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Abstract

Splitable Compounds (SC) of Chinese are VO construction that can be used as both a compound
word (in its Unsplit form) and a phrase (in its Split form). It is known that learning complex structures
poses a challenge for L2 learners. Due to this duality, SCs could be especially difficult to acquire. This
study aimed to answer: “Does the language proficiency of the learner affect the acquisition of the Split

vs Unsplit uses of SCs?”.

For this, three groups of participants at different proficiency levels of Mandarin Chinese
answered an online survey which consisted of multiple-choice elicitation tasks. Significant improvement
was seen from Group 1 to Group 3 in their accuracy using the Unsplit form of SCs, but not when using
the Split (phrase/collocation) form. Thus, SCs Split and Unsplit forms are not acquired evenly. One (the

Unsplit) is much easier to acquire than the other (the Split).

Keywords: second language acquisition, Mandarin Chinese second language acquisition, acquisition of

splitable compounds, acquisition of complex structures, acquisition of lihe ci
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Resumen

Los Compuestos Separables (CS) del chino mandarin son construcciones de Verbo+Objeto que
pueden ser utilizados como una palabra compuesta (cuando ambas partes aparecen unidos) y, y a la vez,
una frase (cuando aparecen ambas partes separadas). Es reconocido en la literatura que aprender
estructuras complejas posa un gran reto para aprendices de una L2. Debido a su dualidad los CSs
pudiesen ser particularmente dificiles de adquirir. EI objetivo de este estudio fue contestar la siguiente
pregunta: “;el nivel de fluidez de los aprendices afecta la adquisicion de las formas Unidas y Separadas

de los CS?”

Para este propaosito, tres grupos de participantes a diferentes niveles de fluidez de chino mandarin
contestaron una encuesta en linea que consistia en varias secciones con tareas de elicitacion. Hubo
mejoria significante del Grupo Basico al Grupo Avanzado en su uso de la forma Unida de los CS, pero
no significante en su uso de la forma Separada. Por lo tanto, la forma Unida y Separada de los CS no se
adquieren equitativamente. La forma Unida es considerablemente mas sencilla de adquirir que la forma

Separada.

Palabras clave: adquisicion de segundas lenguas, adquisicion del chino mandarin como segunda
lengua, adquisicion de compuestos separables, adquisicion de estructuras complejas, adquisicion de lihe

Ci



L2 Acquisition of Splitable Compounds of Mandarin Chinese: The “Split” vs “Unsplit” Use

1. Introduction

There has been a long-standing interest in the Splittable Compounds (SCs) of Mandarin Chinese.
Decades of research have focused on the question of whether SCs are compound words, phrases, or
collocations (Arcodia, 2007; Cai, 2017; Siewierska et al., 2010; Feng, 1998). The multiple classification
of these compounds might cause learners of Chinese as an L2 to struggle more when acquiring them,
given that that learning collocations in general tends to be difficult, and they are important for achieving

fluency (Cai, 2017; Palmer, 1981; Nesselhauf, 2003; etc.).

Understanding the acquisition of SCs (known as 513 (lihé cf) in Chinese) in Second language

learners is one of the primary objectives of this study. For this purpose, a survey was designed to study
the accuracy of learners of Mandarin Chinese when using both Split and Unsplit forms of SCs. In the
process of defining SCs, it is necessary to discuss the different perspectives on the distinctions made

between compound word, collocation, and phrase.

2. Literature Review

2.1 The Mandarin Chinese lexicon

Several studies have shown that there have been many debates about what constitutes a word, a
compound, a collocation, and a phrase. This is especially true in Mandarin Chinese as compounding

seems to be such a common phenomenon. The Modern Chinese Dictionary (1996 edition) has 2960



entries of compound words, which comes to about 51% of all verb-object words (Siewierska et al.,
2010; Shi, 1999; Zhu, 2006).

However, according to Cai (2017) “The updated 2002 version of the dictionary had 3,326 splittable
compounds” (p.9). Verb-object words, in turn, constitute 97% of all compounds in Chinese (Zhu, 2006;
as cited in Siewierska et al., 2010). Definitions of compound words range from words created by the
union of two or more bound stems to those created by two or more existing, independent words. This
definition makes classifying some terms as compounds challenging. Moreover, Bauer (2005: 106-107,
cited in Arcodia, 2007) makes the following observation: “[G]iven the difficulty that there has been for
many years in defining a word, it is not surprising that there should be difficulty with the borderline of
compounding. Items which fit poorly into the category of word should also fit poorly in the category of
possible compound element” (p.80).

So, what is an SC? Three lines of research are relevant to this question: 1) What is a compound word

in Chinese?, 2) What is a phrase?, and 3) What is a collocation?

