb forms in their writing. For the high group, 392 tokens and for the low

group 298 were missing. The data valid for statistical analysis is shown in Table 3.11.
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Table 3.11

Number of Tokens in Writing Test and Writing-test Questionnaire for Statistical

Analysis
Token Number
High group {n=77) Low group (n=79)
3. Tokens of the subjects’ writing in the writing test 1885 1676
4. Tokens of the subjects’ retrospective explanations in 1493 1378

the writing-questionnaire

3.4 Data Analysis

The database in this study contained two sets of data: verb forms and
retrospective explanations of the time reference in the verb forms. The 170 subjects
were divided into the high and the low proficiency groups and the data analysed
accordingly. Two types of data analysis were conducted: 1) qualitative analysis of
ungrammatical verb forms and temporal interpretation factors; and 2) quantitative
analysis of the receptive performance and productive performance of tempq_r_gim
interpretation in reading and writing contexts, and quantitative analysis of temporal
interpretation performance by the two language proficiency groups. The data analysis

procedures were described as follows.
3.4.1 Analysis of verb forms in cloze test and writing test

Analysis of the verb forms in the cloze test and the writing test was directed
at subjects’ ungrammatical verb forms to address problems in tense forms.. -'_Ihe
ungrammatical verb forms appearing in the cloze test and the writing .tesr't-\{fere
identified and recorded respectively and categorized into groups. The percentage of

the incorrect forms in each group was calculated following the formula:

Each type of ungrammatical verb forms (%) == Total number of each type of ill-formed verbs

Total number of ill-formed verbs in the test
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3.4.2 Analysis of factors reported in close-test and writing-test questionnaires

Following the construct that, in narrative texts, time references were framed

in sequences of the events (to be further discussed in Section 3.4.5), subjects’ optional
choices of syntactic units, discourse units and their statements of reasons for tense
uses in the cloze test and in the writing test were recorded and categorized from the
cloze-questionnaires and the writing-questionnaires accordingly and respectively (see
Appendixes B and D).

After the frequency of categorized factors was tallied, the percentage of

categorized factors of each group was calculated following the formulae:

Frequency of factors (%) . = Total number of chosen items and reasoning statements of the same factor
(In the cloze-test questionnaire) Total number of chosen items and reasoning statements of alf factors
Frequency of factors (%} = Total aumber of reasoning statements of the same factor

(In the writing-test questionnaire) Total number of reasoning statements of all factors

The frequencies of the factors for each group in the cloze-test questionnaires
were checked by Pearson’s Chi-square test to establish if the frequencies were

influenced by chance choices.

3.4.3 Analysis of receptive performance and productive performance of

temporal interpretation

The verb forms in the cloze test and the writing test were grouped into two
basic tense frames: the present and the past tenses; The correct scores of these verbs’
tense forms in the narrative reading texts and narrative writing texts were calculated
respectively. Comparisons of the two subject groups’ receptive ability and productive
ability in temporal interpretation were achieved by a Paired Samples #-test using SPSS

Version 11.0.




48

3.4.3.1 Consistency of rating scores of verb tenses in writing test

S, -----Before--the ---Subjects-’----temporal- -interpretation---performances In I'Cﬂdjﬂg' and e

writing were compared, the reliability of the tense scores in the total 156 compositions
was checked. To achieve reliable marking of the verb fenses used by the subjects in
their compositions, two ratings were conducted. The first rating was done by the.
researcher herself based on the classifications of tense usages and uses described in
the literature review and the rater’s common knowledge of Engligll tense. A native
speaker of English teacher performed the second rating. Person’s r was calculated to
observe the consistency of the two ratings. The result was » = .947, which suggested

that the two ratings were statistically consistent and therefore reliable.

3.4.4 Analysis of temporal interpretation performances by high and low

proficiency groups

Verb forms in the cloze test and the writing test were grduﬁed into two basic
tense frames: the present tense and the past tense. The correct scores of these verb
tenses by the two subject groups were calculated, Independent-Samples #-test in SPSS
Version 11.0 treated the scores. Comparisons of the temporal: interpretatioh
performances between the high proficiency group and the low proficiency group in

the cloze test and in the writing test were achieved accordingly.
3.4.5 General framework of temporal interpretation analysis in this study

Underlying all .thér analyses employed in this study was a code of temporal
interpretation in narrative texts, incorporating the concepts of event time and speech
time in narrative texts. They are the kernels of the narrative text time into which
sequences of the events are recognized as foreground and background. To understand

this relationship between the narrative discourse structure and the narrative discourse
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time frames, an overview of the characteristics of narrative texts is given before the

analysis of the temporal interpretation in the narrative texts starts.

3.4.5.1 An overview of narrative texts

Bardovi-Harlig (1995) and Labov (1972) have proposed individual narrative
discourse models. Their main elements are the foreground and the background in
which the story develops its sequences of the event(s) with attendant evaluation.
Based on Bardovi-Harlig and Labov’s models, the characteristics of narrative texts are
summed up and some components are elaborated as follows.

1. Foreground and background Narrative texts are characterised by the
foreground and background with the selective tenses (Bardovi-Harlig, 1995). A
narrative is an account of what has happened in the past. It tells a story, an experience,
and what this story and experience tells us. In a narrative discourse, the story line
makes the foreground where the past tense dominates and the evaluations (Labov,
1972), judgments, and additional information make the background whiéh appeals to
thé pLesent tense and also to the past tense in some cases. This pattern of tenses in a
discourse framework makes up the event time and speech time of the discowrse and
allows us to approach the temporal interpretation the subjects have made when
reading or writing a narrative text. The fbreground and the background make up the
skeleton of a narrative text.

2. Story sequence Narrative texts are characterised by sequences in which
an event moves. Sequences of the event(s) keep the verb tense consistent and at the
same time, allow for tense shifting between the segments. These sequenced segments
facilitate the tracing of the shifting of tenses and allow the reasons behind the
temporal shifts when the subjects give their temporal interpretations to be approached.
As for the texts given as instruments in this study, story sequence plays ifs role. For
example, in Text 1, the beginning paragraph Napoleon led a very exciting and

dangerous life, but he died in his own bed (narration, sequence 1). However, the cause
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of Napoleon's death is the subject of controversy from that time to the present is
sequenced into two segments: the story process and the evaluation (comments on the

event, sequence 2).

3. Discourse time Nan'ative texts are characterised by discourse time
attributes in which sequences of the event(s) progress in the past time frame while
béckground information sets aside_:, or in some cases inside the js_tory, in either the )
present time frame or the past time frame. Time in the seqﬁences of the event
constitutes the event time frame, while time in evaluations makes up the speech time
frame. Speech time creates a clear starting point at which reference time sets forth.
The reference time of the event is past deictic. The reference time of evaluation is both
present and past deictic. Narratives are typically -associated with the paéf tense because
of the nature of the discourse. The paragraph quoted above exemplifies the idea of
event time and speech time within.

4. Generic and specific descriptions Narrative texts are characterised by a
way of story‘tellling which incorporates descri'ptiro‘ns into the narration. Descriptioﬁs
can be generié or specific. A generic description describes kinds of people, a
geographical ld-cation, world knowledge, universal truth, etc., using the simple present
tense (usually). In specific descriptions, i.e., descriptions of a specific act at a
particular situation, of a specific individual at a ﬁarticular point of time, or of a
specific place where the event took place, the simple past tense is mostly involved. In
this study, generic descriptions are freated as evaluations in the speech time frame and
specific descriptions are treated as the event in the event time frame.

5. Verb types Narrative texts are characterised by verb types. Verbs in the
story line (foreground) are usually action verbs that describe sequences of the events
and actions while verbs giving evaluations or additional information (background) or
expressing relations are statively inclined. In Text 1, the verbs lead and die signified
actions and events; the verb to be describés states or evaluations (see the above quoted

paragraph).
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6. Temporal adverbials Narrative texts are characterised by temporal

adverbials such as one morning, when I was 11 years old, in my middle school days,

this year and yesterday. These adverbials, tdgether with the verb tense, mark the
seqﬁénces of the event(s) into temporal phases. In other words, temporal adverbials
illuminate the time channel of the verbal clauses in narrative texts. Besides verbs and
adverbials, there are other linguistic ¢l_ements such as noun phrases, clauses and
conjunctions which impact on the tempé)ral interpretation of L2 learners.

The characteristics of narrative texts discussed above from the perspective of
the discourse structure constitute the basis for the analysis in this study from which a
possible relationship could be seen existing between the components of the narrative

discourse and their temporal interpretations. We iltustrate this relationship as follows.

Figure 3.1. Relationship between narrative components and temporal interpretation.

Narrative components * Tense frames
[ Foreground p  Pasttense
Text
Sequence »  Pasttense; Present tense
| Background p»  Present tense, Past tense
—l: Event time »  Past tense
Temporality [: Reference time »  Past tense; Present tense
L Speech time > Present tense
[ Specific description »  Pasttense
Texture
| Generic description »  Present tense
[ Adverbial Phrase »  Past tense; Present tense
Linguistic Noun phrase > Past tense; Present fense
elements )
. Verb Phrase »  Past tense; Present tense
| Clause, etc. > Past tense; Present tense
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3.4.5.2 Analysis framework of temporal inferpretation in narrative texts

Flgllrc3.1 . indicates...that ...... Components lnthe naﬁative . teXtS . .have.... interior-

relationships with the temporality of the discourse. This narrative discourse
temporality, described as event fime and speech fime, grounds all the potential
temporal relations being unfolded with the sequential progression of the events. In
narrative texts, event time is the time in which the event occurs; speech time is the
time at the moment of speaking or writing. The two time concepts project their
nofions altemati\}ély onto the operational discourse components. The immersed
components reflect this projection. In the main story line, or the foreground, of a
narrative, the events or the actions fall into the event time that therefore, take a past
time interpretation; in the evaluation segments, or the background, speech time
reflects the moment of making an evaluation or judgement or stating a universal fruth
and therefore, this part of the discourse embarks on the present tense. It may also
“employ the past tense if the evaluation is a specific description concerning a specific
person or an incident at a specific time or a specific place or if the evaluation )
represents additional information in the same time frame with the event. To simplify
the research at this initial stage, only the present tense haé been included in evaluation.
Evaluation framed in past time is categorized within the event sequences. Analysis of
subjects’ time conceptions and facfors that influenced the time conceptions in
narrative texts was based on this temporal relationship between the event fime and the
foreground and between the speech time and the background.

Figure 3.2 outlines this relationship inside narrative texts.
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Figure 3.2. Components functioning in narrative texts.

NARRATIVE TEXT
l 1
I |
FOREGROUND BACKGROUND
[ / == 1
7 | eI
NARRATIO/N DESCRIPTIO}_\L - EV).LUATION
R - \
Fal| ]
[ 7 = ] v [
ADVERBIAJ/CLAUSE VERB PHRASE NOUN PHRASE CLAUSE CONJ
- - \
} I { /I = - ¥ t | t
L=l o \\
EVENTTIME ~ ~~~ "~~~ ~~"777°77777° REFERENCETIME "~~~ ~~~"~"7°77°7° SPEECH TIME

Reconstructed from Bardovi-Hatlig (1995) and Labov (1972).

3.4.6 Factors contributing to temporal interpretation in narrative texts

Figure 3.2 shows that the event time and speech time connect with the
narrative discourse components and represent the baseline to interpret time in
narrzitive texts. How would learners get to this narrative discourse time concept and
what factors that contribute to their access to this narrative text temporality? The
literature reviewed suggested that three factors might be at work in the learners’
temporal interpretation: linguistic clements, discourse context and cultural differences.
We start from the linguistic elements. In reality, the readers locate their time inference
by reading the linguistic units in a sentence. These linguistic units are noun phrases,
verb phrases, adverbial phrases and clauses. To the readers, they represent pieces of
the meaning of the story, including meanings of the temporal indication in the story.
These linguistic units are used in this study as optional choices in the testing
instrument to track down the subjects’ temporal interpretation in narrative texts, to
establish if these units fc;,nder the subjects’ temporal perception in the sentence and if
their perception of the évent time and speech time is similar fo that of native speakers.
The subjects were askeci to state their reasons for choosing these linguistic elements

which they believe played a role in their temporal interpretation. The study thus seeks
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out the factors that might contribute to the subjects’ temporal interpretations in
narrative texts.

.. An in-depth discussion of the three narrative texts in the cloze fest and factors

that might contribute to the temporal interpretation in the cloze test is conducted as a
prelude to the factor identification task in narrative reading and further in narrative

writing.
3.4.6.1 Three narrative texts in the cloze test

The three narrative texts designed as the cloze test took three modes of
narratives: narration, news reporting, and narration with description. All three
passages fell uhder the heading of narrative discourse. Passage I, test units (D-(12),
was about Napoleon and the text’s stofy line was set in the past time frame with the
evaluation in the present time frame. Passage 2, test units (13)~(25), was made up of
two pieces of local news reporting. Passage 3, test units (26)-(39), was about
travelling experience in Nepal and contained descriptions of a journey and the country
as the writer observed it. Passages ir& 3 tested the subjects’ tempc;r.;lh ‘i;ferpretation
from the perspective of the discourse structure of the foreground and the background
entailing the discourse time concept: event time and speech time, In Text 1,
“Napoleon” for example, the event described in test units (1) & (2) (the foreground)
fall within the event time while the comments included in test units (3)~(5) fall within
the speech time. In Passage 2, the event time and the speech time of the discourse
came to the surface, since the testing passage was made up of two pieces of news
reporting, in which the event time and the speech time were altéfﬁét_ively interwoven
~ and became the prime point for time reference in the discourse. The subjects’
performance in producing verb forms in the passages and their statements of the
reasons for the performed verb forms were intended to give a clue to identifying the

factors that contribute to their temporal interpretation in narrative texts.
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3.4.6.2 Tentative analysis of temporal interprefation factors

narrative texts in this study is based on the concepts of event time and specch time
underlying the narrative sequences. A tentative analysis of temporal factors in the
cloze was carried out to investigate the assumption. In this analysis, the sentence
constituents were treated as functional units. An adverbial phrase (AP) signifies the
meanings of the time and modifies a verb clause (VP); a verb phrase (VP) signifies the
meanings that describe the event or the action; a noun phrase (NP) signifies the
substance relating to the event; a clause (CL) signifies the meanings of the contexf;
and a conjunction (CONJ) signifies the directions of the two connected clauses. These
semantic units were designed as optional choices in the cloze-test questionnaire and
treated as the analytic units to signify the time entailed in those units, These semantic
units which signify the foreground and the be_lckground under which the event {ime
and the speech time stand, were then categorized with reference of the subjects’
statements and explanations, and recordé.a.még factors to seec how the subjects
successfully or unsuccessfully interpret time in narrative reading texts. An analysis of
factors of temporal interpretation in writing texts was then conducted with reference

to this approach.

1ﬁéuﬁﬁﬁly8i3 of factors that influenice the learners™ temporal"intelpretationin""




CHAPTER 4

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

This chapter describes the data analysis and discusses the ﬁndiﬁgs, It is knit
through answering the four research questions to tackle the main purpose of the study:
to investigate how Chinese students interpret time when reading and writing English
narrative texts. There are four sections in this chapter: section 1 relates to the analysis
of the verb forms performed by the two subject groups in the cloze test and the writing
test, both qualitative and quantitative; section 2 relates to the analysis of factors that
influence subjects’ temporal interpretation in narrative reading and writing texts, both
qualitative and quantitative; section 3 relates to the comparison of the differences
between the subjects’ receptive performance and ,the‘i;r productive performance in -
temporal interpretation; and section 4 examines the extént to which the subjects at the
high and the low language proficiency levels behaved differently in temporal

interpretation. Conclusions are given at the end of each section.

4.1 Verb Forms Given in Narrative Reading and Writing Texts

By the first rescarch question which aims to study the verb forms given in
English narrative reading and writing texts by the 3™ year Chinese law students from
university‘c')f 'SWUPL at Chongging, China, it is presehted under two subtitles: the
verb forms given in the cloze test and the verb forms given in the writing test. The
study of verb forms in this research concentrates only on the ungrammatical verb
forms given by the subjects, the correct ones not being specifically considered. It is
expected that the discussion of the ungrammatical verb forms would indicate to what

extent the subjects unsuccessfully performed their temporal interpretation and at

56
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which grammar points their temporal interpretation failed. The ungrammatical verb

forms in the cloze test are discussed first.

4.1.1 Ungrammatical verb forms in the éloze test

The ungrammatical verb forms in this study were verb forms or test units
lacking certain grammar properties of the correct tense forms. Based on data analysis,
it was found that the ungrammatical verb forms which appeared in the cloze test could
be categorized into nine types, namely: (1) modal auxiliary and past verb (modal +
v-ed); (2) passive voice structure (be + past participle); (3) progressive tense structufé
(be + present participle); (4) perfect tense structure (have + v); (5) pure present
participles (v-ing); “(6) analogy (past irregular); (7) subject-verb disagreement

(plural-singular); (8) word classes (parts of speech); (9) misspelling (misspelling).