2.2 What is considered a compound word in Chinese?

2.2.1 How is the concept of “word” defined?

Before we define a compound word, we must discuss a smaller unit: “word”. There has not been
much consensus among linguists as to what constitutes a “word”. This situation is made even more
difficult by the fact that there are no inflectional markers in Chinese to help us identify word boundaries

(Arcodia, 2007).



The issue with SCs stems from the fact that in Western linguistics, words cannot be
discontinuous. However, due to the disyllabic nature of most of the lexicon of Modern Chinese, words

are often composed of two lexical morphemes bound to each other.

“In fact, the vast majority of Chinese morphemes have a lexical nature, and the great part of
them are bound, which are termed by Packard (2000: 77-78) “bound roots”; these may be
compared to the so-called “neoclassical constituents” of Standard Average European languages
(henceforth, SAE), such as philo-, -logy or —phobia, having lexical (rather than grammatical)

meaning and always bound to some other constituent. ” (Arcodia, 2007, p. 81)

That is, most words are composed of one lexical root always found bound to another constituent

(Arcodia, 2007), such as (1) below. This is contrasted with a monosyllabic word, like in (2).

(D& (2) 1z
Shi Cht
‘to eat, food’ ‘to eat’
B 38,
Shiyu Chi jT
eat+desire Eat V chicken N

‘appetite’ ‘to eat chicken’



As seen in example (1) above, although “shi”() means ‘to eat’, it is found as part of a

disyllabic word (‘appetite’) as a bound root. It cannot be separated. In SCs, on the other hand, their
lexical morphemes can be split, thus breaking with the traditional Western perspective of words not

being discontinuous in nature.

2.2.2 What are “compound words” in Chinese?

The term compound “is used as a cover term for a collection of related, but not necessarily
identical, phenomena in the literature,” (Dai, 1998, p.125, as quoted in Arcodia, 2007, p.80). This also
means there is no distinction between related constructions such as words composed of two or more

bound stems and those comprised of two or more words (Arcodia, 2007).

Packard (2000) (quoted in Zhang et al., 2012, p.755) proposed that a good way to analyze
compounds in Chinese is based on the form-class of the morpheme. As such, compound nouns can be
NN, NV, VN, VV; while compound verbs can be VN or VV. He also used traditional Chinese grammar
to define the compounds. Meaning that SCs do not fall under this category in traditional Chinese

grammar since they are VO compound verbs.

2.3 The debate on collocations

Since the coinage of the term “collocations” in 1957 by John Rupert Firth, there have been many
linguists debating its definition. Researchers have discussed collocations in numerous ways, from Palmer

(1993) “restrict[ing] the definition of collocations to idioms whose meaning is not obvious from its



components, such as blow the gaff” (Cai, 2007, p.4), to opposing views that categorize collocations as

distinct from idioms and phrasal verbs altogether (Hill, 2000) (quoted in Cai, 2007, p.6).

Two of the main approaches used to define collocations were summarized by Nesselhauf (2005)
(quoted in Cai, 2007, p.6) as being the frequency-based approach and the phraseological approach. The
frequency-based approach defines collocations based on the frequency of co-occurrence. On the other
hand, the phraseological approach considers the syntactic relationship between the elements of the
collocations. From a syntactic view, “...[Hausmann (1989)] went as far as to conclude that only six
collocational combinations appear in a pre-defined set of syntactic relations; these are: adjective+noun,

noun+verb, noun+noun, adverb+adjective, verb+adverb, verb+noun.” (Cai, 2007, p.6).

However, other researchers take a completely different approach and perceive collocations as
lexical in nature, not grammatical (Shui, 2007; Arcodia, 2007; and Packard, 2000). Thus, the definition
of collocations is still widely debated and encompasses a myriad of different phenomena. This, in turn,
means, that SCs could arguably be seen as collocations from some perspectives. However, it is
important to note that SCs and collocations have different names in Chinese, “Collocations” translates to
FEEC (dapei), while “Splittable Compound” translates to &4 (Iihé ci). So, they will not be

considered as the same phenomenon in this study.

2.4 What is a Splittable Compound (lihé ci)?

SCs are very common in Chinese. According to Zhang et al. these separable compounds are a
special type of compound verb (2012). Packard (2003, as cited in this Siewierska et al., 2010, p.467)

states that, when it comes to grammar in Mandarin Chinese, the verb-object paradox cannot be ignored.



Many attempts have been made to establish criteria for classifying and defining these VO constructions

(Siewierska et al., 2010; Lu, 1957; Packard, 2003; Lu, 1979; Zhu, 1982).

In order to understand the debate, we must understand how SCs work. Like compounds in other
languages such as English and German, Chinese SCs have a “head” and a “tail” that can be separated
into two independent lexemes. However, in SCs when the head and the tail appear together, they are
considered a word, such as in (3) and (5a); yet, they exhibit qualities of a phrase (without affecting the
semantics of the word) whenever the head and the tail are interposed by other elements, as shown in (4)

and (5b).

(3) B Shuijiao , sleep V sleep N ‘to sleep’

(4) B 7 @A/ B a9 5 Shuile si ge xigoshi de jiao, sleep V ASP Marker four Quantifier hour N
sleep N, ‘I slept four hours’
In other words, an SC’s verb may function as transitive because SCs can take objects (direct

objects, subordinate clauses, etc), for example (5) despite their intransitive use being more common (Li

& Thompson, 1981, quoted in Siewierska et al., 2010, p.466).



(5) a. WM (5) b. iz AR

Chifan chile ta zuo de fan

Eat V rice N Eat V ASP he doV MOD rice N
‘to eat’ ‘ate his cooking’

Due to its duality, Lu (1957) (quoted in Siewierska et al., 2010, p.466) coined the term lihé ci to

define this type of construction that is something in between a word and a phrase.

Despite much debate, though, the overall view remains that which we have discussed: SCs are a
word when the head and tail are together and a phrase when they are apart (as seen in examples (3), (4),
and (5) above) (Lu, 1957; Zhu, 1982, among others). As can be expected, this duality makes SCs

challenging to acquire for learners.

2.5 Previous studies examining acquisition of Splittable Compounds

Most studies on acquisition of /ihé ci have been conducted in Chinese. However, some scholars
have started conducting research in English, making some of the available literature’s main take-aways
accessible to non-Mandarin speakers. One such scholar is Cai (2017) who summarized that most of the

research done on Splittable Compounds has focused on the acquisition of SCs different split forms.

“For instance, Ma (2008) discovered that learners' acquisition of different discrete forms of
splittable words did not develop at equivalent levels, and also did not align with the improvement

in their language ability. Moreover, the acquisition of split forms was slower than the acquisition



of unsplit forms at all three proficiency levels. Zhou and Li (2015) carried out an empirical study
on the effect of synchronous teaching and sequential teaching on the acquisition of splittable
words by Chinese language learners, and concluded that learners exposed to sequential teaching

performed better.” (Cai, 2007, p.14)

2.6 Objectives of the current study

The goal of the present study is to contribute to the knowledge of whether proficiency level

influences correct use of both Split and Unsplit forms of high frequency SCs (2413 /ihé ci). Our

research question is “does the language proficiency of learners affect the correct use of Split vs Unsplit

liné ci?”

“A major aim of existing research on L2 collocations has been to identify the problems in
learners' production and discover the causes of these problems. The findings of the previous
studies indicate that three factors are related to the use of collocations: first, the influence of L1,
second, intralingual factors, such as word frequency; third, learners' language proficiency.” (Cai,

2007, p.15)

In this study, the influence of learner’s L2 proficiency level and of word frequency on accuracy
of both Split and Unsplit SCs was researched. Since “...Zhang (1993) and Al-Zahrani (1998) argued that
the use of collocations is related to the L2 learner’s proficiency level, while Bahns and Eldaw (1993),
and Howarth (1998) argued that there is no relationship between the use of collocations and proficiency”
(Cai, 2007, p.17) the following hypothesis was formulated: learner’s proficiency level is related to their

accuracy in the use of Split and Unsplit /ihé ci.



In order to test the hypothesis that learner’s L2 proficiency level is related to the production of

L2 SCs (/ihé ci), a survey was designed to test the accuracy of learners’ production of both forms.

In this literature review, we looked at the different perspectives of linguists concerning the
prototypical word in Chinese, the compound nature of the Chinese lexicon, the category of collocations,

and previous studies looking at the L2 acquisition of /ihé ci.

In the next section, we will discuss the design of the survey and the selection of the participants
in a study on the acquisition of SC by second/foreign language learners of Mandarin. This will be
followed by a discussion of the collected data. From there, conclusions about our hypothesis will be

drawn, and recommendations for future studies will be made.

3. Methodology

In the previous section, a review of the existing literature on “word, compound word, and
collocation” was conducted to provide a framework for defining Splittable Compounds in Chinese?
(SCs). This study focuses on Splittable VO Compounds since their specialized use leads us to believe
that learners experience difficulty in acquiring them, given the debated status of SCs and their

classification as being somewhere in between a compound word and a phrase.

The objective of this study is to further explore the acquisition of SCs by learners of Chinese at

various L2 proficiency levels.

! As for the definition of “Splittable Compound” used in this study, we adopt the view put forth by various Chinese scholars
which describes SCs as somewhere in between a compound and a phrase.
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3.1 Research Question

This study tested high frequency SCs found in the textbook New Practical Chinese Reader
Textbook 1 & 2 to explore the relationship between verb-object SCs and L2 proficiency levels.? The aim
of this study is to answer the research question previously mentioned in this paper: does the language

level of the learners affect their correct use of Split vs. Unsplit SCs?