Table 4.1

Ungrammatical Verb Forms in Cloze Test

,,,,, Types Ungrammatical verb forms

Number Percentage (%)

High group (n=85) Low group (n=285) Highgroup Low group

1. Modal + v-ed 6 3 1.50 046
1.  Be + past participle 22 5t 549 7.85
3. Be+ present participle ' 12 22 299 3.39
4. Have/has/had +v. 11 27 2.74 4,15
8 V-ing 19 57 4.74 8.77
6. Pastirregular . 45 71 11.22 14,00
7. Plural-singular 228 305 56.85 46.92
8. Parts of speech 3 13 0.75 2.00
9. Misspelling o 55 81 13.72 12.46
Total 401 650 100% 100%

From Table 4.1, plural and singular subject-verb disagreement, misspelling,
past irregular verbs, and be + past parﬁciples represented the top four ungrammatical

verb forms with respect to both the high and low groups (v-ing errors were clustered
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in hitting. Considering the potential syntactic difficulties in the sentence which
enclosed hitting, the number may not truly reflect errors). They were the most

common_errors found in the cloze test which interfered with tense and temporal

interpretation. The errors in past irregular verbs and in be + past participles which
were taking a form of the passive voice in English were the top two ungrammatical
verb forms connected directly with tense formation. Discussion with spec1al attention

to some typical ungrammatical verb forms follows.
4.1.1.1 Ungrammatical verb forms with modal and past verb

Tt was found that the subjects occasionally used past verbs after auxiliaries.
The examples could be observed in willAvould closed and will started. Nine subjects
used this “modal + v-ed” structure as verb forms in the test. According to Quirk,
Leech & Svartvik’s (1972) description of modals, this structure could be called
“modal auxiliary + v-ed”. Two things were notable. One was that this structure was
preferred by more learners at a hi'gher ﬁroﬁciency level (6 subjects) than learners at a
lower proficiency level (3 subjects). Anbther was that the erroneous verb forms in this
pattern were projected onto just two verbs: to close and to start out of 20 action verbs
in the test. This sugges_ted that even though few in numbers, this deviation could not
be “lapses” or “mistakes” (Norrish, 1993). The two exclusive verbs to close and to
start were punctual verbs, or “telic predicates” with a clear terminal point of process
(Crystal, 1985). Punctual verbs entail meaning of completeness and achievement
(Bardovi-Harlig, 1999, p. 359). Errors like this give an insight into the role that lexical
aspect of verbs plays on the learner’s temporal interpretation. We assume that the
subject first chose an auxiliary, but the completeness entailed in the following
punctual verb (achievement verb) was strong enough that his attention never shifted to
coordinate the tens;e form of the verb required by grammar. Dulay, Burt and Krashen
(1982) called this “double marking(s)” errors in 1.2 learners’ tense formation. But that

explanation does not fully explain will started and will closed as used by the subjects
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in this case. Because under the “double marking” assumption, the first modal auxiliary
marked future time (the present tense according to Richards, et al., 1992) and the

-.subjects were.expected to. place the tense marker on both words such as in He doesn t

knows my name or We didn't went there (Dulay, et al., p. 156). If these subjects were
following the general rule of English tense formation which is to place the tense
marker on the first verb, the verb forms wouvchl' fﬂé)st likely be will close and will start
instead of the will closed aﬁd will started. |

Therefore, this might be a case showing that the subjects’ temporal
interpretation was influenced by. the inherent meaning of the Averbs and this inherent
aspectual meaning of verbs seemed to influence subjects at a higher proficiency level
more than subjects at a lower i}foﬁciency level when they were inferring the time of
verbs in sentences. In the text, the expected forms of the two verbs were respectively

“will close” and “started”.
“4.1.1.2 Ungrammatical verb forms with passive voice structure

The unnecessary “be” was found in use with the past or the past participles,
which led to the passive voice structures, “be + past or past participle” such as is
died, was died, was fighted, was closed, was provided and are escaped. A considerable
number of verbs were offered by the subjects in this form, 22 for the high group and
51 for the low group. To establish possible reasons why these ungrammatical verb
forms were used by the subjects to signify the unnecessary meaning which is the
meaning of the passive voice structure, these verbs were approached from two
perspectives. From the perspective of the lexical aspect, it was noted that the mistaken
forms concerned the punctual (telic) verbs (accomplishments and achievements): fo
die, to escape, to announce, to close, to provide, to stari, to hit, ;‘o accuse and fo care;
and the durative verbs (activity verbs): fo fight, to do and to sleep. From the
perspective of “sentence construction” (Crystal, 1985), it was noted that the errors

affected both the transitive verbs: fo announce, to close, fo provide, to start, to hit, to
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accuse, 1o fight, to do and to sleep; and the intransitive verbs: to die, o escape, to care,

fo fight and fo sleep.

‘With regard to the transitive constructions in the use of verbs, in Chinese, the

learners’ first language, the subject of a sentence is not required as strictly as is the
case for an English sentence (Fang, 2001). In many cases, the subject is not needed or
is omitted from a sentence. Second, Chinese syntax places the word or the set of
words that are to be centred in description at the beginning of a sentence as the subject
and neglects the potential relationship between the subject and the predicate as exists
in English syntax. The subject, therefore, is not necessarily as meaningful as a subject

in an English sentence (ibid.). The following three sentences may help to explain.

@ M, AKX ORHEBIRAD BRTF. (bid,p.7)

They said today  were coming to help us  with our house repair.
[adverbial] [predicate] [complement]

(by #H WmE HFiE Lo (ibid., p. 6)
QOutside the window is blowing  snow.
[subject] [predicate]  [object]

© At BT QL. (ibid., p. 6)
He died his father.
[subject} [predicate]  [object]

The three Chinese sentences exemplified the typical non-subject or
irrelevant-subject characteristic of Chinese syntax and may partly explain why the
Chinese learners preferred the use of the passive voice structure. Tﬁeﬁr .developed a
remedy from 1.2 for the habitual omission of the sentence subject or the irrelevance of
the subject to the predicate in their Ll practice when performing L2 verb forms. And
the transitivity of verbs in the cloze test such as announce, close, provide, start, hit,
accuse and do facilitated this innovation, as the English passive voice structure does

not need “a performer of the action” (Crystal, 1985).
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At this point, we make a bold assumption that during the process of the
learners’ remedial practice of the 1.2 passive voice structure, they have developed a

_sense.of the completion of the action described in that passive voice structure “be +

past participle”, for the past participle bears meanings of completeness. Actually, in
Chinese EFL classrooms, the students have been told that the English “be + past
_ participle” structure suggests two meanings: one is the passiveness and the other is
completeness.

Now we can explain those intransitive verbs (die, “escape, care, fight and
sleep) given in a passive voice structure by the subjects. Die and escape are punctual
or telic‘verbs bearing an implication of accomplishment of an action, so it was easier
for the learners to connect them with a passive voice structure. The two telic or
punctual verbs (achievements) with a clear terminal point of action were rendered in
the passive voice structure by subjects, being either aware or unaware.

Fight and sleep are two durative or atelic verbs (activities) and in many cases

- “are used intransitively in English. But in Chinese they are verbs that take an inner

predicate-object structure (R R, Fang, 2001, p. 21) in their word formation: -

W (to sleep a sleep) / FT-fL (to fight a battle). In this sense, they are transitive verbs
in Chinese. So it was easy for the Chinese subjects to use the two verbs in an English
passive voice structure.

Care is a stative verb “of inert perception and cognition” (Quirk et al., 1972,
p. 96) which appeared in this case in a passive voice structure. But it is possible that
most subjects misinterpreted the meaning of this verb as the transitive “look after” and
thus rendered it in a passive voice structure.

Three points can be made in conclusion to this discussion. First, the use With
NUMErous vérbs of the unneeded be in “be + past or past participle” structures
suggests tﬁat this is a common practice among the learners. Second, this type of errors
is inﬂuence& by L1 sentence structure as well as by L2 temporal interpretation at the

point of the aspectual meanings of verbs. Because analysis suggests that lexical aspect
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could be a factor to facilitate the use of this “be + past participle” structure. Thirdly,

this type of errors is reflective of L1 interfering inversely to the degree of L2

proficiency. 22 and 51 persons respectively in the high and the low groups used this

passive voice structure. It is obvious that learners at the lower proficiency level more
often employed this type of ungrammatical verb forms.

By their use of the passive voice structure, the subjects temﬁ;)ral
interpretation of the sentence was easy to detect since they marked time by the “be” of
the structure as for instance in: is died and was dies, are hit and was hit, will be
accused and was accused. Thus, from the above anai;}sis, this misuse of a passive
voice structure mostly invdlves L1 transfer (Odlin, 1989) and partly involves the

aspectual meaning of 1.2 verbs.
4.1.1.3 Ungrammatical verb forms with progressive tense structure

Together with the “be + past or past participle” structures just discussed, the
structure “be + present participle” was found among the data. The subjects used verb
forms such as was being, was coming, is closing, wa&n.c.ié.s;.i.ng, is hitting and was
starting to express a past continuous state or action. Superficially, these expressions
were all framed grammatically in the progressive tense structure. They were,
nevertheless, wrong by nature in terms of the aspectual constraints of the progressive
tense and the testing context. Quirk et al (1972) described several cases in which the
progressive is not admitted. The first is “stative” (kind of verbs used to describe states,
conditions, relations and inert perception, see Ch. 1) as in the sentences *The girl is
now being a studé}zr;. *She was seeing that it raz'néd q'lf‘;z’ay; and *John was knowing
the answer (p. 39). Quirk et al. also mentioned that punctual and momentary (telic)
verbs admit the progressive only in case of suggesting repefition, for instance, T) he
child jumped (once) for joy and The child was jumping (several times) for joy. So in
the context where the verbs occurred in the cloze test, the progressive be + closing,

starting, hitting offered by the subjects represented ungrammatical verb forms.
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According to Quirk et al., when transitional event verbs such as to arrive, to come, to
fall and to lose are used in the progressive, “the progressive implies inception, e.,

_only.the.approach to the transition” (ibid., p. 95). “Be + coming” was contrary to this

indicated use in a proportion of the cases. Among the total 12 and 22 misuses of thé
progressive tense, 8 subjects in the high group and 10 in the low group offered be +
coming. Some explained this as a future case. Some i)elieved this to be a case of .
transitional process. Still others took this as a state. There were therefore various kinds
of temporal interpretation. It was also noticed that among the errors, there were quite a
few cases of “was being” and “is being”. On a surface level, the subjects generalized a
progressive tense “be + being” for a continuous existence in their mind. They also

generalized “be + closing, starting, hitting” from “be + coming”, which was taught in
‘classrooms to be used to express future time. But a second possibility is that in this
deviated progressive tense form, the subjects treated “was” and “is” as a time marker
| and “v-ing” as a progressive tense. This would explain the uniform formula “be +
v-ing” in the subjects’ erroneous verb forms and this provides us Wiﬂ:l another means
“to look at the incorrect passive voice structure used for temporal interpretation by the

learners.
4.1.1.4 Ungrammatical verb forms with perfect tense structure

Ungrammatical verb forms associated with the use of the past perfect tense
and the present perfect tense were found in have/has/had + present participle;
had/have/has + infinitive; having + infinitive; and having + past participle or
present participle. Thé' sﬁﬁjects produced confusing and erroneous perfect tense
forms such as had leading, has escape, having escape and having closed. The errors
increased in the lower proficiency level. There were 11 verb forms demonstrating this
kind of errors in the high group and 27 in the low group. The most observed errors in
using “to have” found in the data was its miscellancous forms, which were damaging

the subjects’ tense expressions. This suggested that some of the learners had confusing
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ideas about using perfect tense formation and lacked the ability to construct correct
perfect tense structures.

__Identification of the subjects’ intended temporal interpretation in using these

aberrant perfect tense structures, especially having + infinitive and having + past
participle, had to be derived from the subjects’ statements of tense use in

questionnaires.
4.1.1.5 Ungrammatical verh forms with pure present participles

The use of the pure present patticiple v-ing as a finite verb was found in the
data analysis. The subjects used verb forms such as hitting, fighting, coming, escaping
and being as finite verbs to express an on-going event or state. This lack of concepts
of finites and non-finites and using the present participles as the progressive tense
reinforces the argument in 4.1.1.3 that the subjects used “be” (was, is, etc.) as a time
marker and the present participle “v-ing” as the progressive tense (Richards, 1974, pp.
178-180). It was found that most erors 6f this kind occurred with two non-Finites:
closmgand hitting (see Table El, Appendix E), which were embedded in their
respectively complex sentences. This may imply that syntactic under-acquisition
prevented the learners from constructing correct tenses.

Identification of the subjects’ temporal interpretation in this group of verb

forms was based on their declaration of tense choice in the questionnaires.
4.1.1.6 Ungrammatical verb forms by analogy

This type of incorrect verb forms arises in a manner described by Crystal
(1985). It is basically a phenomenon happening during the process of language
acquisition in which the regularization of the grammar of a language affects the
exceptional forms in that language. In English verbs, it happencd to the use of

irregular past verbs into regularized past verbs. Crystal described this kind of errors by
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L2 leamers as “analogy”. It has other names: overgeneraliiation, overextension
(Richards, et al., 1992) and regularization errors (Dulay, et al., 1982). There were

__three types of analogy errors found in the subjects’ given verb forms: (a) using

irregular verbs as regular, (b-)r using regular verbs as irregular; and (c) using one
irregular verb of one group as another irregular of the other group. The examples
wc;'e found in the verbs (a) leaded, losed, hited, taked; (b) hoot, heet, and (c) Ie&?f,- o
Jaught, fighten, hitten. The analogical creation of irregular verbs into regular past
verbs and of irregular verbs into incorrect irregular verb forms was notoriously seen in
vetbs like lead (10 errors in the high group and 19 in the low group), fight (11 etrors
in the high group and 22 in the low group), and iz (11 errors in the high group and 19
in the low group). The two subject groups “creéted” 45 and 91 en-or-s. in the seven
irregular verbs of the cloze test (see also Table E1, Appendix E). There ~ was  no
problem in interpreting the tense frames among these verbs in the subjects’ answers

because each form clearly represented the past or the present in itself.
4.1.1.7 Ungrammatical verb forms with subject-verb disagreement

This kind of ungrammatical verb forms came from the use of verbs with
violations of subject-verb agreement rules. For example, the testees used a singular
verb was instead of the desired were in the sentence *The ancient buses and cars was
hooting loudly, *but the cow do not care (Test Unit [27]). Typical examples of this
obvious violation of the subject-verb agreement rules were seen in Test Units (27),
(33), (37), (38) and (39). These were sentences *There was a lot there for the
adventurous tourists (Test Unit [33]). *There was/is no nightclubs (Test Unit {37]).
*Ninety-nine per cent of the population was/is in bed by 10 pm (Test Unit [38]). *Qur
seven days in Nepal is/was wonderful (Test Unit [39]). The erroneous examples (Test
Units [33], [38] and {39]) suggésted that there might be some problems with local
classroom instruction of subject-verb agreement rules or that some factors (hints from

Test Units [27] and [37]) that affected the learners’ cognition interferes with the
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subject-verb agreement of these sentence. However, this is still ambiguous and the
point is not able to be proved at the moment.

From Table 4.1, we can see that sv;biéct-verb disagreement remained a big

problem interrupting L2 learners’ smooth temporal expression in China, Errors in “fo
be” disagreement were 165 among the high group and 212 for the low group. Errors in
“to do” disagreement were 63 for the high group and 93 for the low group (see Table
E1, Appendix E). The total errors for the two subject groups in subject-verb agreement
for the 39 verbs in the cloze test were 228 and 305 among the high and the low groups
respectively. There was no problem in establishing the subjects’ temporal

interpretation with this group of ungrammatical verb forms.
4.1.1. 8 Ungrammatical verb forms with word classes

Ungrammatical verb forms of this type were revealed in the subjects’ use of
an adjective or a noun in place of a verb, both of which were cognates in the word
family. The major misuses of this kind of verbs in the cloze test were dead for died,
loose for lost, heat for hit. The errors showed the subjects’ under-acquisition of these
English verbs.

Not many ili forms of this type were produced by the subjects since the cloze
test was a predetermined test in which the verbs could not vary as those in the free
writing test could. There were 3 such errors from the high group and 13 from the low
group. There was no problem in understanding the subjects’ time reference in these

misspelled verbs.
4.1.1.9 Ungrammatical verb forms with misspelling

Misspelling is common with all L2 leamers in their linguistic performance,
and the subjects in the cloze test clearly exhibited this problem. However, the

ungrammatical verb forms caused by spelling errors by the subjects in this test carried
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their own characteristics. The major misspelling found in the cloze test was the verb
control, which needed the subjects to make some changes before producing the

__correct simple past, progressive and perfect tenses. The subjects gave *controled,

controling ot had controled. There were 55 misspelling cases found in the high group
and 81 in the low group, of Whicl_'l the misspellings of the verb control made up 42 and
61 respectively in the two subjééf 'g-rzoups. This should serve as a reminder that some
attention be péﬁd to verbs when inflections are added in tense formation. This group of
ungranumatical verb forms presented no problems in temporal interpretation while

recording the data. -

In conclusion, data in 39 verb units in the cloze test was collected and the
frequencies of the ungrammatical verb forms were tallied (Table 4.1). There were
totally 405 (12.22%) and 663 (20.00%) ungrammatical verb forms in the high group

and the low group respectively out of the 3,315 tokens for each group in the cloze test,

. of which 401 and 650 were respectively calculated and categorized into the nine error

types for the two subject groups as shown in Table 4.1. Errors such as “be”, “to be”,
“be done”, “has”, and “should” were not categorized because of their small numbers.
A further macro-perspective of ungrammatical verb forms in the cloze test is provided

in Table F1 (Appendix F).
4.1.2 Ungrammatical verb forms in the writing test

In parallel with the study of ungrammatical verb forms in the cloze test, this
section deals with ungramniatical verb forms in the writing test. Each of the subjects
was asked to write a 120-150-word composition talking about his/her experience and
the influence that experience had on their present work and life. It was a topic-guided
narrative writing, in which the subjects were free to make any decision in choosing
verbs, setting up tense frames and producing verb forms. The temporal interpretation

of the event in this context would be more close to its true meanings.
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A total of 1,885 and 1,676 verb forms were collected from subjects in the
high group and the low group respectively. The number of verbs used by each subject

_varied from 10-39 and the average number of verbs that each subject produced in

his/her writing was 24.48 verbs in the high group and 21.22 verbs in the low group.

- Ungrammatical verb forms were then identified and categorized. The
categldﬁréé‘ hsed were those used to analyse the ungrammatical verb forms in the cloze
test. They were used as tentative frames to initiate the analysis of the ungrammatical
verb forms in the writing test in the hope of seeing at which grammar points, the
subjects’ temporal interpretation failed, and whether this was similar to or different
from the ungrammatical verb forms produced in the cloze test.

The nine groups of ungrammatical verb forms were: modal auxiliary and past
verb (inodal auxiliary + v-ed); (2) passive voice structure (be + pést patticiple); (3)
progressive tense structure (be + present participle); (4) perfect tense structure (have +
v); (5) pure present participles (v-ing); (6) analogy (past irregular); (7) subject-verb
disagfeement (plural-singular); (8) word classes (parts of speech); (9) misspelling

(misspelling). The details were illustrated in Table 4.2.

Table 4.2

Ungrammatical Verb Forms in Writing Test

Types Ungrammatical verb forms
Number Percentage (%)
High group m=77) Lowgroup(n=79) High group Low group

1. Modal auxiliary + v-ed 5 (797 7 (1237 746 5.51
2. Be + past participle 13 (20.71) 20 (36.76) 19.40 15.75
3. Be + present participle 3 4.78) 7 (12.87y 448 5.51
4. Have/has/had+ v 7 (11,15} 8 (14.70) 10.45 6.30
5. Viing : o © 2 (3.68) 0 1.58
6.  Pastirregular " 15 (23.90) 34 62.49) 22.39 26.77
7. Plural-singular : 4 (6.37) 7 (12.37) 5.97 5.51
8. Partsof specch 11 (17.52) 14 (25.73) 16.42 11.02
9. Misspelling : 9 (14.34) 28 {(51.46) 13.43 22.05
Total 67 10674y 127 (233.43) 100% 100%

Note. Numbers in brackets are the transformed data to the standard of the test unit number in Table 4.1 which adds
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up to 39.

As shown in Table 4.2, irregular past verbs ranked top of the ungrammatical

verb forms, followed by the be + pasi paiticiple striicture, misspelling and incorrect " =

word classes. They were the most common errors as they were in the cloze test and
interfered with the expression of temporal interpretation. Errors in past irregular verbs
and be + past participles which were forms of the passive voice in English were the
top two ungrammatical verb forms connected directly with tense formations.
Discussion with comparisons of ungrammatical verb forms in the writing test and in

the cloze test is given in the following sections,
4.1.2.1 Ungrammatical verb forms with modal auxiliary structure

In parallel with the cloze test, the subjects were found to use the “modal
auxiliary + v-ed” structure as a verb tense form in writing. Unlike the preferential use
of this structure by the high group in the controlled cloze test, this time, 5 learners in
the high group and 7 in the low group employed wrong verb forms of this type such as
can't accepted, could finished, wouldn't forgot and couldn’t said. Once again, the
verbs misused in this structure were found to entail meanings of completeness, or
accomplishment (Bardovi-Harlig, 1999; Crystal, 1985). The findings in the writing
reinforced the assumption that the inherent meaning of verbs influenced the learners’
temporal interpretation, it has to be accepted that the “double marking” proposition
(Dulay et al., 1982, p. 156) is reasonable at other places such as in be + fhe
progressive structures, and reasonable at a point in this case, as‘wasrfound when one

. subject double marked the time in the sentence *This will ahways éféérs my work and
iy life. But we believe that the “double markings” assumption remains a partial

feature on the surface structure of this practice by L2 learners since it cannot fully
: explain ungrammatical verb forms such as will closed and will started.