Answering this research question will provide more evidence for the correlation, or lack thereof,

between L2 proficiency level and accurate use of complex structures such as SCs.

3.2 Participants

Table 3.2.1 Division of Participant Groups

Group Length of Study Participants Age Sex

Basic 1 semester 4 20-32 1 female, 3 male
Intermediate 3 semesters 4 17-24 3 female, 1 male
Advanced 5 semesters 4 22-28 4 female

The participants recruited for this research project were students who self-identified as advanced
or native English speakers who were studying or had studied Chinese at the university level in any
university in the world. The participants were divided into three groups. As with Cai’s study (2017),

membership in each of the three groups was determined by how many semesters they had studied. The

2 Using the SCs that appear in one of the popular textbooks for teaching Chinese ensures that the selected compound verbs
are taught within the first few semesters of study. In other words, learners have a higher chance of encountering them within
the first two years of language study.
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Basic group had participants who had studied Mandarin Chinese in a formal classroom environment for
1 semester; the Intermediate group had studied for 3 semesters, and the Advanced group for 5 or more

semesters. Each group had 4 participants in it.

Participants ranged between 17-32 years of age and majored in widely different fields.

Additionally, 6 of the participants had experience studying in Mainland China, and 1 in Taiwan.®

Table 3.2.2 Control Group

Control Group Participants Age Sex

Native speakers 4 18-38 years-old 2 female, 2 male

The control group* consisted of 4 native speakers of Mandarin Chinese who were around the

same age as the participants in the experimental groups.

3.3 Design
3.3.1 Selection of Verbs

The 17 SCs used in this study were selected from the glossary of the New Practical Chinese

Reader Textbook 1 & 2, as shown in examples (1), (2), (3), (4), and (5) below. This was done to ensure

% In the Basic group, none of the participants had gone to China. In the Intermediate group, all 4 had gone. While, in the
Advanced group, 3 out of 4 participants had gone to the target language country.

* The native speaker participant pool was very diverse, including speakers from Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Mainland China.
However, the native speakers selected did not mention where they were from.
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that there was a high probability that participants would have encountered the verbs selected during their

studies at university.

1. W
Xia yu
V Fall + N rain
‘to rain’

2. EiR
Shangke
V Go up + N class
‘to take class’

3. T
Bangmang
V Help + Adj busy
‘to help’

4. WK
Chifan
V Eat + N rice

‘to eat’

5. &P

Kanshu

B, TR !

A, xia yiile!

V rain ASP marker

‘Oh, it’s raining’

3 m R

Wo 3 dian shangke

I 3 o’clock take class

‘I have class at 3 o’clock’
[ERGEEAIn

qing bang wo mang

Please V help Pron me Adj busy
‘Please help me out’

T, Eighy

wo ele, yao chifanle

I hungry ASP marker, want V eat ASP
marker

‘I’m hungry, I’'m going to eat’

& 7 IXAAG?

ni kanle zhe beén shit ma?
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V look + N book You V see ASP marker this Quantifier N
‘to read’ book Q marker

‘Have you read this book?’

3.3.2 Designing the survey

In order to test the participants’ knowledge of SCs, a survey was designed on Google Forms® to
elicit their use of Splittable Compounds. The survey consisted of three parts: 1) a participant background
questionnaire, 2) an exercise asking participants to select the correct answers after reading a short
scenario, such as in (1), and 3) an exercise asking participants to select the correct answers based on the
actions shown in a Graphics Interchange Format (GIF), such as in (2). The sections of the language test
consisted of 10 exercises each. All the entries had at least one correct use of both the Split and Unsplit
form of one of the 17 SCs used in this study and a minimum of one incorrect use of the Unsplit form, as

shown in Appendix 1.

> The Republic of China blocks all Google services from being accessed on the Mainland. For this reason, having created the
survey on Google Forms posed a challenge when trying to get participants residing in Mainland China to successfully access
the survey. Additionally, time constraints did not allow for the survey to be reformatted and re-approved by the Institutional
Research Board (IRB) to overcome this hurdle.

As a work-around to this constraint, participants were mainly from Taiwan and Hong Kong. This is due to the fact
that they can easily access the survey on Google Forms. However, there is a noticeable dialectal difference between speakers
of the Taiwanese, Hong Kongese, and Standard dialects of the language. Usually the Standard Language is the one which is
taught to learners. This means that, while some Unsplit uses of SCs were considered to be_incorrect for this test, some natives
found them to be grammatically acceptable in their dialect, while some of the ones that were deemed “correct” for this study
were considered ungrammatical in the dialects of these native speakers. Despite such dialectal differences, though, the natives
performed better than the learners.

6 An English translation option was also offered. First, this option was offered because there were no translation tasks due to
the space constraints of the present monograph. Whether they needed the English translation or not can aid us in measuring
learners’ understanding of the vocabulary. Thus, it can work as a work-around for not having a full translation exercise to test
participants’ understanding of the vocabulary. Second, the translation option was included to aid participants in answering
accurately when they did not know the vocabulary of the prompt.



(1) WM, JBAER )L ?

Qingwen, [i bo zai zhe'er ma?

Excuse me, Libo is here ma Q

Marker?

‘Excuse me, is Libo here?’

a. AE, fhE EPGEIR.
Buzai, ta zai shang hanyu ke.
Is not, he is taking English
class.
‘No, he’s taking an English
class’

b. *AfE, AhfE EIRDUE.
Buzai, ta zai shangke hanyu.
Is not, he is taking class
English.

C. *ANME, MAEDGE EIR.
Buzai, ta zai hanyii shangke.
Is not, he is at English taking
class.

d. AfE, MhsE iR,
Buzai, ta zai shangke.

Is not, he is taking class.

14

IRAEMAT A

Ni xidng zuo shénme?
You want do what?

‘What do you want to do?’

L

* AR —2 Lo

Wo xidang youyong yihui'er.

*1 want swim in a moment.

b. AR —2 LK.
Wo xiang you yithui'er yong.
I want swimV in a moment
swimmingO.

c. FARVFIK .

Wo xidng youyong.

| want swim.

‘I want to swim’
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‘No, he’s taking a class’

3.4 Procedure

All of the survey data was collected online. The survey was made available on Google Forms.
The link for the survey was distributed online using social media and Prolific. The survey was carried
out in the Spring semester of 2020. There was no time limit for completing the survey, but completion

time ranged from 7 to 25 minutes.

3.5 Data Analysis

The data obtained from the survey was coded and then processed using SPSS. As previously
mentioned, the dependent variables were the accuracy of SCs in their Unsplit and Split forms’, while the

independent variable was time studied (proficiency level).

The accuracy per exercise for each participant was coded by the researcher herself following the
coding sheet, which can be found in Appendix 3. Then, the data was analyzed to look at the average
accuracy rate for each group. Finally, a t-test was done on the data in SPSS to look at the statistical

significance of the correlations under study.

" Unsplit: IE¥%  (Changgé)- to sing
Split: I§ 7 —&3& (Changle y1 shodu gé)- Sing a song



4. Results

The data was submitted to several different analyses in order to answer our research question.
First, the total accuracy was summed up for every participant, and then it was summed up per group.

Subsequently, the average of each group’s accuracy was calculated. The results were as follows:

Table 4.1 Accuracy in the use of Split items

Group Total Accuracy Average of Total Average of Total
Correct Missed

Basic 43/80 54% 46%

Intermediate | 51/80 64% 36%

Advanced 55/80 69% 31%

16

As can be seen in Table 4.1, accuracy for the 20 exercises ranged between 54-69%, while

the average of total correct answers that participants missed per group ranged between 31-46%.

An improvement of 15% can be seen from the Basic group to the Advanced group in terms of the

accuracy of responses.

Table 4.2 Accuracy in the use of Unsplit items

Group Total Accuracy Average of Total Average of Total
Correct Uses Missed

Basic 39/80 49% 51%

Intermediate | 49/80 61% 39%

Advanced 65/80 81% 19%




Table 4.2 demonstrates that for the Unsplit uses, a 32% improvement was observed from

the Basic to the Advanced group. This improvement in accuracy for Unsplit items is slightly

more than double that for the Split uses.

Table 4.3 Selection of ungrammatical items

Group Total Incorrect Average of Total Incorrect
Selected Selected

Basic 53/128 41%

Intermediate 27/128 21%

Advanced 29/128 23%

In general agreement with the data in table 4.2, the data in Table 4.3 shows that the

Intermediate and Advanced groups showed an average 19% decrease in selection of

ungrammatically Unsplit items, when compared to the Basic group. However, the Intermediate

group showed a minimally better performance than the Advanced group by 2%.

Table 4.4 The Control Group

Type of SC Total Accuracy | Average of Total Average of Total
Correct Missed

Split Uses 73/80 91% 9%

Unsplit Uses 66/80 82% 18%
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As shown in Table 4.4, the control group displayed a generally high degree of accuracy which
exceeded that of all of the L2 groups in terms of Split SCs. However, the control group performed 9%
better in their use of Split items than in their use of Unsplit items, performing similarly to the Advanced

L2 group in this respect.