Interpretation of the subjects’ time references in this kind of ill forms had to
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consult their clarification stafements in the questionnaires where the subjects were
asked to tick “01 the past tense; 3 the present tense” appropriately before giving

_..reasons.for their femporal interpretation of the sentence.

4.1.2.2 Ungrammatical verb forms with passive voice structure

In common with the cloze test, the unneeded “be” used with the past or the
past participles occurred in the subjects’ writing. The passive voice structures, “be +
past or past participle” were found in the uses of was becomed, was been, was came
fiom, was disappeared, was fight, was happened and was hesitated, etc. The number
of the tokens of these ungrammatical verb forms was 13 in the high group and 20 in
the low group, being moderately high in comparison with other types of errors made
by the subjects in the writing (see Table 4.2). This coherence with what was found in
the cloze reading test proves that passive voice structures exist in the learners’ verb
forms, and most of the verbs that occurred in these structures were verbs with a sense
of accomplisi_;ment either in an English interpretation or in a Chinese interpretatibn.

confuse, appreciate, fear, hesitate, etc. are also observed occurring in this error type.
4.1.2.3 Ungrammatical verb forms with progressive tense structures

As a parallel structure with “be + past ot past participle”, little use of the
structure “be -+ present participle” was found in the writing data. There were only 3
and 7 occurrences of this structure in the two subject groups. One reason might be that
writing appeared to be more challengiﬁg to -fhe subjects’ verb creation and their use of
a variety of tenses. The ungrammatical verb forms with a progressive strﬁcture were
observed to involve two verb types: telic and punctual verbs as in was becoming, was
beginning and is abways giving; and stative verbs of inert perception and cognition as

in was depressing, was despairing and was intending. Even if small in numbers, this
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fact is in coherence with what was found in the cloze test. That is, the subjects

incorrectly used the telic verbs and stative verbs fo express a progressive meaning,

__ The subjects used a pair-fabric system for their time reference. They double marked

(131 4

their time reference. The subjects treated “was™ and “is” as a time markér and “v-ing”
as the progressive tense. This explained the uniform formula “be + v-ing” in the
subjects’ incorrect verb forms such as is or‘was + being and is/was + becoming. This
might represent a further and different approach to considering the passive voice

structure “be + past participle” as discussed in the previous section.
4.1.2.4 Ungrammatical verb forms with perfect tense structure

The ungrammatical verb forms in use with the past perfect tense and the
present perfect tense as in have/has/had + present or past participle and
had/Mave/has + infinitive in the writing were not as confusing and erroneous as those
produced by the subjects in the cloze test and the number was smaller. There were 7
and 8 errors of this error type found in the high and the low groups respectively. The
reason might be thesame as that mentioned in regard to the cloze test. Writing is more
challenging to verb creation and the subjects might choose to avoid difficult verbs and
complicated structures. The incorrect verb forms with the perfect tense were found in
havent meet, have try, had take, had took, havenl Séeing, etc. Once again, these
incorrect perfect tense forms suggested that the learners were lacking in the ability to

make correct perfect verb forms.
4.1.2.5 Ungrammatical verb forms with present participle structure

The use of the pure present participle v-ing as a finite verb was not or was
rarely found in the two subject groups in the writing test. The zero case in the high
group and 2 cases in the low group implied that this ungrammatical v-ing finite use

might be caused by some provisional factors such as sophisticated syntax as we
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mentioned in the cloze test. The present participles used as finite verbs in writihg were
didn't cooking and didn t thinking. This group of ill forms appeared to be different

from those found in the cloze test with the auxiliary did and not added.

Interpretation of the subjects’ tense choice was decided by the first auxiliary

in the verb forms.
4.1.2.6 Ungrammatical verb forms by analogy

The ungrammatical past irregular vetbs by analogy appeared in the largest
number among the groups of incorrect verb forms in the writing test. .

Fifteen of them were found in the high group and 34 of them found in the low
group. There were three types of analogy errors in the subjects’ verb forms in their
writing: (a) using irregular verbs as regular such as bursted, catched, choosed, falled
and feeled; (b) using irregular verbs as irregular such as run, sif, had knew, and
known; and (c) using irregular to irregular then to regular such as camed, founded
and saided. The analogy ertors of type (¢) were not found previdusly in the cloze test.

The analogy errors in the writing test similar to those foﬁnd in the cloze test
reveal that analogy of irregular verbs is a major problem to bar learners’ temporal

expression.
4.1.2.7 Ungrammatical verb forms with subject-verb disagreement

Only a few ungrammatical verb forms with subject-verb disagreement were
found in the writing test. The h_igh subject group recorded 4 and the low subject group
recorded 7 while in the cloze test, the high group got 228 and the low group got 305.
The subject-verb disagreement errors in the cloze test clustered around test unit fo be.
Similarly in writing, the subject-verb disagreement was centered on the verb ‘o be in
the present fense.

The sterile subject-verb disagreement errors in writing might be due to the
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fact that the subjects wrote simple stories with sirhple plots which might not have
triggered many complex subject-verb relationships. But the most justified reason

__might be that the subjects wrote fewer verbs that took the present tense than those in

the cloze test. There were 16 test units of the present tense in the cloze test for both
groups while the subjects in the high group wrote an average of 7 and the subjects in

the low group wrote an average of 5.58 verbs which took the present tense.
4.1.2.8 Ungrammatical verb forms with word classes

More ungrammatical verb forms with incorrect -\;mrd class were found in
writing compared with those found in the cloze test. There were 11 in the high group -
and 14 in the low group. These misuses of parts of speech could be seen in verb forms
such as didnt angry, had educationed, most loyalty, can 't responsible, was safisfy and
successed. Some other verbs demonstrating this kind of errors were those words that
were likely to be confused with 'their corresponding nouns. The following were
expressed by the subjects incorrectly: can t breath, will company, couraged, .eﬁ”ected,
couldn t image and laughted. |

Teachers need to emphasize the different parts of speech of words in
classrooms and to distinguish their functions by illustrating those incorrect forms

found in the students’ work.
~ 4.1.2.9 Ungrammatical verb forms with misspelling

_ Misspelling in the writing test was unevenly distributed between the two
subject -groups, the high group committing 9 and the low group 28. These misspellings
fell into three divisions. One group was those words misspelled due to under-
acquisition such as arrenged (amranged), congrated (congratulated), centenced
(sentenced), dout (doubt), experied (experienced) and espect (expect). Another group

consisted of verbs missing one of a doubled consonant when changed into an




74

inflectional form, for eﬁ{ample, claped (clapped), have noded (nodded), droped

(dropped), commited (committed) and have hiden (hidden). The last group were

.. mis-forms such as flys, teachs, and payed.
4.1.3 Conclusion

Of those ungrammatical verb forms in the cloze test, the most numerous were
those of subject-predicate disagreement. Irregular past verbs and misspelling were the
second most frequent. Incorrect use of passive voice structures came third. Of those in
the writing test, the most numér'ous were irregular past verbs, followed by passive
vyoice structures, misspelling and incorrect word classes. Save for subject-predicate
disagreement, all the other threé kinds of major ungrammatical verb forms existed in
both narrative reading and writing productions. Irregular past verbs and passive voice
structure use were incorrect verb forms directly related to tense forms. The nine types
of errors observed in the cloze test and the writing test shared similar features and
came fr‘om;f'oilr areas. N

1. L1 influence or lunguage transfer Ungrammatical verb forms produced
by the subjects exhibited interference from their mother tongue (Richards & Sampson,
1974). In sentences such as [ was hesitated and I was feared that ..., it can be seen that
the verb forms were shaped in a similar way to the equivalent Chinese verb structure
Fe R and FX .. BB A This “shape” suggests that the subjects looked for an
English verb form while their thoughts were set out in Chinese. They used a passive
voice structure to express meanings which were demanded in an active voice structure
of English. Error Type 2 represents examples of this source of error.

2. Intralingual interference Ungrammatical verb foims produced by the
subjects revealed that the learners developed their own rules wlien practicing the L2
(Richards & Sampson, 1974). These rules were neither from their mother tongue nor
from the target language. Errors thus produced reflect the subjects’ incomplete

acquisition of the target language and wrong analogy of the target language rules.
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They double marked the verbs when giving tense forms. They used analogy to make
irregular past verbs. Error Types 2, 3, and 6 represent the examples of this source of

error,

3. Aspectual meanings of verbs Ungrammatical verb forms produced by
the subjects exhibited their unawareness or awareness of the aspectual constraints of
verbs (Bardovi—h‘a'rﬁ'g‘,(i995; Crystal, 1985; Quirk et al,, 1972). They tended to
connect the sense of completeness entailed in some punctual or telic verbs with past
forms or paséive voice structures sucil as would closed, was escapéd and becomed,
and durative or atelic verbs with the progressive forms such as was knowing and was
being.

4 Under-acquisition Ungrammatical verb forms produced by the subjects
showed their lack of ability in using the target language grammar in tense forms. Error
Types 4, 5, 6, 7, 8 and 9 illustrated the learners’ insufficient acquisifion of the target
language. Some of the errors were connected with tense forms such as have try, have
been used being and teached, and some were common errors of L2 learners such as
misspelling errors. But both of these sources would interfere with the learners’ smooth
expression of time reference.

Lastly, it must be pointed out thﬁf the two subject groups behaved quite
differently in giving ungrammatical verb forms. This might suggest that errors in tense

formation may fall under the category of developmental errors in L2 acquisition.

4.2 Factors Contributing to Temporal Interpretation in Narrative Reading and

Writing Texts

In an attempt to answer the second research question “What factors
contribute to their past and present temporal interpretation in English narrative reading
and writing texts?”, the concept of event time and speech time upon which stand other

narrative components forms the foundation of the analysis. This section is subdivided
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into two parts: factors reported in the cloze-test questionnaire and factors reported in

the writing-test questionnaire.

4.2.1 Factors reported in the cloze-test questionnaires

The factors reported by the subjects to have influenced their tense uses in the
cloze test were recorded in four tables. Table 4.3 outlines the total frequency and
percentage of the choices and statements of reasons for temporal interpretation given
by the subjects. Tables 4.4 and 4.5 describe how these factors function in the two time
frames of narrative texts: event time and speech time. Table 4.6 reports the effect of
the multiple-choice scores in the close-test questionnaires calculated by Pearson’s

chi-square test.

Table 4.3

Factors Reported in Cloze Test that Contributed to Temporal Interpretation

Factors Temporal interpretation in the cloze test
Number Percentage (%)
Correct Incorrect Total  Correct Incorreet Total

High Low High TLow High Low High Low High Low High Low
Syntactic units
1 AP 614 540 115 153 729 693 1901 1710 358 484 2269 2194
2 CONL 179 188 32 46 21 2 557 595 100 146 657 74l
3 NP 426 366 116 185 542 3551 13.26 1159 361 58 1687 1745
4 Vi do 115 127 4l 54 156 181 358 402 128 171 485 573
5 Viebe 57 42 39 33 96 75 .77 133 121 14 299 237
6 V NP/AP 308 265 k1| 48 333 313 959 839 093 152 1052 991
7 Pattems 60 53 10 11 70 64 187 168 031 035 218 203

Discourse units L
&8 Context 283 293 148 168 431 461 8.31 9.28 4.60 532 1341 .ld;ﬁﬂ

9 Event 220 18 148 160 368 346 685 589 461 507 1145 1096
10 Evaluation_- 73 76 36 22 109 98 227 241 L12 070 33% 310
Conception -

11 Conception 103 74 60 68 i63 142 321 234 187 215 508 450
Total ’ 3213 3158 06 100

Note. High stands for the high subject group (n = 85); Low stands for the low subject group (n=85).
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As shown in Table 4.3, the reported factors were categorized into 11 factor

groups. The 3-multiple-choices and explanations and statements of verb tense use in

éhc cloze ftest questionnaire from each subject were recorded at three domains:
linguistic, textual and conceptual. Of the syntactic units, data were recorded as
adverbial phrases of time (AP), conjunctions (CONJ), noun phrases (NP), verb
phrases (VP [Vio do, Vio ve, V NP/AP]) and sentence patterns (pattern). Of discourse
units, data were recorded as context ahd text (evenf and evaluation). Subjects also
gave a number of unspecified statements of their perception of time, which were
verbalized as such “this is past”, “this is about the present situation”. They were
recorded as time conceptions.

In Table 4.3, the dominant factor reported by the suﬁjects to work on their
temporal interpretation was adverbial phrase of time (AP), 22.69% in the high group
and 21.94% in the low group. The second influential factor was Noun phrase (NP),
16.87% and 17.45%, followed by context with 13.41% in the high group and 14.60%
in the low group. Event, which was 11.45 % and 10.96%, and verb phrase (V NP/AP),
10.52% and 9.91%, also played their roles in subjects’ temporal interpretation.

To clarify the issue, information about factors of temporal interpretation in

event time and in speech time was reported respectively in the following two tables.
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Table 4.4

Factors Reported in Cloze Test that Contributed to Temporal Interpretation in the

Event Time Frame

Factors Temporal interpretation in the event time frame of reading
Number Percentage (%)
Correct Incorrect Total Correct Incorrect Total
High Low High Low High Low High ILow High Low High Low

Syntactic units

1 AP 423 398 19 98 502 496 2220 2120 415 522 2635 2642
2 CONIL s 1 29 42 144 166 604 660 1,52 224 756 884
3 NP 21 1M 76 123 297 302 [L60 954 399 635 1559 1609
4 Vipdo 89 97 28 26 1y 123 467 517 147 138 614 655
5 Viebe 3 7 19 17 22 24 016 037 LO0 091 116 128
6 V NP/AP 208 176 19 36 227 212 10952 938 100 192 1192 1130
7 Patterns - - - - - - - - - - - -

Discourse units

3 Context 194 179 69 76 263 255 10.18 954 362 405 1381 1359
9 Event 9% 81 91 87 187 168 504 431 478 464 982 895
10 Evaluation 27 21 14 & 4 29 142 RI2 073 043 215 155
Conception :

i1 Conception 64 54 41 48 105 102 336 288 215 255 551 543
Total 1905 1877 - 100 100

Note. High stands for the high subject group (n = 85); Low stands for the low subject group (n = 85).

Table 4.4 shows that in the event time frame, where the past tense is
dominant in describing the event, adverbial phrase (AP) was the most convenient
time marker for the subjects in narrative reading (26.35% and 26.42%) for both
groups. Following the general tendency in the summary table 4.3, noun phrase (NP)
came as a second factof_-to fe;x‘plain the subjects’ tense use, followed by confext and
verb phrase (VP). There were 50 options and statements missing in the high group

and 78 missing in the low group.
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Table 4.5
Factors Reported in Cloze Test that Contributed to Temporal Interpretation in the

Speech Time Frame

Factors Temporal interpretation in the speecﬁ time frame of reading
Number Percentage (%)
Correct Incorrect Total Correct Incorrect Total

High Tow High Low High Low High low High Low High Low
Syntactic units
1 AP 191 142 36 55 221 187 1460 109 276 42% 1736 1538
2 CONJ 64 64 3 4 67 68 489 500 023 031 s12 531
3 NP 205 187 40 62 245 249 1567 1460 306 484 1873 1944
4 Vide 26 30 13 28 39 58 199 234 099 219 298 453
5 Viene 54 35 20 16 74 5t 412 273 153 125 565 398
6 V NP/AP 100 89 1 12 11 101 765 695 084 093 849  7.88
7 Patterns 60 53 10 11 70 64 45 413 076 086 535 499

Discourse units

8 Context 39 114 79 92 168 206 630 890 604 7.8 1284 1608
9 Event 124 W05 87 73 181 178 948 320 436 570 1384 1390
10 Evaluation 46 55 22 14 68 69 352 429 168 109 520 538
Conception :

11 Conception 39 20 19 20 58 - 40 298  LS6 145 156 443 312
Total - 1308 1281 99.99 9999

Note. High stands for the high subject group (n > 85); Low stands for the low subject group (n = 85).

In the speech time frame, where the present tense is required, adverbial of
time (AP) still collected large numbers of endorsements, but this time, noun phrase
(NP) was higher than adverbial phrase (AP). Then came Event and Context, followed
by Verb phrase (VP). These were also the five major factors reported to influence the
subj_ects’ temporal interpretation in the event time frame. 52 choices and statements in
:th.é'-h'jgh group and 79 in the low group relafed to the speech time frame performance
were found to be missing from the cloze-test questionnaires.

All the frequency scores by the two subject groups in the cloze-test
questionnaire were subject to a Chi Square test. The results are presented in Tables 4.6.
and 4.7, in which [1] = AP; [2] = CONJ; [3] = NP; [4] = Vo 1, [S] = Viowe: [6] = V NP/AP; [7]

= Pattern; [8] = Context; [9] = Event; [10] = Evaluation; [11] = Conception).
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Table 4.6
Distributions of Options and Frequency Scores of the High Group in Cloze Test

Options 4 7 18 15 15w 5 15 10 8 0 117

0.11% 0.05938 2.0338 01282 0.1282 06854 0.0427 0.1282 0.0854 0.0583 0.000¢ 1.00

Frequency scores 729 211 542 157 96 337 70 431 339 21 180 3213%

0168 00856 0I6S6  OOWE  00SF  OI0  0G27  OIMI  GI0SS 007 00560 100
Total 743 218 560 172 11t 347 75 446 349 129 180 3330
0231 00655 Q682 00516 00333 01042 00225 0339 QI8 00387 0050 100

+X2 (10) = 64.90, p = 4.236¢-10 (p < .05).

Table 4.7

Distributions of Options and Frequency Scoves of the Low Group in Cloze Test
m oy B M (51 6} 471 @81 (51 uel i) Total

Options 4 7 18 15 15 1 5 15 10 8 0 117

a6 0.0598 0.1538 0.1282 0.1282 €¢.0854 0.0427 0.4282 0.0854 D.0683 0.0030 L30

Frequency scores L 693 234 551 189 121 259, 64 461 207 154 225 3158*% .

02194 0471 OIS 00598 00383 00820 00203 01459 00655 08T 00712 100
Total 707 241 569 204 136 269 69 47 217 162 225 3275
. 02158 00735 GITT 00622 00415 00821 00210 04453 00602 0.4 00687 100

*X2 (10) = 49.06, p = 3.969¢-07 (p < .05).