Table 4.5 The Control Group’s selection of ungrammatical items

Ungrammatical Total ungrammatical uses Average of ungrammatical uses
Unsplit uses selected selected
Incorrect Unsplit 30/128 23%

Finally, Table 4.5 the control group selected ungrammatical entries 23% of the time, at the same

rate as the L2 Advanced group.

Graph 1. Acquisition Pattern of Split and Unsplit Uses by Group

Acquisition Pattern of Split and Unsplit Uses of
SCs by Group
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As can be seen in Graph 1, the Basic group’s results were minimally more accurate for the
correct uses of the Split (54% accuracy) SCs than for the correct uses of the Unsplit (49% accuracy)
SCs. They also selected ungrammatical entries more often than all other groups (41% selected an
incorrect use of Unsplit SCs). In the Intermediate group, an improvement can be seen for both the
correctly Split (64% accuracy) and Unsplit (61% accuracy) SCs. In hand with this improvement, a
decrease in ungrammatical uses can also be seen in Intermediate group (20% less than the Basic group).
Meanwhile, the Advanced group managed to surpass the performance of the Basic group in their use of
correctly Unsplit SCs by 32%, but only by 15% in their use of Split entries. Not only is their
improvement in for the Split SCs minimal, but their accuracy using the Split SCs is also 12% worse than
for the Unsplit forms. The Advanced group also displayed a low number of ungrammatical uses of

Unsplit SCs (only 23% selected incorrect uses).

Finally, the use of both correctly Split and Unsplit SCs was most accurate for the control group
overall (91% accuracy for Split SCs; 82% accuracy for Unsplit SCs). Both the control group and the
Advanced group were close in their use of Unsplit SCs (only 1% difference in accuracy). However, the
control group did noticeably better than the Advanced group in their use of Unsplit entries, with a 22%
difference. Their responses for ungrammatical uses of Unsplit SCs were similar to those of the

Intermediate group.

The data was submitted to a two sample t-test on SPSS to determine if there were statistically
significant differences between the Basic and Advanced groups in their use of Unsplit SCs and Split
SCs, as well as in their responses for ungrammatical uses of Unsplit SCs. Two sample t-test was also
used to determine if there was statistically significant difference between the Advanced group and the

control group.

The results were as follows:
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Table 4.6 Two sample t-test results for correlations between the Basic and Advanced Groups in

their accuracy using SCs.®

Accuracy for

Basic:Advanced

Is there statistically
significant

difference?

Is there correlation
between language

level and accuracy?

Split Uses 43:55 No (.48) No
Unsplit Uses 39:65 Yes (.04) Yes
Incorrect Uses 53:29 No (.195) No

Table 4.6 shows that the results from these analyses indicated that the improvement from the

Basic group to the Advanced group in the use of Unsplit forms was significant. Thus, despite there not

being a significant correlation between language level and accuracy for the Split uses, there was

significant improvement from Basic group to Advanced group in the use of Unsplit SCs.

As for the differences seen in Table 4.6 between the mastery of Split vs Unsplit uses from the

Basic to the Advanced groups, a t-test was performed to test if it was significant. However, the results

turned out to be not significant with a result of P=0.52.

8 The details of the results of the two sample t-tests are in the Appendices.



Table 4.7 Two sample t-test results for correlations between the control group and Advanced

group in their accuracy using SCs

Accuracy for

Advanced:Control

Is there statistically
significant

difference?

Is there correlation
between language

level and accuracy?

Split Uses 55:73 No (.21) No
Unsplit Uses 65:66 No (.93) No
Incorrect Uses 29:30 No (.93) No

The difference between the control group and Advanced group was also not significant for all
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categories (Split, Unsplit, and ungrammatical uses) meaning that they both performed at similar levels in

their use of SCs. These results could indicate that learners are acquiring the language of the young

generations of Chinese, despite their textbooks teaching the standard. This could be explored in future

research.

5. Discussion, Conclusion and Recommendations for Further Research

In this study, we investigated whether the number of semesters spent studying Manadarin

Chinese as an L2 affects accuracy when using Split vs. Unsplit forms of Splittable Compounds in the
language. To this end, we collected data on the use of SCs in three groups at different L2 proficiency
levels in an elicitation task. As seen in the previous section, there is significant improvement from the

Basic group (1 semester) to the Advanced group (5 or more semesters) for Unsplit SCs. However,

results showed no corresponding significant improvement in learners’ uses of Split SCs.
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There are two possible explanations for these results. In the case of the Split SCs, our findings
converge with previous findings, such as Bahns and Eldaw (1993), and Howarth (1998), which found
that there is no significant correlation between L2 language proficiency and accurate use of collocations.
Another possible reason is that the level of mastery of Mandarin Chinese among the L2 learners at all
three levels in our sample was very low. At the time that we administered our instrument, the level of
the Advanced group was more or less at HSK 3, which may have been insufficient for satisfactory
performance in relation to Split SCs, which are generally understood to be difficult to acquire. If we had
included an L2 group at HSK 5 or HSK 6, we might have seen a significant correlation between

language proficiency and accurate use of SCs in their Split form.