As indicated in Tables 4.6 and 4.7, the frequency scores of each factor group
in the subjects’ choices and statements were independent of the option scores. The
derived value of Chi Square of 64.90 (in high subject group) and 49.06 (in low subject
group) displayed réspectively a significant difference between the two sets of cell
frequencies (p = 4.236¢-10; p = 3.969¢-07). The p-values was significant at the Tevel
o = 0.001. They réjected H, and accepted H, Statistical analysis confirmed the
validity of the frequency scores by the subjects in the two groups.

Discussion of these factor groups is given in the folowing sections. The

Pattern (sentence patterns) group will be discussed later with its counterpart in the

writing,

e A} 2] [3] 2] 151 (6] [TE v (B (I [TOF e AT TFotal oo
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4.2.1.1 Adverbial phrase

It was. found fhat the subjects preferred to use adverbs, prepositional phrases,
and adverbial clauses that signified time to guide their temporal interbfetation in
narrative reading texts. The following groups of words were adverbial phrases of time
(AP) in the cloze test: always, at one timé, early this evening, in this military
campaign, from that time to the present, when he decide(d) to attack Russia, etc.

The three sets of numbers of endorsements of AP’s among the two subject
groups were 22.69% and 21.94% occurrences in general description (Table 4.3),
26.35% and 26.42% in the event time (Table 4.4), and 17.36% and 15.38% in the
speech time (Table 4.5). These calculation indicated that (a) to the subjects this group
of words was the most obvious and easiest access to time in sentences; (b) in the event
time frame, where the past tense is dominant in describing the event, adverbial phrases
were the most convenient time marker for the subjects in narrative reading; and (c)
adverbial phrases did not function as strongly in the preéent: time frame as they did in
the past time frame. "~

One notable fact is that even with this level of endorsement of AP’s as the
most beneficial factor in determining the time frame, there were still 15.78% (115/729)
incorrect time references from the high group and 22.10% (153/693) from the low
group (Table 4.3). These errors were found mostly with test units (3), (19), and (29).
(Appendix B). The three operating adverbials were from that time to the present, in
recent years and ahways in most of the time every day, of which the first two signified
the present and :thé’_-{atter signified the past in the texts. However, according to some
subjects’ explanatiéns, from that time to the present and in recent years gave them a
sense of past time and in that time frame, something happened and was accomplished,
while always in most of the time every day dealt with a reoccurring happening or a
fact because always and every day entailed that meaning. This shows that (a) thé

subjects are not familiar with some adverbial phrases which have obvious connection
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with the present in English; and (b) when adverbials that signify clear time references
become a factor to contribute to the learners’ temporal interpretation, adverbs of

frequency can be misleading for the learners’ time coding.

4.2.1.2 Conjunction

There were two typical conjunctions in the testing passages, and and but.
Some subjects counted #iat in the sentence There is no doubt that he was a very sfck
man ...as a conjunction. Some others counted when that introduced an adverbial
clause of time in the text as a conjunction to introduce a verb tense coherence in the
main clause. That and when were therefore included in this group in the case that the
subject explicitly stated that that and when were being used as conjunctions. :
Conjunction (CONJ)’s such as but and and that connect two independent clauses
provided an easy way for the subjects to approach the time in sentences. It was easy
because, according to the subjects, a conjunction helped them to interpret the time of

the connected clause easily. However, this simplification of using conjunction for time

“inference of a sentence can be misleading. The figures in Table 4.4 reflect this

problem., There were 20.14% (29/ 144) errors with the high group and 25.30% (42/166)
with the low group when they misinterpreted event time in a clause which was then in
conjunction with a clause speaking the comment (see the above quoted sentence there
is no doubt that ...). They believed that the two clauses in one sentence should be verb
tense coherent.

This use of grammatical conjunctions for temporal interpretation is
superficial and risky, for time reference in a clause is definite and specific and
constrained in a larger time frame. Test unit (27) was a case in point demonstrating the
danger in simplification of conjunction use in temporal interpretation. The sentence
read Ancient buses and cars (were) hoot(ing) loudly, but the cow (did) not care. If the
first clause is set in the wrong time reference, the verb iﬁ the second clause will be

wrong too because of the functioning of the conjunction but and its assumed role in
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necessitating verb coherence. Part of the reason for this may be due to false classroom
instruction, where students have been taught to interpret the identical time in two

clauses connected by grammatical conjunctions. This is at best a superficial way to

teach students about tense.
4.2.1.3 Noun phrase

After adverbial phrase of time, noun phrase (NP) was found as the second
major element influencing the subjects™ temporal interpretation, the éndorsement
being 16.87% in the high group and 17.45% in the low group (Table 4.3). The subjects
used semantic meaning entailed in a concrete word or in a string of words to decode
the meaning of time in tﬁat sentence. This encoding invoi?es éxlbjects’ schemata of the
event or the action described in that string of words, and also their “knowledge of the
world” (Klein, 1986). For example, they interpreted the word Napoleon as “a person
dead”, “a historical person”, or “a person in the past” and placed Napoleon in a past
time, v\%hile they tapped the meaning 'é)'f a -brilliant military leader into tﬁeir current
world judgement (which should be interpreted as a past event according to the
discoﬁfse time frame). They connected experienced workers with the past event in
which “the workers had years of working experience”. The substance of a noun or a
noun phrase triggers the subjects’ cognitive-code of the time in that context, It was
interesting that the subjects’ competence in interpreting the event time by using the
substance words of a noun phrase were related to their English proficiency level. The
high group misinterpreted 25.59% (76/297) of this group of substance words in the
event time frame and the fow group misinterpreted 40.73% (123/302) of them (Table
4.4).

4.2.1.4 Vexb phrase

Like noun phrase, verb phrase (VP) was another resource the subjects used to
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decode the meaning of time in sentences. For convenience of discussion, this group of
words were recorded as action verb (Vi 4o), Stative verb (Vi 1e), and verb phrase

(V NP/AP). In the cloze test, action verbs were verbs such as lead, die, control, fight,

come and decide; stative verbs were verb be; verb phrases were verbs plus a noun
phrase or an adverbial phrase or an infinitive or a prepositional phrase such as lose
“most of his army, hoot loudly, decide to atfaCk' ‘Russia or die in his bed. Some
researchers have suggested that -Ver‘.os that claim a sense of action accomplishment and
achievement arc past tense orientated (Bardovi-Harlig, et al., 1995). In the data
collected in this study, almost all the subjects who chose single verbs mentioned the
features of accomplishment and achievement of the verbs as a factor to evoke their
past time interpretation as in “die--when death happens, it finishes at the same time”
and “announce-- announcemient is an instant action”. More errors of temporal
interpretation in these verbs appeared in the speech time frame, in which the high
group gave 33.33% (13/39) inappropriate past tense verbs and the low group gave
48.28% (28/58). (Table 4.5). This suggested that subjects were likely to over-interpret
the accomplﬁhment and achievement entailed in some action verbs at the cost of the
context. The typical verb concerned was close in the cloze test. The stative verb be got
a small number. But subjects preferred to link stative be with the description of the
present situation. The error rates 86.36% (19/22) of the high group and 70.83% (17/24)
of the low group in the event time of demonstrate this clearly (Table 4.4).
Comparatively, more data were collected for the V NP/AP group. It was
found that when the subjects used verb phrases to interpret time in a sentence, the
lexical aspect of the verb and its complements influenced their coding. For example,
they explained the verb phrase start as ordinary factory workers in two ways: one was
that the verb sfarf was “a punctual verb (achievement verb) and the action finished at
the moment of starting”; the other was that start as ordinary workers indicated
“realization of a past action”. This showed that the subjects interpreted temporal

meaning of the verb by interpreting the semantics of the verb and of its adjacent NP or
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AP. This is coherent with what they did with noun phrases when affecting temporal
interpretation. Another case in point was the stative be plus a preposition phrase or an

adjective phrase such as in be in critical condition, be with the company all their

working lives, be friendly and be unable to find similar work. It was found that be
phrases influenced the subjects’ temporal interpretation particularly by virtue of their
complements, When ‘s'éfhé‘subjects mentioned that the stative be stated an existing
condifioh in be in critical condition at the moment of speaking (speech time), they
emphasized the word condition i1 the verb be-phrase as “be talks about a state and the
word condition implies the present status quo”. Their cognitive-code of temporal
interpretation was seen to be based on the substance word condition. In the same way,
subjects who chose be friendly as a factor to motivate their past time mterpretatlon
reported that the word fiiendly connect the sentence time with the meaning of the past
time “then” and “at that time”.

The subjects’ temporal interpretation by using verb phrases appeared
successful in the test, as was shown in Table 4.3. There were only 8.89% (30/338)

errors in the high group and 15.33% (48/313) errors in the low group.
4.2.1.5 Context

Like adverbial phrase of time, noun phrase and verd phrase, confext plays a
role in temporal interpretation. In contrast to the previous three groups of factors from
inside the sentence which influenced the subjects’ temporal interpretation, context
exists outside ther sentence and at an intra-sentential discourse level, or as a fact,
existing as the overall meaning of the passage (Crystal, 1985). Interpretation of time
by using context involves the subjects’ recognition of the sequences of the events and
the segments created by the sequences of the events or the actions. As is described in
Chapter 3, narrative discourse is characteristic of sequences which segment the
foreground and background of the story. Sequences move forward between sentences

and paragraphs. Take the text Nepal (Appendix A) for example, the story started with
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the first five sentences describing a scene in which the cars and the buses, the cow,
and the travellers involved in activitics at that time at the gate of Kathmandu and

created an episode of the event, taking the past tense. The next segment came with the

author’s introduction of the city and his knowledge of Nepal. Sentences within this
segment took the present tense. The third episode started and moved to the next.
- Sentences within one segment and oufside that segment are meaningful in terms of
temporal interpretation. If a subject successfully identifies one episode from the other,
that is, if he can start and finish his past or presént time interpretation at the right
bounda-ry of the segment, he then successfully recognizes the event time and the
speech time of the event and of the action. So the researcher designed pre- and after-
going sentences which had si gnificance in temporal interpretation for the subjects.
However, during the data analysis, it was fohnd‘ that the subjects had treated
the context as a route to their temporal interpretation in two ways: one was by treating
the context created by the pre- and after- going sentences as specifically meaningful

and allowing it to influence their inference of time; the other was by attending to the

tense coherence of the context and deducing their inference of time by virtue of the ...

verb accordance rule in context. In the same way as was noted with the effect of the
use of conjunctiohs discussed in 4.2.1.2, this kind of contextual temporal
interpretation was based more on verb tense accordance with the previous connected
sentences than on a temporal interpretation based on the understanding of time
inference in the sentences. The error rate of 34.34% (148/431) for the high group and
36.44% (168/461) for the low group (Table 4.3) in the choices from the two subject
groups is a warning against the potentially misleading use of verb coherence Wi_thin‘

contexts as a means of deducing temporal interprefations.
4.2.1.6‘Event and Evaluation

The subjects’ choices of those options which described the sequences of a

narrative text and their statements of the passage structure were categorized as Event
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and Evaluation.
Of the three testing passages, Passages 1 and 3 required the subjects to

interpret the event time and the speech time indirectly from the narrative and

descriptive lexis, and from the sentences. When they believed substance nouns or
verbs or conjunctions or adverbials gave them hints to the time reference, they were
indirectly describing the event time or the speech time. There were instances in which
the subjects recognized the main story line and its additional information and
evaluation as background, and mentioned them. Passage 2 is news reporting, a
narrative mbde in which the event time and the speech time are the primary factors for
the time reference in a sentence. The subjects established their time reference by
stating “it is the foreground of the story”, “this is concerned with the background
information” or “the objéé'fi\re facts”, etc. These statements were categorized as
textual units of event and evaluation. The subjects’ temporal interpretation of the
events in the texts was 48.66% (91/187) wrong with the high group and 51.79%
(87/168) wrong with the low group (see Table 4.4); their interpfétation of evaluations
or the background information was 32.35% (22/68) wrong.for.the high group and
20.29% (14/69) for the low group (Table 4.5). The high error rates for both subject
groups’ temporal interpretation of the event (an happening in the past time) suggested

that the subjects had insufficient knowledge of the narrative discourse structure and

used the present tense in wrong places of the discourse.
4.2.1.7 Conception

This group included those unspecified stateméntsfSQCh as “this is in the past”,
“this situation is at present”, etc. in the cloze-test questibnnaire. These non-specific
statements are treated as subjects’ perception of the event time and the speech time
and thus recorded as a factor under the topic conception. The subjects’ perception of
time in reading texts was reported as 36.81% (60/163) incorrect for the high group and
47.89% (68/142) incorrect for the low group in the cloze test (Table 4.3).
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4.2.2 Factors reported in the writing-test questionnaires

In_parallel with the cloze-fcst questionnaire, the writing-test questionnaire

was intended to identify the factors that contributed to the subjects’ temporal
inferpretation in their writing. Without given verbs and without linguistic units as
optional choices like those in the cloze-test questionnaire, fhe subjects were asked to
give reasons for the tense they chose for each verb in their writings (Appendix D).
Similar factors were found in subjects’ writings except for the NP group. The subjects
specified other factors which were later included in grammar category. The statements
and explanations in the writing questionnaires were grouped in a similar way to the
data from the cloze-test questionnaires and seven groups were obtained, They were (1)
adverbial phrase of time, (2) conjunction, (3) grammar (set phrases and sentence
patterns, grammatical meanings of the present perfect tense), (4) verb phrase, (5)
context, (6) text (event and evaluation, including general facts), and (7) conceptions of
the narrative time frames. - |

The subjects’ statements dtid éxplanations for tense choice, most of which
were in Chinese, with some in English, some in half Chinese and half English were
translated into English and recorded with the original statements and explanations in
brackets.

Table 4.8 outlines the factors reported by the subjects in the writing-

questionnaires.
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Table 4.8

Faclors Reported in Writing-test Questionnaires that Contributed to Temporal

Interpretation
Factors Temporal interpretation in the wrifing fest
Number Percentage (%)
Correct Incorrect Total Correct Incorrect Total

High Low High {ow High Low High TLow High Low High Low
Syntactic units )
1 AP 47 35 0 5 47 40 315 254 0 036 315 290
2 CONI! 13 17 - - 33 i7 221 123 - - 221 1.3
3 Grammar 36 25 47 43 23 68 241 182 305 312 556 494
4V 72 32 10 21 82 53 482 232 067 152 549 384
Discourse units
5 Context 92 4 9 7 101 81 616 337 060 051 677 588
6 Text C 547 387 22 84 569 471 3664 2808 147 610 381l 3418
Conception
7 Conception 502 513 76 135 578 648 3362 3723 509 980 3870 4703

Total 1493 1378 100 100

Note. High stands for the high subject group (n = 77); Low stands for the low subject group (n = 79).

As is shown in Table 4.8, there were fmly 1493 statements in the high gl'dup
and 1378 in the low group, more than half of data being missing from writing-test
questionnaires, an unsatisfactory number compared with 3213 and 3158 choices and
statements of temporal interpretation by the two subject groups in cloze-test
questionnaires.

According to the table, most explanations for tense choice clustered around
text and conception, which made up around two thirds of the total statements. Without
any leading or directions, the subjects did not specify their statements and
exvﬁl'an'z‘it'ions onto syntactic units very much. Wileﬁ writing was more of an activity of
idea organization and text organization, the subjects’ temporal interpretation in the
narrative discourse seemed to be conceptually (38.71% and 47.03%) and textually
(38.11% and 34.18%) graded at the same time, While their time inference was more at

a macro-level, the three sets of figures in the table suggested that context, grammar
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elements and verb phrase worked as influential factors to the subjects’ temporal
interpretation. The factors coniributing to the subjects” temporal interpretations will be

examined further in the event time and speech time frames respectively in the

following sections.

Table 4.9
Factors Reported in Writing-test Questionnaires that Contributed to Temporal

Interpretation in the Event Time Frame

Factors Temporal interpretation in the event time frame of writing
Number Percentage (%)
Correct Incormrect Total Correct Incorrect Total
High Low High Low High Low High TLow High Low High Low

Syntactic units

1 AP 38 30 - - 38 30 373 363 - - 373 363
2 CONJ 26 13 - - 26 13 255 158 - - 255 LS8
3 Set phrase 16 1 16 19 32 30 157 133 157 230 314 363
Pre-perfect - - 14 10 14 10 -~ 137 121 137 121
4 Vido 4 .1 3 2 46 14 422 146 029 024 451 170
Discourse units | _ ‘, L
5 Context L A 7] 6 0 77 62 6.96 752 059 0 755 752
¢ Event 3718 289 3 5 381 294 3706 3503 029 061 3735 3564
Evaluation 33 - 7 1 2 34 9 324 085 010 024 333 149
Conception
7 Conception 350 347 22 16 372 363 3431 4206 216 194 3647 44.00
Total ' 1020 825 100 100

Note. High stands for the high subject group (n= 77); Low stands for the low subject group (n = 79).

Within the event time frame, no difference in factor occurrences was seen
between the high and the low proficiency groups. As with those in the general table
4.9, most explanatioﬁs for tense choice in the event time frame clustered around fext
and conception. After that, context came as the third factor followed by verdb phrase
(Vo do). Adverbial phrases of time did not work effectively as it did in the event time
of the cloze reading test. It was noticed that except for set phrase and the present

perfect tense, other factors appeared to facilitate temporal interpretation in the event
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time frame, as the low error rates shown in the table.
Table 4.10 extends the information about the factors influencing the subjects’

tense uses in the speech time frame.

Table 4.10
Factors Reported in Writing-test Questionnaires that Contributed to Temporal

Interpretatibn in the Speech Time Frame

Factors Temporal inferpretation in the speech time frame of writing
Number . Percentage (%)
Correct Incorrect Total . Correct Incorrect Total
High Low High Low High Low © High Low High Low High Low
Syntactic units
1 AP 9 s o s 9 10 -+ 1% 0% 0 0% 1% L8
2 CONJ 7 4 .- - 7 4 148 072 - - 148 012
3 Set phrase i6 8 16 6 32 14 3138 145 338 188 677 253
4 Vido 29 20 7 19 36 39 6.13 362 148 344 761 705
Discourse units
5 Context 21 12 3 7 24 19 444 217 063 127 507 344
6 Organization 4 6 -1 3 5 14 085 108 © 021 145 106 253
Evaluation 19 a6 11 55 30 18l 401 832 133 905 634 186
General-fact 117 45 7 22 124 67 2474 B14 148 398 2622 1212
Conception
& Conception 152 166 54 19 206 285 3214 3002 1141 2152 4355 5154
Total 473 553 00 100

Note. High stands for the high subject group (n="77); Low stands for the low subject group (n=79).

In the speech time frame, conception and text (evaluation and general-fact)
were still as dominant in the factor list as they were in the event time frame and in the
total discourse. Verbs (Vi do), Sef phrases and context followed. One notable feature is
that the low subject group performed poorly in the speech time frame. The highlighted
numbers, when compared with the total number, show a high error rate. Subjects from
both groups had some problems using set phrases for time inference, being 50%
(16/32) wrong for the high group and 42.86% (6/14) wrong for the low group. Some

of them did not perceive speech time correctly.
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Discussion of factors that functioned on temporal interpretation in writing

comes in the following subsections.

4.2.2.1 Adverbial phrase

Adverbial phrases of time (AP) were reported as “according to ‘that time™”
(32 “that time;’ ), “before this -séiité;xce, there was ‘in the past’ (AfHEIHAYZ ‘in
the past’) , “hapﬁened at a specific past time” (B4R L —MERI R |
“afler the match” (32 5 , ete. Unlike the predominant role they played in the
narrative reading texts with the two groups, adverbials of time did not seem to be the
subjects’ major concern when they talked about factors influencing their tense choices
in writing. But réadiﬁg the subjects’ compositions, it was found that almost every
story was narrated in at a specific time phase and a specified place. This could be
infe;red as being the subjects’ different approaches to temporality in narrative reading
and writing texts. When a subject started reading a narrative text, he anchored his time
“rcference by looking for a word or é phrase which specified the temporal meaning of
the text. Adverbial phrases of time, therefore, became the target. But when the subject
started writing a story, his role changed from a participant to that of the manager. He
set the time of the narrative in his mind and in the Wfitihg as well and the time
interpreting problem did not further concern him unlike when he was confronted with
a totally new situation in his narrative reading. Judging by the two closely matched
sets of figures from the two groups in the cloze and the writing questionnaires
(25.68% vs. 25.37; 16.69% vs. 14.48% in reading, and 3.73% vs. 3.63%; 1.90 vs.
0.90% in writing), it can be éaid that adverbial phrases of time functioning as a
discourse time marker work at the same level in influencing: the subjects’ temporal
interpretation. |
However, one thing needs to be pointed oﬁt: the subjects used adverbs of
frequency to link their tense choices. For examplé, they connected the lexical

meanings of offen, ahways, every day and as usual with a present time interpretation
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and once in a while with a past time interpretation. This connection was mentioned in

both the cloze-test and the writing-test questionnaires.

e 4,.2,2:2 Conjunction

Conjunctions (CONJ) functioning on temporal interpretation were another

factor ﬁlétifibi;ed by the subjects. 13 (2.55%) in the high group and 13 (1.58%)
subjects in the low group mentioned the use of conjunctions in the past time reference;
7 (1.48%) and 4 (0.72%) subjects in the two groups mentioned its use in the present
time reference. They explained its temporal inference functions as “because of ‘and™
([H5# and) or “sentences connected by when take the same tense” (when Al
A I &AHIE . ) . The fewer uses by the low subject group of these connectives
alternatively suggested that the subjects in the low group wrote fewer independent or
embedded clauses in their writing. The conjunctions reported by the subjects in the
two groups were the three that were reported in the cloze-test questionnaire: and, but

and when.
4.2.2.3 Grammar

Grammar here refers to three subdivisions that influenced the subjects’
temporal interpretation or tense expressions. They were (1) sentence structures, (2) set
phrases, proverbs and mottos, and (3) grammatical meanings of the present perfect
tense. In the cloze-test questionnaire, the subjects admitted that the sentence structure
There be no doubt that ... gave a present time inference. The similar preference was
found in the writing-questionnaire. Subjects reported that sé‘ﬁtéﬁce structures such as
“There be”; “It 57, “That 57, ;_‘T he reason is that .7 “spoke as loudly as I can™; and
“How time flies” decided th(_a.'tense in sentence.

Most incoirect use gf set phrases and sentence structures in the event time

frame came from its or that’s sentence structures, The reason behind this is, as a
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common practice, almost all set phrases and sentence structures take the present time
when they are presented in the glossary or in the grammar category of a textbook. This

became a practice by the subjects in this experiment. However, when past time

reference is desired, this simple way of replication is wrong. Use of these set phrases
and sentence structures was 56.63% (47/83) incorrect for the high group and 63.32%
(43/68) incorrect for the low group (see Table 4.8). A simple pedagogical awareness
can help students avoid such mistakes.

Another factor in the grammar group was the present p_erfecf tense. Some
subjects mentioned that the tense meaning of the present perfect functioned on their
temporal interpretation. Although not many cases of this were reported (14
~ occurrences for the high group and 10 occurrence for the low group), all the cases of
using the present perfect in the event time frame were wrong. These 14 subjects from
the high group and 10 from the low group stated definitely that “the present perfect
tense be used to describe a past happening” (BU{E 58 RH Tkl 2045
1%5.), “present perfect is used to express the past happening™ (B FE U RRIT 2.
Only one reported that “a general declarative sentence structure requires the present
perfect tense” (—fMEIAYETE R ILESEALAT.) | This finding was consistent with
that frohi Fan and Lin’s (2002) research, who had repoﬂcd that Chinese L2 learners
tended to use the present perfect tense with a past time and a past place owing to the
influence of Chinese perfective aspect patterns. Reports from the subjects confirmed

Fan and Lin’s assertion.
4.2.2.4 Verb phrase

In the study of the cloze-test questionnaire, verb phrase (VP) Wés separated
info three subsets: action verbs, stative verbs be and verb phrase (V NP/AP) for the
cc-mvenience of discussion. In the writing-fest questionnaire, only single verbs (V)
we:re reported, most of which were action verbs (Vo e Was not recorded because of its

very small number). None of the subjects who used verbs as a source for temporal
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interpretation source included V -+ NP/AP in their reporting. This was different from
what was observed in the cloze-fest questionnaire, where VP (V NP/AP) was

mentioned as a major factor influencing the subjects’ tense choice.

In the writing-test questionnaire, single action verbs occurring in the event
time frame were 46 for the high group and 14 for the low group (Table 4.9); 36 for
the high group and 39 for the low group in the speech time frame (Table 4.10). The
two sets of numbers suggested that subjects behaved similarly when using action
verbs in the ‘pre-sent tense. But in the event time frame, the subjects of the high group
seemed to be more active than those of the low group in using verbs to interpret time
in sentences. This might imply that the semantics of verbs is more meaningful to
leamers at a higher proficiency level and may partly explain the non-reporting of V
NP/AP by the two groups in the writing-test questionnaires. The subjects were
apparently not proficient enough to construct sophisticated and meaningful verb
phrases in their wrifing.

From the writing-test questionnaire reports, it was observed that the subjects :
showed an approach typical of the Chinese learners of English as an L2 to the
temporal meanings entailed in verbs. They mapped a verb to the meaning of its
Chinese translation or connected the aspectual meaning of verbs with their time
inference. For example, quite a few subjects explained that the verb remember
suggested “meaning of being remembered” (remember RRIZFFHFVIRIILE ),
verbs forget suggested “have been forgotten” (forget F7n B8 510, ) , and happen
“have happened” Chappen RRHEBE LKL 4D . Jiang (2002) claimed that
explanation for this phenomenon was that_ “L.2 lexical forms are often mapped to the
existing semantic content of their first Iaﬁgﬁégé (L1) translations rather than to new
semantic specifications of their own” (p. 617). In fact, in this study, mapping occuired
not only in verb forms, it worked with words in other places as well, A few subjects
evaluated fiiend in the sentence “I want to be friends with them™ as a word “inducing

the present tense to the verb want” (friend — I EWRE KA, FrUAH—8IAER. )
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which should then be interpreted in a past time frame. The subjects interpreted the
meaning of fiiends based on his L1 translation in which fiiend was inferred as a

permanent argument. A very typical word is s#ll in the cloze test (sce Item 4,

Appendix B). This adverb can appear in either the event time frame or the speech time
frame according to native speakers. However, almost all the subjects claimed that it
(be) still a mystery should take the present tense because still meant “up to now; now”
(sec Item 4, Appendix B). The meaning “now” in still is very definite in Chinese
translation and this was mapped by the subjects to its L2 meaning and led them to a
present time inference.

Apart from the verbs of remember, forget and happen, mapping in writing
was found in other Verbs_ of believed, changed, decided, finished, happened and
reached in which the subjects stated that the verbs “state of a past happening; gave the
finished meaning of the action and these verbs could only express an instant action”

(BHR T i EBE QR ERN—AVRAE: IIMECSERE FECLS W 3 change,
happen, finish, reach, etc. %5 HBERFIERT M 5E R ) . In Chinese, these verbs
constituted two semantic. components: action + action cdmblement (forget: J&-1c;
happen: K- change: t{-4%; decide: #-5E; finish: 5E-f%; reach: F-1X) . The
structure affirms a semantic completeness in these verbs. Besides, in the Chinese
interpretation, change entails the meaning of “produce and bring about; happen
entails “bring into birth”; finish entails “be done”; reach entails “reach the place”; and
Jforget “lose memory or not in the mind any more”, L1 interference evoked the L1
semantic accomplishment in these verbs to influence tﬁe subjects’ temporal
interpretation. Another example can be seen in remember, which includes the
semantic compone-rllé"j‘now, at the present”. Some subjects maﬁped this LI meaning
into the L2 verb’s present tense despite the fact that that was a past happening in their

writings.
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4.2.2.5 Context

The use of contexts as a facilitator for temporal interpretation was a common
practice reported by the subjects in both thé cloze-test and the writing—fest
questionnaires. Tabl_e 4.8 lists context as the third factor in the order reported by the
subjects. Subjects’ statements such as “to be cohecrent with tense of the whole .
paragraph/text” (52 B/ XA —H.); “in tense accordance with that of the pré—
or after- going sentences™ (3Fa{JE I —EL.); “Since the whole text is in the past
tense, so I use the past tense to be coherent with that of the whole text” (43X #RFH
05, A TARF 3, it L. ). The high frequency and the low error rate (0.59%
for the high group and zero error for the low group in the event time frame; 0.63% fdr
the high group and 1.27% for the low group in the speech time frame) recorded in the
use of contexts suggests that context is a favourable and preferential factor for L2
rleamers to make time inferences in writing.

However, this beneficial féctor was found to work mostlf in a controlled and
“gimple text by the subjects. When inferring time in a sentence, context is chosen by
subjects more based on grammaﬁcal or structural elements than on the basis of its
meanings in the discourse. That is, when context is a factor functioning on time
inference in a sentence expressing an immediate situation (Hurford & Heasley, 1983)
it is the tense of the pre- or after- going sentences that performs this function. This
variation from the common understanding of context in language use was frequently
found in this study. It was also similarly shared by subjects in both the high and low
groups and was practised in both  reading and writing, there being a near parallel
occurrences of 13.41% for the high group and 14.60% for the low group in the
cloze-test questionnaires (Table 4.3), and 6.77% occurrences for the high group and

5.88% for the low group in the writing-test questionnaires (Table 4.8).
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4.2.2.6 Event and evaluation

Event and evaluation are two groups of factors under text. In narrative texts,
the event descﬂptioné -are undertaken in the past time (event time) frame. The
following statements and explanations were grouped under Event. They were those
such as “to be telling what was happening then” (H}iR = HTIEZE?E&E'J% ) “to toll
a past experience” (YEIRTFEM—IKLT.) ; “to describe a specific action at the
moment IR 4B — P BAFIT 4. ) »; “this is the situation at that time” (X 2B
I [fI%i4% . ); “The action started at the moment in that past time”? (T A ML EHB—

ZIFT45.) . Analysis showed that almost all the subjects, in both the high group and in

‘the low group had a clear sense of past events at a specific time. There were few

mistakes in their temporal interpretations (378 correct and 3 incorrect for the high
group; 289 correct and 5 incorrect for the low group; see Table 4.9).

.Data for evaluation in the writing-test questionnaires were recorded in two
subsets:- evaluatzon and general fact, the former being comments, personal views or
added information while the latfer is specified general fact, common sense or
geographical knowledge. This gen.\eral Jact group has been singled out from
evaluation for discussion because, as can be seen from Table 4.10, the high group
focused on general fact (26.22% occurrences) but the low group were concerned more
about comments and personal views (18.26% occurrences). This might be interpreted
that when giving cvaluations in narrative writing, subjects at the lower proficiency
level tended to be more subjective. That is, they depended more on personal views
than on other potential factors in the text. The following quotations could be
supportive of this assumption: “to be telling about my feeling now (U FIHIE 0
#.) 7 “This is what I always want.” CGXEHE—HAHZR.) ; “I often have this
feeling.” (IREHHXMEZ.) ; “I want to be friends with them.” CIRAZZR A
AR .Y ;I feel this way.” (ﬁ%ﬁﬁ@iﬂ!ﬁ%o ) ; “to tell a past fact” (PR
YIS, “evaluation of the whole incident” (FHEEAFAHHHT.) ; “to
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describe a person objectively” (FIMHLHHA—4 A Dand “to describe my state” (i
RLHIRE D

Conversely, subjects in the high group tended to concentrate on the

evaluation of general facts showing that they evaluated situations in texts less
according to personal views. Data collected and recorded as factors in this group was
based on subjects’ statements such as “common sense” (#R); “to state a public fact”

(BB —PMARFEED ;5 “to s’tété an acknowledged fact” (IRik—4N A7 R G4
92.) ; “to state a general fact” (FRiR — MBI EESE.) 5 “to tell the name of a place™

(HYf— M. Chicago is a beautiful city.) ; “to tell a geographical fact” (H}i
—AVHWIE S, H[ERBRIERE ZEo My hometown is 30 miles away from the
school [I was at the time studying at the middle school.] and it is still there now.) ; “a
consistent state; always this way” (—Hf#5.) and so on. Analysis revealed very
different behavioufs between the two subject groups. While the high group recorded a
large number of such statements with few errors (124 occurrences with 7 {5.04%]
errors), the Iqw group did not show the same interest in expressing general facts in

their writing (67 occurrences with 22 [33%] errors; see Table 4.10).
4.2.2.7 Discourse organization

The third factor mentioned by the subjects as influencing their temporal
interpretation under the heading of fext was narrative discourse organization. Some
subjects believed that the present tense should be used to sum up the story or the
experience, as it cmbodied truth or a morality (WHER, &F7 —fEE. H—
RBCULFEN . ) . Some subjects thought that the beginning part of a story or an
experience account is present time connected C(EEIP Ik, FIELERTs) . This
accorded with a distinctive writing paftern for almost all the subjects of
“beginning-body-conclusion”, in which the .tense uses were “preé;ent-past—present".
One tyi)ical report demonstrated this point, in which the subject \\;rote: “The story

took place in this summer. The beginning of the story should use the present simple
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tense.” (WHFREFEZANER. WHEHBFFELNH—BIER.D .
As a third subset in the text group, discourse organization as a factor

functioning on temporal interpretation in the speech time frame was not as salient.

Only 5 people from the high group (1.06%) and 14 from the low group (2.53%)
mentioned its influence. The errors were higher than the correct use with the low
group (1.08% corrcct'v's.; '1.45% incorrect). This represented a very moderate report,

but is a reminder that subjects may sometimes depend on discourse structure for

temporal interpretation.
4.2.2.8 Conception

The last factor group, Conception, was an inclusive and accommodating
group into which anything stated by the subjects to have affected their temporal
interpretation which did not obviously fall into one of the other groups could be
recorded. In parallel with the conceptiqn group in the cloze-test questionnaire, all
those general statemenfs made by the subjects who declared their perceptions of the
time in this unelaborated and unspecific way as a conceptual factor that functioned on
temporal interpretation were grouped together in Conception. It included statements
such as “state of the past / past state (i 22 IR ; “past things (GEZHI ) 7; “past
happening (&4 4E £ #IF) 7, “frequently happened in the past G 3: 2% K4 ) »;
“state a past fact (PRI FM—FL.) 7; “a general statement of the past/present

it PR RS —REIESAR ) ™; “a statement of the past fact (Hd = ZELAGIRIA)
“past (GEZ5) ; “past tense (EZHT) »; “[simple] present tense ([—HFIILEIRD 7
“present situations (BIZEAITEIL) ; “by language sense (FEiEER) »; “by feeling (F&
B 7, ete.

This conception factor formed thé-iargest group in the subjects’ statements of
temporal interpretation reasons (38.71% ‘occurrences for the high group and 47.03%
occurrences for the low group). (Table 4.8j. Subjects did not show many problems in

the perception of the time of events (Table 4.9). They did not however report much
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correct perception of speech time. There were 26.21% incorrect interpretations
(54/206) in the high group and 41.75% (119/285) incorrect interpretations in the low
group (Table 4.10).

4,2,3 Conclusion

The conclusions to be drawn from the analysis of the factors that contributed
to the subjects’ temporal interpretation reported in the cloze-test and the writing-test
questionnaires are as follows.

1. Adverbial phrase of time (AP) In reading, adve1'bial phrase of time was
the most important factor facilitating subjects’ inference of time in sentences,
especially, when the story was framed in past time sequences. But adverbs of
frequency were apt to be misleading, as the literal meaniﬁglof an adverb of frequency
codes regularity and repetition, which suggest a present time interpretation. In writing,
adverbial phrase of time did not work as impressively as they did in reading. The
reason may be that the writer sets up a mental time frame while writing and this
functions as the main means of establishing his mental perééption of time,

2. Conjunction (CONJ) Both in reading and in writing, conjunction played
its role as a syntactic facilitator for temporal interpretation. It might be risky for
subjects to depend totally on its syntactic function of connection for temporal
interpretation in two connected clauses, especially in reading.

3. Noun phrase (NP) In reading, noun phrase was the second most
important factor for temporal inference. Temporal interpretation at this level was more -
of a cognitive activity in which the subjects interpreted the meanings entailed in a
noun phrase and then projected their comprehension onto the sentence in order to
make a time 'mférence. During the process, L1 translation of the noun phrase was
mapped to L2 iexical meaning before the noun phrase was used for the inference of
time in the sen%ence. Subjects in the high proficiency group gave more correct

interpretations of time based on noun phrases than subjects in the low group,
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especially in the event time frame (15.14% higher). Analysis of correct past time
interpretations by the two different proficiency groups suggested that subjects’

temporal interpretation ability might be affected by their language proficiency. There

was no reporting of using NP as a factor in writing.

4. Verb phrase (VP) In reading, accomplishment and achievement
meanings entailed in verbs of action were significant in temporal interpretation.
Punctual or telic verbs tended to be interpreted as verbs which finished their activity
in the past time frame. The stative verb be did not seem to operate much as a factor
because only a small number of subjects mentioned its connection with the present
status quo of the objects. In V NP/AP phrases, subjects interpreted time by
interpreting the meaning entailed in complements with the lexical aspect of the verb.
In this, they behaved quite si'mila'rly to the way they did with NP. They interpreted the
temporal meaning of the verb by interpreting the semantics of the verb and of its
adjacent NP or AP. Mapping took place in writing too. In writing, the subjects’ focus
on the meaning of words became more obvious by their mapping ofthe 11 translation
of verbs into L2 verb meanings and using that translation to interpret the time of the
verbs.

To sum this up, verb phrase is a factor influencing subjects’ temporal
interpretation in two aspects: (1). the lexical meaning of the verbs; (2). the mapped
meaning of L1 translation. In an appropriate context, for example, writing, mapping
will take place first, followed by interpretation of the aspect entailed in the translation
of that verb.

5. Grammar In reading, sentence patterns led the subjects into inferring
~ present tense in a sentence. In writing, together with séﬁténées patterns, set phrases
and proverbs were a factor working on present tense use. But this way of time
inference was potentially misleading in the event time frame. In writing, the present
perfect was in regular contrast with past simple. Subjects used the present perfect

tense to interpret a past happening. The past time implication in the present perfect
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was overemphasized. L1 interference was seen in the subjects’ use of the present
perfect tense. In writing, narrative discourse organization was also a factor influencing

a number of subjects’ tense choices in particular sections.