On the other hand, the patterns of use of Unsplit SCs that we observed generally confirmed our
hypothesis, with statistically significant improvement registered from the Basic group to the Advanced
group. Thus, we can argue that there is a relationship between the number of semesters of study of
Mandarin Chinese as L2 and mastery of Unsplit SCs, which corroborates previous studies which have
found a relationship between L2 proficiency and formal L2 learning (Cai, 2017; Zhang, 1993; Al-
Zahrani, 1998, among others). Contrary to the findings of Cai (2010) and Kellerman (1979), however,
our data do not indicate a “u-shaped” pattern of acquisition of Unsplit SCs. Instead, a linear progression

in accuracy from the Basic group to the Advanced group and the control group was observed.

The Basic group showed almost no difference in their levels of accuracy in relation to Split
versus Unsplit SCs. However, the Advanced group performed noticeably worse in their use of Split SCs
when compared to their performance with Unsplit SCs. This divergence between levels of L2 learners’
performance regarding Split vs. Unsplit SCs has also been attested in the literature. For example, Ma
(2008) found that the Split form was acquired more slowly than the Unsplit form, concluding that

“...learners' acquisition of different discrete forms of splittable words did not develop at equivalent
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levels, and also did not align with the improvement in their language ability.” (Cai, 2017, p. 14).
Although a two sample t-test showed the difference between the Advanced group’s performance with

Split and Unsplit SCs not be significant, the results highlight the difficulty in acquiring Split SCs.

Our study also had several limitations. The most important limitation was that the sample size
was small, and thus not necessarily representative, making it difficult to demonstrate statistically
significant correlations. Another limitation was the proficiency level of the L2 students of Mandarin
Chinese included in the study. We mechanically equated number of semesters of Mandarin study with
proficiency, instead of administering proficiency tests to all of the participants and grouping them
according to the results of those tests. Even within the same group, the study backgrounds of the
participants were vastly different and involved different materials and methods, with some having
studied in China and others not, some exposed to more hours per week of instruction than others, etc. In
general, however, the proficiency levels achieved by the members of all three groups seemed to be
relatively low, suggesting that if we had included participants with higher levels, our results might have
been appreciably different. Thus, future studies should include a larger number of participants who are
grouped according to proficiency tests with membership in the Advanced group being restricted to

learners at HSK 5 or HSK 6.

In terms of the control group, the limitations were largely due to our use of Google Forms to
collect our data, which resulted in a lack of participants from Mainland China as well as a lack of older
speakers. Because most control group participants were from Taiwan and Hong Kong, it is possible that
they spoke Cantonese as their L1, rather than Mandarin. In terms of age, it is important to note that
Standard Mandarin is spoken mainly by the older generations of Chinese people, not the young ones.
According to Lening Liu (2020), younger Chinese generations tend to use SCs as transitive verbs,

meaning that they add another object to SCs (VO +O), which is traditionally considered ungrammatical.
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Thus, a possible explanation for the control group’s performance could be the age of the participants.
Future studies should therefore avoid using Google Forms and other such tools in order to reach people

in Mainland China in general, and a more generationally diverse sample in particular.

Finally, this study demonstrated a gap in the accuracy of learners’ performance with Unsplit
versus Split SCs as students’ general proficiency levels increased, indicating higher and more persistent
rates of difficulty in learners’ acquisition of Split SCs. This might mean that as learners progress in their
studies of Mandarin, they master the use of Unsplit SCs better and faster because Unsplit SCs function
to some degree as compound words, while they master the use of Split SCs less well and more slowly
because Split SCs function to some degree as collocations, which have generally been shown to be very
challenging to learn. Could Unsplit SCs and Split SCs therefore belong to two distinct categories in
learners’ minds? A study that tests the treatment by grammarians of Unsplit SCs and Split SCs as two

manifestations of the same phenomenon would therefore be highly recommended.
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Appendices

Appendix 1. The Survey

Part 1: Demographics

How old are you?

What is your gender?
Mark only one oval.

Female

Male

Non-binary

| prefer not to answer

Other:

What is your major?

Do you have a minor? If yes, what is it?

How many Mandarin Chinese courses have you taken?
Mark only one oval.

1 course or less

30



2 courses

3 courses

4 courses

5 courses or more

| prefer not to answer

Other:

How many hours a week were your courses?

Have you ever been to China for language study? If yes, for how long?

When was the last time you took a formal Mandarin Chinese course?

Doyouspeak any other languages? If yes, which one and what is your proficiency level?

What do you consider is your English proficiency?
Mark only one oval.