6. Context In both reading and writing, context was mentioned by a large
number of subjects as a factor affecting temporal interpretation. However, when
inferring time in a sentence, context was chosen by subjects more because of
grammatical or structural elements than by virtue of its meaning in the discourse.
Subjects used context more for tense accordance with the pre- or post-going sentences

than for perceiving the true meaning of the time indicated in that sentence.

4.3 Temporal Interpretation in Receptive and Productive Performance in English

Narrative Texts

The previous section discussed the factors that influenced subjects’ temporal
interpretation in narrative reading and writing texts. This section wiIl':attempt to
answer the third question that asks 1f there are any differences in the subjects’
receptlve and productive performance of temporal interpretation in narrative texts.
Among the four language skills, reading skill is described as a receptive skill and
writing skill as a productive one. Similatly, in this study, the subjects’ performance in
the cloze test was defined as receptive performance of temporal interpretation and
their performance in the writing test was defined as productive performance of
temporal interpretation.

The rationale for investigéting the subjects’ performance in the two contexts
is that if narrative reading texts s"ét lu'p an objective condition under which the subjects’
competence of English tense is intended, writing texts, from the other way around,
allow the subjects to use their knowledge of the fense rules in the process of the
subjective interpretation of the time in the discourse and enable us “to determine from

the data of performance the underlying system of rules that has been mastered by the
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speaker-hearer and that he puts to use in actual sentences” (Chomsky, as cited in Boey,

1975, p. 58).

—4.3.1 Differences in receptive and productive performances of temporal -

interpretation

Subjects’ receptive performance of temporal interpretation in the cloze test
and the productive performance of temporal interpretation in the writing test were
compared respectively within the language proficiency groups. To clarify the

differences, tables are used to report the results,

4.3.1.1 Temporal interpretation of receptive and productive

performances of the high English proficiency group

There were 77 valid compositions in the high subject group. The scores of the
close test from these 77 subjects were paired with the scores of their writings for
comparlson In contrast to the fixed 39 items of test units in the cloze test, the test
units for each of the subjects in the writing test varied from 12 to 41. To compare the
differences of their performances in the cloze test and the writing test, an SPSS 11.0
Paired Samples #-test was used. Before computation, the scores from the writing test
of each subject were transformed to accord vﬁth the scoring system in the cloze

reading test, which produced a total of 39 scores. The result was as follows.

Table 4.11
Tempo;'-al; Interpretation of Receptive and Productive Performances of High Group
Text N x S.D. (D) Teal Tuant
Reading 77 29.19 3.26
-443 - 830 337
Writing 77 33.62 4.73 ’

*+5Sionificant at .001 level (2-tailed). » =_357
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Table 4.11 shows the high subject group’s performance in the narrative

reading and narrafive writing tests, from which we can see that the high English

“proficiency group’s receptive performance in temporal interpretation was significantly -

different from their productive performance at the significance level of .001 (t = -
8.30). The corrclation between the receptive performance and the productive
performance by the high proficiency gfoup was moderate (» = .357). The coefficient
of determination 7* = .1274. About 13% of the subjects’ productive performance can
be explained by its relationship ‘to the receptive performance of | temporal

interpretation in the cloze test.

4.3.1.2 Temporal interpretation of receptive and productive

performances of the low English proficiency group

There were 79 valid compositions in the low subject group. The scores of the
close test from thesef: 79 subjects were paired with_'rthe scores of their writings for
comparison. The test l;nits in each of the writing coﬁlﬁositions of the low group varied
from 9 to 37. To compare the differences of their performances in the cloze test and
the writing test, an SPSS 11.0 Paired Samples f-test was used. Before computing, the
scores from the writing test of each subject were transformed to accord with the
scoring system in the cloze reading test, which produced a total of 39 scores. The

result was as follows.

Table 4.12
Temporal Interpretation of Receptive and Productive Performances of Low Group
Text N X S.D. (D) Tea Tent
Reading 79 26.86. 3.48
. -4.17 - 5.70%¥* 337
Writing 79 31.03 5.58

+***+Sjgnificant at .001 level (2-failed). r = .026
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With regard to the analysed data in Table 4.12, the receptive and productive

performance of temporal interpretation among the low group was significantly

performance and the productive performance by the low proficiency group was very
weak (7 = .026). The coefficient of determination 2 = .000676. Less than 1% of the
subjects’ productive performance can be expléinéd by its relationship to the receptive
performance of temporal interpretation in the cloze test..

To' gain an overview of the information about the subjects’ temporal
interpretation in reading and writing, the comparison was further processed among the
total of 156 subjects by using a Paired Samples', t-test to compute its f-value and

correlation coefficient. Table 4.13 presents the result.

Table 4.13 _

Temporal Interpretation of Receptive and Productive Performances of All Subjects
Text N X S.D. (D) Teit - Teabr
Reading 156 28.01 1.56

-4.30 - 9.49%** 3.29
Writing 156 32.31 5.32

**++Zignificant at .001 level (2-tailed). r=.237.

4,3.2 Discussion

The significant difference (p < .001) between the receptive performance and
the productive performance of the subjects (n = 156, Table 4.,13) shows that the
subjects behaved quite differently in temporal interpretation when reading and writing
narrative texts. The coefficient of determination (2 = .0561) of their tempo.fai
interpretation performances in the two contexts confirmed this difference. Less than
6% of the subjects’ ﬁerformance in writing was correlated with that in reading. This

different behavior by the subjects suggests two possibilities: (1) their temporal
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interpretation ability in narrative reading and that in narrative writing might be
different; or (2) their temporal interpretation in the receptive performance of narrative

reading and that in the productive performance of narrative writing might be

inconsistent. Since measurcs of the construct language ability or language
competence involves other variables (Schohamy 1996), this discussion will focus on
the second hypothesis: that the subjeét's"- temporal interpretation in narrative reading
and writing is incon’éisient.

With regard to the analysed data, the subjects’ productive performance in
writing outperformed their performance in reading. The gap between .the mearn Scores
of reading and writing_rwas obvious (MD = - 430, Table 4.13). The subjects’
productive performance outperformed their receptiife performance. We will discuss

this deviance by focusing on two variables: the texts and the subjects.
4.3.2.1 Text and text production

Based on the statistics, a rela.tionship was observed existing between text and
text production. Within the narrative frame, the texts in the cloze test were three
narrative passages with 39 blanks for verb unmits. The subjects were supposed to
complete those blanks with verb forms which entailed their time references. There
were 23 verb units requiring the event time interpretation and 16 verb units
functioning as ecvaluations at a background level, requiring the subjects’
comprehension of speech time. The cloze texts limited the verbs, the verb forms and
the verb numbers, which in turn limited the time frames in the sequences of the events.
But in the writing test, the texts could vary according to each subject and were not
subject to these limitations. Except for the provided topic which was My
Unforgettable Experience, the subjects in their writing féxts were free to choose any
verbs and write those verbs in any form they believed justiﬁed. The number of verbs
was not fixed as was that in the cloze texts. In the low ;group, one subject wrote the

shortest passage containing only 9 verbs while the longest passage presented 41 in the
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high group. Moreover, free of constraints from the time frames designed by other
people who wrote the reading texts, the subjects in their writings were the writers and

- created their own time frames in which they told their stories and life experiences.

They could therefore better interpret time in the sentences they wrofe.

So the difference between the cloze reading texts and the writing texts was
that one wa's-'objective-orientated while the other allowed for a subjective inference of
time. Temporal interpretation of sentences in the writing texts was more of a “free
will” production in which the producers were in control. The gap of the mean scores
- between the reading and the writing as shown in Tables 4.11, 4.12 and 4.13 (MD =

- 4.43; MD = - 4.17; MD = - 4.30) reflects the effect of the two different text types

. on the subjects’ temporal ihterpretation in receptive and productive performances.
4.3.2.2 Text and text structure

The text factors discussed above partly explained the low correlation between
the subjecté’ temporal interpretation performances in the reading and writing tests.
There were some other factors that might affect the subjects’ performance in writing.
For example, the effect might take place on practicing a narrative writing after the
reading test. During analysis, it was also noticed that texts were functioning on text
structures. In reading texts, sequences of the events progressed with foreground and
background interlaced. Sequence boundaries were situationally concerned. The ending
segment (resolution, Labov, 1972) was about how the story came to its end. But in
writing texts, interference of L1 discourse structure was seen in the subjects’
production. Most subjects, especially those in the low group, wrote their stories in a
typical tri-paragraph structure: an opening paragraph to start the story; a body
paragraph to describe the maitir story; and a conclusion paragraph to summarize what
they Iearned from the expeﬁénce. Organized as such, stories became tri-episodes and
time in the texts was simply r:eferred as present tense, past tense, and then present

tense. This interaction of the text and text structure is another factor to make easy
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temporal interpretation in the text and to differentiate the subjects’ performance in

narrative reading and writing.

English proficiency groups

While significant differences between subjects’ receptive performance and
productive performance in temporal interpretation were observed, the size of this
difference was dist.orted by the language proficiency involved, 13% of the subjects in
the high group displayed their temporal interpretation competence consistently in
English narrative reading and narrative writing (rz =.1274). But less than 1% of the
subjects in the low group displayed this competence (! = .000676). The question then
is: what constrained the low group subjccts"témporal interpretation performance in
the cloze test and what facilitated their better performance in writing?

As a form of reading test (Heaton, 1990}, a cloze test controls its testees to a
great extent, The printed text has set the content, and the language as well before the
reader starts reading and getting his compreheﬁéion of the text. “You are in a rélatively
determined context” (Firth, as cited in Stubbs, 1996, p. 41). Topics, contents and
sentences given by the author in a cloze test might be new to the reader and thus
become obstructs to his successful comprehension of the reading text, including his
temporal interpretation in the discourse. But temporal interpretation in writing texts is
personally decided. The writer might use verbs he is familiar with and the verb forms
of which he is sure. It is possible that the writer gives up writing complex sentences
which he thinks are beyond his L2 competence and which potenﬁall_y-i_:)therwise
induce less successful temporal interpretation performance as the elaborati-bnr requires.
This ‘v-was illustrated in the juxtaposed coefficients r = 357 of the reading and the
wriﬁng test scores from the high group and r = .026 from the low group. Subjects in
the h:igh group can be assumed to be more confident of their ability in composing

senfences and to have adventured elaborated sentences that posed contemporary
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demands on their successful temporal interpretation. This behaviour correlated with
the challenges they met in reading texts and resulted in the correlation of their

performances in reading and writing with the group. The fact that subjects from the

high group wrote more compiex sentences and subjects from the low group wrote
more simple sentences is supported to an extent by the researchér’s own observation.
To be supportive, two subjects were randomly picked in number counterparts from the
two groups and one counterpart paragraph was recorded in which Subject No.1 from
the high group, talking about 'héw:he felt about a basketball match he played, wrote:

“*Time elapsed but this thing is t'mg-rerssed (X )'deepiy in my memory (S1). I couldn't
Jforgive my weekuness (S?.), I couldnt forget the mistake I made (83), I couldnt forget the words
they told me (S4). I should have devoted myself into thaf game, *f [ give (X)) myself- more
confidence, more Sn'éng_ﬂi (S5), *I think I will not scold ( X) myself at least (S6).”

And Subject No.1 from the low group, talking about how he felt about a past
experience wrote:

“*Now, when I remember this thing, I think I have diden wrong (S7). Do you believe ff
(58), Can you receive it? (S9)” T,

The two paragraphs were the final concluding paragraph in the two texts by
the two subjects from respectively the high and the low groups. In the first example,
the subject from the high group wrote six sentences of which three were complex
sentences (83, S4, S5) and one compound sentence (S1). But in the second example,
there was only one complex sentence. The subject from the low group allowed himself
less chance to make incorrect temporal interpretations.

Such differences in syntax structure -which embody simple and complex
temporal interpretation were also observed in iﬁa‘ny other writings by subjects from

different proficiency groups.
4.3.3 Conclusion

As a conclusion, the researcher would submit that differences in receptive
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performance and productive performance of temporal interpretation come from the
differences in texts: one being controlling (reading) and the other being controlled

(writing); one being requested (reading) and the other being independent (writing).

~ When reading a narrative text, the subjects had to perceive time underlying the text’s
temporality which had been set beforchand and to follow the writer’s time reference.
But in making a narrative writing text, they set up time frames by themselves and
constructed coherent temporality in that time frame on the basis of their knowiedgé of
 the time referred to. They enjoyed more freedom in the text temporality and made
their own decisions about the time reference. This brought about the correct texﬁporal
interpretation they themselves designed. That is why they made fewer tense mistakes
in their writing tasks than in their reading cloze-test. This difference in texts
(individual instances of the genre, to be more accurate) played a role in subjects’
 different temporal interpretation performances within the groups, because this textual
variability produced variation in discourse structures (Stubbs, 1996), which led to
subjects’ different temporaliinterpretation performances. _ :

The researcher would also argue that different Iaﬁgﬁage proficiency levels
contribute to different temporal interpretation performances in narrative reading and
writing texts based on the correlation coefficients for the respective groups: » = .357
(high group); » = .026 (low group). The two sets of numbers might be interpreted as
this: learners of higher proficiency write their narrative compositions closer to what
L2 compositions are supposed to be than learners at a lower proficiency level. |

Lastly, the researcher would suggest that Chinese univeréity students showed
different temporal interpretation ability in English narrative reading and writing texts.
Whether this difféféﬁf 'f;bility is due to their different language cbmpetence or some
other effect is not answered here. Text type, however, is a factor to cause that

difference in temporal interpretation of narrative reading and writing texts.
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4.4 Temporal Interpretation Performance Between the High and the Low

English Proficiency Groups

In this study, temporal interpretation was investigated in an environment df
comparison of a high English proficiency group and a low English proficiency group.
The fourth research question which aims fo investigate the relationship between -
temporal interpretation performance and English proficiency, is discussed in thisr
section in two parts: (a} temporal interpretation performance of the high group and the
low group in the cloze test, and (b) temporal intmpretatién performance of the high

group and the low group in the writing test.

4.4.1 Temporal interpretation performance by the high and the low groups in

the cloze test

The temporal interpretation performance of the high and the low groups in

the cloze test is summarized in rTab'Ies 4.14, 4.15 and 4.16. Tablé"r'4.'l1'£1 outlines the
| rés‘,ult of computing the two subject groups’ tense scores in the cloze test through an
SPSS 11.0 Independent Samples t-test; Tables 4.15 and 4.16 gave details of the two
subject groups’ temporal interpretation specified in the event time frame and the

speech time frame of the cloze texts. They are presented as follows.

Table 4.14
Temporal Interpretation Performance of High and Low Groups in Cloze Test
Subjects N X S.D. (D) Teat Teabt
High group 85 29.16 3.29
2.39 4 58%%% 3.291
Low group 85 26.77 3.50

*+*Significant at 001 level (2-tailed).

As shown in Table 4.14, a significant difference at p < .001 was found
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between the high and the low group scores for temporal interpretation in the cloze test,
with the mean difference at 2.39. The statistical calculation showed that the high

subject group’s temporal interpretation performance in narrative reading texts was

significantly different from that of the low subject group.

In the cloze reading texts, 39 verb units were divided into 23 verbs taking the
past tense and 16 verbs takil_lg the present tense. They were distributed in sequeh'ces of
the narrative events in the féxts. To get closer to their telnpafél interpretation ability
for different time frames 1n the texts, the subjects’ performance from the perspectives

of the event time and the speech time of the narrative discourse will be examined.

Table 4.15
Temporal Interpretation Performance of High and Low Groups in the Event Time

Frame in Cloze Test

Subjects’ performance

Cloze test High group (n=_85) Low group (n = 85)
' X - % X - %
Correct past tense verbs 17.17 - 74.63 15.91 63.16
Incorrect present tense verbs 5.83 25.37 7.09 30.84
Total 23 100 23 100

Table 4.15 shows that 74.63% of the subjects in the high group and 69.16%
in the low group could interpret the time of the events in the narrative reading texts
correctly. The simple past tense was the major tense used by them (not shown in the

table) for the event time references in the texts.
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Table 4.16

Temporal Interprefation Performance of High and Low Groups in the Speech Tine

Subjects’ performance

Cloze test High group (n = 85) Low group (n = 85)
X %o X %

Correct present tense verbs ) 1201 75.06 10.82 67.65

Incorrect past tense verbs 3.99 24.94 5.18 32.35

Total 16 100 16 100

Table 4.16 shows that 75.06% of the subjects in the high group and 67.65%
in the low group could distinguish spéech time in the narrative reading texts. The
simple present tense, like the simplé past in the event time frame, was still the
subjects’ majority choice {(not shown in the table) in dealing with the speech time

frame.

4.4.2 Temporal"interpretation performance by the high and the low groups in

the writing test

In parallel, the two subject groups’ temporal interpretation performance in the
writing test was investigated, and like that in the cloze test, the temporal interpretation
performance analysed here represents the scores in the writing test. Table 4.17
presents the p-value of the tense scores of the two groups in the writing test computed
through Independent Samples f-test procedures. The subjects’ temporal performance
was evaluated by grading the correct scores of tenses in the past time (the event time
frame) and in the present time (the speech time frame) in their writing. The grading
rule was based on the tense system specified and exemplified in grammar books and
granmmar textbooks. These tense usages and uses were dis_cussed' in Chapter 2,

Literature Review.
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Table 4.17

Temporal Interpretation Performance of High and Low Groups in Writing Test

i ...Subjgcts N ; 8D (B) Teat Trant
High group 77 33.62 4.73
o 2.59 3.13%+ 2.58
Low group 79 31.03 5.58

**Significant at .01 level.

In éontrast to the number of 170 subjects in the cloze reading test, the total
number available for temporal performance analysis in writing after the narrative texts
filtering propéss, was 156 subjects, with 77 in the high group and 79 in the low group.
As shown in Table 4.17, a significant difference at the p < .01, was found indicating
that the subjects’ temporal interpretation performance in writing between the high and
the low groups was significantly different. This result was consistent with the result of
their performance in the cloze r_eading test.

In the same way as for the cloze test, the subjects’ temporal interpretation
ability specified in narrative sequences will be examined from the perspective of the
event time and the speech time of the narrative discourse. The following tables show

the results,

Table 4.18
Temporal Interpretation Performance of High and Low Groups in the Event Time

Frame in Writing Test

Subjects® performance

Writing test High group (n=77) Low group (n=79)
X . % X %

Correct past tense verbs 1506 - 86.17 11.68 74.74

Incorrect present tense verbs 242 13.83 3.95 23.26

Total 1748 . 100 15.63 100
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Table 4.18 shows that the high group employed 86.17% of the past tense
verbs correctly and the low group 74.74%. There was an 11.5% gap between the two

subjects groups’ temporal interpretation performance in the event time frame. The

simple past tense was the majority tense used by both the high and the low groups (not
shown in the table). The subjects’ temporal interpretation of the speech time in their

- ‘\i*r'iti'ng is presented in Table 4.19.

Table 4.19

Temporal Interpretation Performance of High and Low Groups in the Speech Time

Frame in Writing Test

Subjects’ performance

Writing test High group (n=77) Low group (n=79)
X % X %
Correct present tense verbs 6.42 91.65 4.90 87.76
Incorrect past tense verbs 0.58 8.35 0.68 12.24
Total 7.00 100 5.58 100

Table 4.19 shows the two subject groups’ performance in the speech time
frame. They were 91.65% correct for the high group .ﬁﬂd 87.76% for the low group.
The difference of the two subject groups’ performance for the present tense was only
about 4%.

The data shown in Tables 4.18 and 4.19 revealed that the subjects’ temporal
interpretation ability in the event time frame (story-telling main line) was reflected in
two sets of similar figures which show 74.63% of the event time interpretation to be

correct and 75% of the speech time interpretation to be correct for the high group and

69% and 68% of the event time and speech time interpretations respectively to be

correct for the low group.
4.4.3 Discussion

1. As has been shown in the statistics, the two subject groups’ temporal
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interpretation performance in the cloze test was significantly different. The subjects’
temporal interpretation ability is related to their language proficiency. At this time

when degree of proficiency a learner achieves is based on more than simply his

B mastery of the grammatical structures of the language and when the focus has been
shifted from traditional grammar to the functional use of language (Halliday, 1994)
and when much aftention is given to the communicative proficiency of learners
(Yalden, 1987), this outcome indicates that grammatical competence plays a positive
role in developing the learners’ communicative competence.

2. Associated with the narrative text structure, the two subject groups’
performance in the temporal interpretation performance of the sequences of the events
in the narrative reading texts proved out to be interesting. As shown in Tables 4.15 and
4.16, each group achieved very close scores for their performance in the event time
frame (sequences of the story) and in speech time frame (sequences of the evaluation):
74.63% correct past tense use and 75.06% correct present tense use for the high group;
69.16% correct past tense use and 67.65% correct present tense use for the low group.
The two sets of unified figures suggest that the subjects in both groups approached
time in the sequences of the events in narrative reading texts in a similar way. That is,
they behaved similarly or they used the same methods {whether linguistic or
conceptual which is not clear) to interpret time in the sequenced processes of
story-telling and evaluation. For the subjects in both groups, their ability in making
either past or present time inferences was consistent, employing stereotypes or
schemata (Widdowson, 1983) and not interrupted by the sequential development of
the story, suggesting “that.underlying all cognitive activity is a more perfect system
than that displayed by the record of behaviour itself” (Pleéhyn, cited in Gass &
Schachter, 1989, p. 24). This intersystem of temporal interpretation of the learners,
whatever it should be, is beyond the limitation of the present research. This small case
argues for Chomsky’s universal grammar,

3. In case of the high and the low groups’ temporal interpretation
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performance in the writing test, as has been reported in Tables 4.18 and 4.19, the 12%
gap between the high and the low groups’ temporal interpretation performance in the

event time frame suggests that subjects in the high group have better ability in using

the past tense in writing than subjects in the low group. This 12% gap also implies that
subjects from the low group used more present tense than was required by need to
establish the story’s time frame. The small gap of 4% between the two £roups in using
the correct present tense in writing helps to illustrate the point. It was observed that, in
writing, a number of subjects from the low group used a lot of present tense verbs in
giving evaluation or talking about their personal views or feelings on the story they
experienéed in the concluding paragraph. This increased their chances of correct

performance in the present tense.
4.4.4 Conclusion

It is clearly seen that learners’ ability to use tense correctly in narrative texts,
either in reading or in writing, is related to their language proficiency. Conversely,
language proficiency levels.

When experiencing a more controlling narrative reading text, this temporal
interpretation ability of learners is consistent all through the text either in the
story-telling sequences or in the evaluation sequences, whether this ability is low or
high. But when experiencing a less or non-confrolling narrative writing text, the
temporal interpretation ability is differentiated by the learners’ focusing on story
telling sequences (most likely- by the higher proficiency group) or on evaluation

sequences coming at the end of the text (most likely by the lower proficiency group).




CHAPTER 5

 SUMMARY, IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

This study investigated Chinese university students’ tense and temporal
interpretation in English narrative texts. The data collected in this study included 170
cloze test papers, 170 cloze-test questionnaires, 156 writing cofhpositions and 156
writing-test questionnaires. Two types of data analysis were conducted: quantitative
analysis of the students’ tense performance and qualitative analysis of their temporal
interpretation. The main issues dealt with in the quantitative analysis were the
frequencies of ungrammatical verb forms in tense formation in both the cloze test and
the writing test and the values of the cloze test scores and the writing test scores of the
two subject groups were also computed; the qualitative analysis analysed the factors
mentioned by the students in the cloze-test and ‘thé" writing-test questionnaires thaf héd.
affected théir temporal interpretation, based on Bardovi-Harlig’s (1995) and Labov’s

(1972) narrative texts models. The findings and implications are presented as follows.

5.1 Summary of the Findings

1. Nine types of ungrammatical verb forms were observed. They were the use
of modals and past verbs (modal + v-ed), the unnecessary use of the passive voice
srruc‘t_ure,if(rbe + past verb), the wrong use of the progressive tense structure (be +
present ﬁaﬁiciple), the ill forms of the perfect tense structure (to have + v), the use of
pure present participles (v-ing) at the finite verb place, the analogy (past irregular
verb), the subject-verb disagreement (plural-singular), the misuse of some word
classes (parts of speech) and the use of misspelled words (misspelling), of which past

irregular verb errors and incorrect use be + past verb were the most conspicuous

119
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ungrammatical verb forms involved with tense formation.
2. Eight factors which contributed to temporal interpretation were identified

in this study and were categorized at three levels: syntactic, textual and conceptual.

They.;;vé-re: adverbial phrases of time (AP), conjunctions (CONI), noun phrases (NP),
verb phrases (VP), grammar (sentence patterns and grammatical meanings of tense),
context, texts (text structure, event and qvaluation) and conceptions. Am_or_ig these
factors, the adverbial phrases, the noun phrases, the context and the verb phrases
most facilitated the subjects’ temporal_ interpretation in reading texts. The most
decisive factors influencing the students’ temporal interpretation in writing texts were
their knowledge of the text structure and general understanding of the event. Context
and action verbs also played their roles in the subjects’ temporal interpretation. _'

3. Different behaviours were found in the subjectsf temporal interpretation
performance in narrative reading and writing. More correct tenses and temporal
interpretations were givc_an in the writings than in the readingé.

4. Subjects’ tenﬁporal interpretation ability was found to be associated with
their English proﬁciehcé,f levels. The high English proficiency group outperformed
the low English proficiency group both in correct verb forms and in teraporal
interpretation.

There were some characteristic similarities in the subjects’ identification of
temporal interpretation factors.

5. Linguistic elements at the syntactic level were the most direct and
accessible factors for the sﬁbjects. Adverbial phrases of time, noun phrases associated
directly in meaning with the event or with the people in time frames, conjunctions
such as and and but usedrto connect two independent clauses and when used to
introduce an embedded clause are good markers for time reference.

6. Confext as a factor to influence temporal interpretation worked more as a
syntactic unit to accord the tense of the pre- or after-going sentences. It was rarely

considered from the perspective of the discourse. To most subjects, temporal
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interpretation in embedded clauses is subject to the time determined in the main

clause.

7. Mapping was found in the subjects’ use of noun phrase (NP) and verb

phrase (VP) for time interpretation. The meanings entailed in NP or VP from L1
translation were often mapped to the L2 temporal ihterpretation of the past and the
present. In other words, the semantic content of the first Iangua'g‘é' was often mapped
to L2 lexical foﬂns, to be specific, mapped to v'éfb forms indicating time reference in
this study. This finding conforms to the research about form-meaning mapping in
vocabulary acquisition in second language (Jiang, 2002) from another direction.

8. The lexical aspect of verbs influenced the subjects’ temporal interpretation
to an extent as had been hypothesized by o'ther_'. researchers (Bardovi—HarIig &
Reynold, 1995; Bardovi-Harlig, 1998, 1999; Collins, 2002). Subjects tended to link
verbs of accomplishment and achievement with the use of the past tense. The stative

verb “to be” was not found particularly marking the present tense.

5.2 Pedagogical Implications

The findings from the study on Chinese students’ tense and temporal
interpretation have some implications for EFL teachers as follows,

1. The nine types of errors concerning with tense formation come from four
areas: (1) L1 influence or language transfer (Richards & Sampson, 1974), which is
most obvious with the subjects’ incorrect use of passive voice structure in sentences
such as I was hesitated and it was fought. This conforms to what Fries stated:
“Learning a second language therefore constitutes a very different task from learning
the first language. The basic problems arise not out of any essential difficulty in thé
features of the new language themselves but priman'ly out of the special ‘set’ created
by the first language -habits” (Fries, as cited in Duley, et al., 1982, p. 98). (2)

Intralingual interference (Richards & Sampson, 1974), which is most obvious with the
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subjects’ use of irfegular past verbs, in which they analogized (Crystal, 1985) or
overgenralized (Richards, 1974), or regularized (Dulay, Burt & Krashen, 1982) past

verbs such as goed (go) and hoot (hoot), or double marked past verbs such as camed

(come) and rhitted (hit). (3) The influence of aspectual meanings of verbs
(Bardovi-Harlig, 1995; Crystal, 1985; Quitk et al., 1972), which prompted the
subjects’ misuse of punctual or telic vei‘ﬁ's' in would closed, will finished, and misuse
of durative or atelic Vefbé with the progressive forms such as was knowing and was
being. Their misuse of the passive voice structure “be + v-ed” with VGI‘BS most of
which are accomplishments and achievements shows this lexical aspect influence. (4)
Under-acquisition. This might be used to explain all the ungrammatical verb forms
occurring in the subjects’ narrative reading and writiﬁg. Those incorrect verb forms
such as have try, have been used being and teached, and other errors such as
misspelling and subject-verb disagreement were more observed with the low subject
group. This implies that grammatical competence is associated with the learners’ 1.2
language proficiency. Ungrammatical verb forms will decrease when learners enhance
their L2 competence.

2. The study suggests that the Chinese university students’ processing of time
inference in English narrative reading texts involves two levels éf activity: linguistic
and conceptual. Linguistically, they looked for adverbials, conjunctions and clauses to
set up syntactic context to locate time in each sentence. After that, with the process of
message reading, they would refer to substance words or action words for locating
specific time. This happened especially when their reading or writing came to the next
segment of the sequences of the events and the time markers such as adverbial phrases
of time were distant and ambiguous to the new sequence. Conceptually, when they
could not specify their justification of time in sentences,. they used their individual
experience of the story, of the time in that situation to infer time in a sentence, which
could either lead them tfo a correct inference or be misleading. English teachers might

focus more on other elements concerned with time in narrative texts rather than
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simply focusing linguistic elements such as adverbials phrases of time, conjunctions
or clause tense coherence. These elements are easy and accessible for students and

reliance of tense grammar instruction totally on these elements is dangerous because

there are many other factors which influence temporal interpretation in narrative texts.

3. The study suggests it would be beneficial to tell students that there are
associationS'Bét&Véen narrative segiments and tense use. Tense instruction in the
classroom can change from separate, unrelated accounts of how each of the past or the
present tense is used in different circumstances to general patterns of tense
employment in discourse. Teachers should guide students to “observe regular
correlations between discourse types and the predominance of certain tense and aspect
_choices in the clause” (McCarthy, 1991, p. 59). Teaching students to observe
genre-specific tense use could offer a shortcut to L2 tense acquisition. |

4. Teachers might usefully design their instruction by using text types as a
medium for students’ English tense acquisition and might reconsider the traditional
pedagogical practice of teaching tense. That is, to guide students into the way that
native speakers or writers interpret time in different situations by demonstrating tense
uses in various text types such as narrative, expositive and argumentative. Because
text types are goal-directed and rhetorical structured, the rhetorical structure of a
specific text type will affect grammatical choice. A case in point is foreground and
background of narrative texts in this study. When the story progresses to a sequence of
evaluation (comments on the event), the present tense which expresses a universal
truth or a general fact is adopted (sure enough, when the comment or evaluation is
about people and events in the past, the past tense is adopted). The present tense
changes from the past tense under the principle prescribed by narrative rhetorical
structure that progression from specific event description to more general statement in
a narrative text takes the present tense, or vice versa.

5. Teachers should guide students to interpret the meaning of context

correctly. In the past, when talking about teaching our students tense in context in
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texts, the context was actually not identified as what it should be. It was simply stated
that tense in a context should be coherent. This misled students into thinking that a

cotrect interpretation may be achieved simply by harmonizing the tense in two clauses

connected by conjunctions, or clauses embedded in another clause, or adj acent clauses,
which may fail to produce a true temporal interpretation in these sentences. This
briefness and oversimplification of narrative temporality sometimes misleads our
students. Examples of this were found in this study. The problem revealed is that once
students decided on an incorrect temporal interpretation, the tense employment in the
following sentences or in the whole paragraphs may be wrong. This study tells us that
the context in narrative texts is actually the event time frame and the speech time
ffame, which needs to be clarified in teaching. Specifying the context is helpful to
appropriate temporal interpretation, that is-, 'the" cotrect tense use in sequences of a
narrative text. When forms such as adverbial phrases, noun phrases and verb phrases
are found functioning as meaningful components on subjects’ temporal interpretation,
the necessity of teaching students to use language in context should not be overloidked.
That is, teach them to make appropriate temporal interpretations by considering. time
from the discourse perspective, the event time and the speech time where narrative
texts are concerned. This approach from text to tense, from content to form, will make
up for students’ insufficient knowledge of the time attributes in L2 and make the form
more consolidated and the content more productive.

6. It may be better to treat students’ errors in tense formation differently.
More ungrammatical verb forms were observed with the low subject group. This
suggests that some ungrammatical verb forms might be developmental errors and they
might decrease when the learners’ language proficiency level increases. Peaagogical
attention may as well go to those frequent errors in tense formation. These errors may
evoke negative emotional reactions from other teachers or writing evaluators and
often prevent them from properly evaluating the writers’ ideas and organization and

lead them to rate such kind of writings as unacceptable or at lower levels
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(Celce-Murcia, 1985). Errors like these found in this study are analogy of the past
irregular verbs, subject-verb disagreements and misspelling.

7. Teachers should alert students to errors that reflect L1 transfer or errors

from the students’ intralingual system. These errors such as was/hvere + v-ed, for
example, was fighted, was hesitated, and irregular verb forms such as taked and
camed made by analogy. This consciousness-raising pedagogy will remind students of
the systematic errors that may otherwise not be eradicated even at an advanced level,
This strategy might be fruitful with adult L2 learners, like groups of university
students in this research, who are accordingly mature in language learning philosophy.
Errors of this type found in this study include double marking errors, irregular past
tense etrors and incorrect passive voice errors evoked by the completion sense of -
verbs in L1 semantics. |

8. It will provide a more efficient way for students to acquire L2 tense use in
narrative texts if the problematic areas of temporal interpretation in narrative texts are
demonstrated. The study reveals that most problems in narrative text time arise from
the background information and evaluation, which involves cither present time or past
time interpretation. By demonstrating these problems, the features of tense which
require special attention by our students can be identified and the quality of tense
teaching may thus be enhanced.

9. Both the cloze test and the writing {est scores between the two subject
groups indicate that language proficiency level plays an important role in the
performance of the subjects’ temporal interpretation. This finding suggests that L2
grammar synchronically develops with L2 proficiency. The pedagogical implication is
that English teachers should not overlook learners’ -'gi‘éiﬁlmatical competence as it
constitutes a part of communicative competence.

10. Lastly, this study suggests that pedagogical tense grammar in narrative

reading texts can help students be aware of appropriate tense in writing narrative texts.
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5.3 Limitations of the Study

There are limitations in this study which should be noted.

1. The nature of different data sources in the research did not easily allow for
systematic comparison of the subjects’ temporal interpretation performance between
those of the well designed cloze test and those of the writing tesf. The number of the
test units in the writing test could not be controlled. This was shown in the correlation
coefficients of determination with the two subject groups when the receptive
perfonnanqe data and the productive performance data were compared. |

2. The questionnaire asking for the subjects’ reasons and explanations about
their temporal interprefation in writing did not work as effectively as the one for the
cloze reéding test. In the writing-test questionnaire, some subjects were not active
enough to respond to the open-ended questions, nor did they specify their reasons for
temporal interpretation. A post-test interview revealed that some subjects felt at a loss
to fill in the wrting questionnaire exacﬂy without certain clues. An 'elaBorated
questiomlaire to activate the subjects to give detailed reasons for their temporal
interpretation is lacking for the writing test. 7.

3. Measurement of incorrect tense use in writing underlying the subjects’
temporal interpretation is a fough job. Justification of other people’s temporal
interpretation can vary among researchers because, except for the threshold of the
prescriptions of tense grammar and the confext constraint, there is not a roof under
which all classifications on correct and incorrect tenses by L2 learners in narrative
texts come together. Besides, the'wdter,’s perspective and personal point of view and
his commmunication target are undeﬂﬁng and become another factor to swing the
evaluation pendulum. All this potentially allows for alternative interpretation of those
tense errors.

4. Some doubtful problems could not be rechecked with the subjects because

of the long distance from Thailand, the place of research conducting, to China, where
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the subjects lived. Some responses by the subjects in their writing could be better

known if rechecked.

5.4 Recommendations for Further Study

1. The findings of this study were based on the data from law students in one
university. To strengthen the claims about Chinese university students’ tense and
temporal interpretation, the reseafch shoﬁld be replicated with students from different
academic disciplines and in more universities.

2. The study investigated Chinese university students’ tense and temporal
interpretation in narrative texts. To help students better perceive time concepts in
English and properly use tense in different contexts, the study may extend to other text
types such as expositives and argumentatives.

3. Language reflects cultures. A questionnaire that focuses on the interaction
of the L2 tense system and L1 culture will help us get some information about the
social and cultural factors that contribute to L2 Ieamers temporal interpretation as
well as linguistic elements and discourse structures. A questionnaire designed in this

way will be informative and complementary on researches on this area.
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Name Student No.

INTRODUCTION

Introduction: You are invited to join in a research on English language Ieamiﬁg. The
results of the research can help both teachers and students in English teaching and
~ learning. The following test consists of three parts:

Part I Personal information

Part IT The cloze/questionnaire test

Part LIl The composition/questionnaire test

You can have a S-minute break afier the cloze/questionnaire test. Please fill in the

form before the test starts. Thank you for your cooperation. ( IG5 In— KA R
i%i%%‘%ﬁﬁ@iﬁﬁ%gﬁo KIRFERNE: 1) %@iﬁﬁi 2) WBIREER— 3
YEC; 4) AR . HZRETE: 3 D, FS BRI S E AR
ZAG—A . BRI AR
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Name Student No.

CANDIDATE’S PERSONAL INFORMATION

1. Personal information

University Southwest University of Political Science and Law (SWUPL), China

Major in . | Law : v
Academic Year 2004 - v
Name [ Age 0 Male [0 Female
Student Code

Class, Faculty

2. CET 4/6 scores

CET 4 (College English Test of Band 4) score /170 Date June 2006
3. Scores in your programs of studying

National College Entrance English Test score /150 Date June 2004
First-year English Final Examination score /100 Date July 2005
Second-year English Final Examination score /100 Date July 2006

4. Other English experiences

My English learning experience outside campus is described as: I take
O two-hour; O four-hour; O five-hour; {1 more English classes per week.

(Give some more information if any)

Email Telephone
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Name Student No.

Cloze Test (40 minutes)

Instructions: The following are three passages. Read the passages carefully and ﬁll m -

the blanks with the correct forms of the given verbs. First fill in verbs in the passages,

then write them down on the Answer Shéet. (ZSHVTHIFNERNEMIEN. EHER
RIS RIEEERE LR, RGP Answer Sheet L. ENHIEERAY
F—PER. BHHRHGED

Passage I — Napoleon

Napoleon (1) (lead) a very exciting and dangerous life, but he
(2) (di¢) in his own bed. However, the cause of Napoleon’s death
(3) (be) the subject of controversy from that time to the present.

The cause of Napoleon’s death at the age of 51:0n the island of St. Helena
(4) (bey still a mystery. There (5) B (be) no doubt that he (6)
(be) a very sick man at the time of his death. |

Napoleon (7) (be) a brilliant military leader. At one time he
(8) (control) most of Europe, but many countries, including England,
Russia, and Australia (9) (fight) fiercely against Napoleon. His defeat --
his end-- (10) ___ (come) when he (11) (décide) to attack Russia. In
this military campaign against Russia, he (12) (lose) most of his army.

Data source: Dunkel, P., & Lim, P. (Eds.). (1993). fntermediate listening comprehension. Massachusetts: Heinle &

Heinle,

Answer key: (1) led. (2) died. (3) has been. (4) is. {5) is. (6) was. (7) was. (8) controlled. (9) fought. {10} came. (11}’
decided. {12) lost.

Note. Answer Key was not shown in the original test papers,
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Name Student No.

.. |workers at an age when most of them (25) (be) unable to find similar

Passage 2 — News Reporting

Local news -- There (13} {be) a two-car crash at the intersection
of Broadway and 29" Street early this evening. The driver of one of the cars (14) |
(be) in critical condition at the university Hoséital. The passengers in the
pther car (15) _ (escape) injury. The identity of the injured man (16)

" {be) not known at this time.

Local news — A PZM spokesman (17) (announce) this week that
PZM, one of the region’s largest compaﬁi_es, (18) (close) its main factory
and-offices in a week. In recent years PZM (19) (provide) work for about

a quarter of the town’s school graduates; either in the factory or the offices. Most of
the company’s top managers (20) (start) as ordinary factory workers.

The employees this (21) | (hit) hardest (22) (be) those
who (23) (be) with the company all their working lives; A trade union

spokesman (24) (accuse) PZM of abandoning loyal and experienced

work.

Data source: Haines, S., & Stewart, B. (Eds.). (2000). Landmark: Intermediate students” book. Oxford: Oxford
University Press. )

Answer Key: (13) was. (14) is. (15) escaped. (16} is. (17) announced. (18) will close. (19) has provided. (20) started.
(21} will hit. (22) are. (23) have been. (24) accused. (25) would be.
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Name Student No.

Passage 3 - Nepal

The ancient buses and cars (26) {(hoot) loudly, but the cow (27)

(not care). It (28) B (sleep) peacefully in the middle of thé road as
it always (29) {(do) in most of the time every day. This (30) | (be)
Kathmandu, the capital of Nepal. We (31) (enter) a different World.'
Between India to the south and Tibet to the north, Nepal (32)

(be) one of the poorest countries in the world, but it (33) (be) rich in
culture and natural beauty, and there (34) . ( be) a lot there for the
hdventurous tourirs-té.r ] o

We (35) = (spend) our first day in Kathmandu and (36)

(take) a sightseeing tour around this fascinating city. Like People in other Asian
countries, the Nepalese people (37) (be) very friendly. There (38)
(be) no nightclubs. Ninety-nine per cent of the population (39)

(be) in bed by 10 pm.

Our seven days in Nepal (40) (be) wonderful.

Data source: Hutchinson, T. (Ed.). (1997). Lifeline: Pre-intermediate student book. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Answer Kep: (26) were hooting, (27) didn’t care. (28) was sleeping. (29) did. (30) was / is*. (31) were entering, (32)
is. (33} is. (34) are. (35) spent. (36) took. (37) are. (38) are. (39) arc. (40) were.

*Untargeted {est unit,
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Name Student No.
Answer Sheet

~Cloze Test (40 minutes)
the Student No.
Faculty
Passage 1
L. 2. 3 4. .
5. 6. 7 .
9, 10. 11. 12.
Passage 2
13. 14. 15, 16.
i7. 18. 19, 20.
21. 22. 23. 24.
25.
Passage 3
26. 27. 28. 29.
30. 31, 32. 33.
34, 35. . 36. 37.
38. 39. 40,
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Cloze-test Questionnaire

(Questionnaire for Temporal Interpretation in the Cloze Test)
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Name Student No.

Questionnaire 1 (50 minutes)

Instruction: This questionnaire is connected with the cloze test you have just finished.
The items (1, 2, 3, ...40) in this questionnaire are related to the items (1, 2, 3, ... 40)
in the cloze passages. You are required to explain your reasons for the verb forms you
gave by:

1) copying verbs filled in the cloze passages into the given blank in each item
and give a tick (v) in the box [] to decide whether your verb is in the
past or in the presént tense frame;

2) choosing only one from a, b, ¢, and explain the reason for your choice in
the blank (You can use either English or Chinese). Choices a, b, ¢ in each
item are words (verbs, nouns, adverbs, etc.), phrases or clauses picked out
from the original sentences in the cloze test; _ |

3) writing down -your other reasons in if one choice cannot
explain clearly your reasons for the verb-tense, or if you have any better

ideas. {You can use either English or Chinese).
(JEARTE the cloze test FHTIAT MIBNADIERIL M. 7F a, b, o, Pl 4>, HF
RO LTI . IRAT RAFP S8R A B8 25 (1 RRE LR I i 3l 1] I 28 ) 7
B RAT A BTk Mahid it &, BEhia. BHEREEED

Passage 1

1. lead: 1 used tfu's' verb in the form of “ * which is in [ the past tense [

the present tense, because of ..........
a. Napoleon GEFEHLH: )
b. lead a very exciting and dangerous life (EHI h: | )
c. this verb lead (EFFHHi: )

(give more reasons)




2. die: 1 used this verb in the form of «

the present tense, becausc of ..........

144

” which is in [ the past tense [

b. die in his own bed (EFFFLH:
c. this verb die GEFEHH:

)
)
)

(give more reasons) -

3. be: | used this verb in the form of “

the present tense, because of ..........

a. the cause of Napoleon's death (EFFEFR H:
. b. from that time to the present (EFH H:
c. be the subject of controversy (IE3FH :

? which is in [] the past tense []

y
y
)

(give more reasons)

4. be; T used this verb in the fomf of «

. the present tense, because of ..........

” which is in [1'the past tense []

a. The cause of Napoleon’s death at the age of 51 on the island of St. Helena

(erix S itk
b. bui in the pre-going sentence (ZEFEFE Hy:
c. bestill a mystery (EHMH:

)
)
)

(give more reasons)

5. be: | used this verb in the form of «

the present tense, because of .......... ’

a. that in the following clause GEFFH f1:
b. there be no doubt that GEFEI H:
c. this verb phrase there be GEFEILH:

> which is in [ the past tense [

)
)
)

(give more reasons)




6. be: 1 used this verb in the form of «

the present tense, because of ..........

a. avery sick man (LB H:

145

” which is in [] the past tense []

)

b af the fime of his death (EFFIH:
c. this verb be GEFFHIH:

)
)

(give more reasons)

7. be: 1 used this verb in the form of

- the present tense, because of ..........

a. Napoleon (IEFEHEH1:

b. a brilliant military leader (GE3FIR d1:

"¢ this verb be grite SR

»* which is in [ ] the past tense []

)
)
)

(give more reasons)

8. control: | used this verb in the form of

7 the 'pre_é.ent tense, because of .......... '
4. atone fime CEFFRFH:
b. sentences going after (IEIEHR ih:
c. this verb control (GEFI M-

” which is in [ ] the past tense

)
)
)

(give more reasons)

9. fight: 1 used this verb in the form of

[] the present tense, because of ..........

” which is in [ the past tense

a. but (EFEEH: )
b. man.yA countries fight against him (GEFEH : )
c. this verb fight (A& )

(give more reasons)
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10. come: 1 used this verb in the form of © ? which is in [ the past tense

[ ] the present tense, because of ..........

a. His defeat —his end-- GEFEHEH: )
5. wheit e decide To aiiack Russia R g
c. this verb come (A . ' )

(give more reasons)

11. decide: 1 used this verb in the form of ” which is in [ the past tense

{1 the present tense, because of ........

a. His defeat - his end- come (GEFEF )
b. this when-clause (i dy: : )
c. decide to attack Russia (Jﬁﬁ%ﬁ i )

(give more reasons)

12. lose: 1 used this verb in the form of ? which is in [] the past tense
[] the present: t;anse,- because of .......... -
a. in this military campaign (GEFIE . | )
b. lose most of his army GEFIRH: ' { )
c. this verb lose GEFIE H: | )
(give more reasons)

Passage 2, Local news 1

13. be: 1 used this verb in the form of © * which is in {_] the past tense L}
the present fense, because of ..........
a. early this evening (& : 7 )
b. a two-car crash at the interaction of Broadway and 29™ Street GEFEMH: )
c. this verb phrase there be (L h: ‘ )

{(give more reasons)
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14. be: 1 used this verb in the form of > which is in [] the past tense [
the present tense, because of ..........

a. a bwo-car crash at the intersection of Broadway and 29" Street GEFFH: )

b, the following sentence (EHEFRH: )
c. beincritical condition GEFFIEH: )
(give more reasons)
15. escape: -I used this verb in the form of > which is in [ the past tense
[] the present tense, because of ..........
a. the passengers in the other car (FEFFILHT: - ).
b. the pre-going sentence (AIFELi: )
c. escape injury CEFFE 1 )

(give more reasons)

16. be: 1 used this verb in the form of © ” which is in [1 the past tense [
the present tense, because of .:.i......
a. the identity of the injured man (EFEHE Yy
b. at this time (EFFMH: | )
c. be not known (LR M )

(give more reasons)

Passage 2, Local news 2

17. announce; 1 used this verb in the form of ” which is in [ the past

tense [ ] the present tense, because of ..........

a. this week GEFRLH: ‘ ' )
b. close its main factory and offices GETEM . )

¢. this verb announce GEFERH: )

(give more reasons)
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18. close: | used this verb in the form of ” which is in [] the past tense
[] the present tense, because of ..........
a. announce (LTI )
b. it being in a local news reporting (GEFERLHI: ” )
c. this verb close GEEEMH: _ )

(give more reasons)

19. provide: 1 used this verb in the form of “ ' ” which is in [ the past
tense [ the present tense, because of ..........
a. Inrecent years (JEHFHEH: . )
b. this week in the beginning sentence GEFEF Hi: )
c. provide work GEFFELH: , )

(give more reasons)

20. start: | used this verb in the form of ” which is in [ the past tense

[ the present tense, because of ..........

a. pre-going sentence (AL di: S )
b. most of the company's top managers (I H: )
¢. start as ordinary factory workers GEEMEH: )

(give more reasons)

21. kit: 1 used this verb in the form of ” which is in [ the past tense [1

the present fense, because of ..........

a. this ( the closure ) in this local news reporting (3% 3¢ - B
b. the sentence going after GEFEHE i1 )
c. this verb it (IBHHE H: )

(give more reasons)
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22. be: 1 used this verb in the form of © ” which is in [ ] the past tense []

the present tense, because of ..........

a. The employees (JEFHH: )
c. this verb be (GEFHLHH: )

(give more reasons) -

23. be: 1 used this verb in the form of ” which is in U] the past tense []

the present tense, because of ..........

a. be with the company all their working lives (GEFFHLH: )
b. the pre-going sentence (EFFEEH: )

c. this verb be GEFT Hy: : )

(give more reasons)

24. accuse: 1 used this verb in the form of * > which is in [ ] the past tense

[.] the present tense, because of ..........

a. A trade union spokesman accuse PZM of abandoning loyal-and experienced

workers (GEFEEH: )
b. the following when-clause GEHEIE . )
c. this verb accuse (EFFHIH: )

{give more reasons}

25. be: I used this verb in the form of “ »” which is in [ the past tense [
the present tense, becau§¢ pf ...... . -_
a. the pre-going 4 trade union spokesman accuse PZM 'of oo CEBEHEA: )
b. atanage when .... CEFHH: )
c. be unable to find similar work (%3 3 )

(give more reasons)




Passage 3

26. hoot: 1 used this verb in the form of

.. the present tense, because of ...vve.ne
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* which is in [] the past tense

a. the story setting GEFH H:
b. the ancient buses and cars QG .
c. hoot loudly GEEH H:

(give more reasons

27. not care: [ used this verb in the form of
fense D the present tense, because of ..........
a. ancient buses and cars hoot loudly (GEFFHEH:
b. , but LR e
c. this verb care (EFEHH:

” which is in [ the past

28; rsleep: I used this verb in the form of “
[] the present tense, because of ..........

a. if QEFIH:

b. the sentence going after (EFFIL Hy:

* which is in [] the past tense

c. sleep peacefilly in the middle of the road (JEFFH HI:

(give more reasons

29. do: 1 used this verb in the form of * which is in (] the past tense [

the present tense, because of ..........

a. always in most of the time every day (EFFHH:

b. the pre-going sentences (GLIFEE Hi:
c. this verb do (JEHM H:

(give more reasons

)
)

)
)

)
)
)

(give more reasons)

)
)

)
)

)
)

)
)
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30. be: 1 used this verb in the form of ” which is in [ the past tense [

the present tense, because of ..........

a. This be Kathmandu, QEFIEH: )
bl the pre-and after-going sentences GEFFEIH: . )
c. this verb be GEFHE H: )

(give more reasons)

31. enter: 1 used this verb in the form of “ ” which is in [ the past tense

[[] the present tense, because of ..........

a. a different world (% FEF 1 )
b. ancient buses and cars hoot loudly (LM H: )
c. this verb enrer GEFEH H: )

{give more reasons)

32. be: 1 used this verb in the form of © . 7 which is in {1 the past tense [

the present tense, because of ..........

a. Nepal (GEFHH: | )

b. one of the poorest countries in the world (FFEH Hy: )
c. this verb be GEFEFR AT )

(give more reasons)

33. be: 1 used this verb in the form of ” which is in [ the past tense []

the present tense, because of ..........

a. , but (PRI Hy: )
b. it be rich in culture and natural beauty (3% i )
c. this verb be GEFIE Hi: }

(give more reasons)




34, be: 1 used this verb in the form of

the present tense, because of ..........
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” which is in [l the past tense [}

a. , and there be a lot there for the adventurous tourists GEFRIR: o )

a. sentences going after (A I Hi:
b. this verb phrase there be GEFETH H:

)

35. spend: | used this verb in the form of
] the present tense, because of ........

a. in Kathmandu CEFEEH;

b. sentences going after (LEJ5FF

c. spend (;ur first day (&M H:

(give more reasons)

” which is in [} the past tense

)
)
)

(give your own reasons)

36, fake: 1 used this .yerb inn the form of *

[ the present tense, because of ..........

a. and take a sightseeing tour (GEFIEH:

b. sentences goiné after GEFEH H:
c. this verb take GEFEIH H:

» which is in [] the past tense

(give more reasons)

37. be: | used this verb in the form of
the present tense, because of ..oo...l.
a. The Nepalese people (EFFIH:
b. sentences going after (FE3FFE -
c. befiiendly G

» which is in [ the past tense {1

)
)
)

(give more reasons)
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38. be: 1 used this verb in the form of ” which is in ['] the past tense [
the present tense, because of .......... |
a. There be no nightclubs (FEHEH H: o )
~ 7 b. Ninety-nine per cent of ihé popiilation be inbed by 10 pui. (G FEFEH: )
c. this verb be GEFH I )

" {give more reasons)

39. be: 1 used this verb in the form of “ ? which is in [] the past tense [

the present tense, because of ..........
a. There be no nightclubs, GEFEHH: : )
b.  Ninety-nine per cent of the population be in bed by 10 pm. CEFRMa: )
c. this verb phrase there be (JEFFHLH: o )

(give more reasons)

40. be 1 used this verb in the form of * ” which is in [] the past tense []
the present tense, because of ... cree
a. our seven days in Nepéi (L )
b. be wonderful GEFEFR H: , )
c. this verb be GEFFHEHH: )

(give more reasons)
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APPENDIX C

Writing Test
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Name Student No.

Writing (35 minutes)

Instruction: Write an essay of about 120-150 words to tell about someone or
something that jmpressed you most and now that is still influencing your daily life.
You may use the topic My Unforgettable Experience, as suggested or create your
| own. Tell us about that experience and the influence that experience brings into your
present work and life. Try to develop the topic as fully as possible. CRIBESR,
AR 5 A 00 20 B A SR 2 B X G 192 5 AR P A
B 120-150 FAE A HRACT. R MRIEER BB E . WBRNE
1) |
Topic:

.......................................................................................................

.......................................................................................................

.......................................................................................................

.......................................................................................................

.......................................................................................................

.......................................................................................................

.......................................................................................................

.......................................................................................................

.......................................................................................................

.......................................................................................................

.......................................................................................................
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IER Y

(Thank you for your cooperation),
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APPENDIX D
Writing-test Questionnaire

(Questionnaire for Temporal Interpretation in the Writing Test)
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Name Student No.

Questionnaire 2 (45 minutes)

Instruction: Now you have finished your composition. The last job you are going to

do is:

1. Picking up verbs you used in your composition, numbering them and filling them
one by one in each blank. Give a tick (v') in the box [ to decide whether your
verb is in the past or in the present tense frame. |

2. Giving reasons for the verb tenses you used.

GER RIS i Eha g LS TR AT Ao EEEARPTAEH

By AR . OHARRI AR ) "

Yerb Reasons

1.

[ the past tense

{7] the present tense

Yerb Reasons
2.

[[] the past tense
(7] the present fense

Yerb Reasons

3.

[ the past tense
[ the present tense -
Verb Reasons

4.

[ the past tense

[ the present tense




Yerb
5.

[ the past tense

159

Reasons

(7 the present tense

Verb
6.

[] the past tense

[] the present tense

Verb
7.

[[] the past tense
[ the present tense

Yerb
8.

3 the past tense
[7] the present tense

_Yerb
9,

[ the past tense
[ the present tense

Verb
10.

{1 the past tense

(] the present tense

Verb
40.

[ the past tense

[ the present tense

Reasons

Reasons

Reasons

Reasons

Reasons

Reasons

(Thank you for your cooperation.) Sept. 29, 2006
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APPENXID E

Ungrammatical Verb Forms in Cloze Test
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APPENDIX F

Ungrammatical Verb Forms in Writing Test
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APPENXID G

Factors Reported in Cloze-test Questionnaires
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Educational Attainment
Degree Name of Institution Year of Graduation
Master of Arts Prince of Songkla University
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Scholarship Awards during Enrolment
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