Native
Advanced
Intermediate
Basic

| prefer not to answer
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Part 2: Choose the correct answers.

Please read each exercise and select the correct answers. More than one option is possible in each exercise. At the end
of each exercise you will be offered atranslation. only use it if youneedittoanswerthatexercise. YOUMUSTMARKTHE
TRANSLATIONIFYOUUSEITTO AID YOU.

LBEELDR, URHRARER. KiEE, AieB? 898, AtAERR. FKE

=

| =
Check all that apply.

EAE T K,

EAETREAK,

EAEX T,

EE TR,

| need a translation for this one: | need to go to class, but | don't have an umbrella. | ask
my mom, do we have an umbrella? Mom asked, why do you want an umbrella? | answered:

2.1808), JIREX)LIE?
Check all that apply.

N, e iR,

ME, fELNER.
NME. B ERNE.
M., ENELDR

| need a translation forr this one: Excuse me, is Libo here?

3. FARIC. FolLFespspfiBaLiR, KAz,
Check all that apply.

{RATLARS IR ?

{RETLAFS RS ?

{REJLARS TG ?

{RRTLAFRAS NS ?

I need a translation for this one: I'm very busy. | ask my younger brother to help me by
buying food. | ask my brother:

32
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4. RHESHEBEERR. Fiath, (EXLEELETSKEET? hEE
Check all that apply.

L T RERIHE Y
ELMRFET.
KEMETREFT,
HRF LT,

| need a translation for this one: My coworker does things very quickly. | ask him, How
long have you worked here? He answered:

5. RMZIRAVEHR, FRASAARKERZR. FKinfth:
Check all that apply.

(RERIZIR T15?

IREZNZ TR T 15?

{RIZIRTEZR T15?

{RIZIR T E2-NS?

I need a translation for this one: When | was eating, my boyfriend came to my house. | ask
him:

6. FAIBIRAREWIESR, B,

Check all that apply.

(REREWIBMTAIK?
REREWIBIHA?
IRERHAIEI?

I need a translation for this one: My friend really likes to sing. | ask him:

7. (FERFLIRAAAR ZEBSE. RGEIZR. SRBIEEH:

FERAREE 7 LA\ BISE?
FERIRBEZEBE T JL NS ?
FERIRBESE T JLANNET,
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FERARILAVNESBESE 7o
I need a translation for this one: Yesterday | went dancing with a friend. We returned home
very late. Today mom asked me:

8. FER . L&, TMMEFEY, HIAREHITER,
Check all that apply.

{FAEE—TRG?
{FRAEEIRIG?
{FAEHIR—Tg?
{RIE—THIRIE?
I need a translation for this one: | got sick. My head hurts, | don't want to study. My friend
called me and said:

<

<

<

<

9. IBRZHBFHIBAAR. HEtAEE, Hft:
Check all that apply.

HARHRISRLGIRIT— D EEIR?
ARG LR TERIE.
HARHRTSRLGIRITEBIE—1?
HARHRISRGIR— N TEEIR?
I need a translation for this one: | have many things | need to ask my boyfriend. | sent him a
text asking:

10. A XPRERFERBLH? B: A, BR, BRI, A (RIFGESATFD?

IRBEYF, HERRRBE T IO INTRYE,

IRBEYF, RERRRBEDS 7 IO,

IRRELF. FEIR R PO NETRETS T

FRHEIRIRAETT.

I need a translation for this one: A: Do you have any plans for this weekend? B: Yeah,
sleep. A: Did you sleep badly last night?



Part 3: What do you see?

Please use the gifs to answer the prompts. More than one answer is possible. Remember, if
you need to use the translation to assist you, mark it. JI;H!

LARE A7

Check all that apply.

B,
B —2 ik,
BE I

| |1 need a translation for this one: What do you want to do?

2. T/INRRIER.  FRLARE:

Check‘ all that apply.
fthES T,
fhERST .

ST,

|:| I need a translation for this one: | forgot Xiaohu's birthday, so now:
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3.{R4E

'fJ\I \

B4’

Check all that apply.

HABSTAIE,
% HABFT— R .
[ BABHTERIE—A,

| |1 need a translation for this one: What do you want to do?

nEER, EJ9:
B

i .
Check all that apply.

IR

J\ I_JPZT
|:| {/J\EF’I—JT
s

I need a translation for this one: You have to go to the hospital because:
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5.t A?

Check all that apply.

ftbfEFFi .
fAEFFRID,
AT I,
fAEFF IR,

I need a translation for this one: What is he doing?

6. FAEZKiFIK,

O A
Check all that apply.

BIE T,

AR FIXAKAIRE,

AR TRXAK,

AIRXAK T/,

I need a translation for this one: | want to go swimming,
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7. MM A?

Check all that apply.

wEEH.
EEEEERIE.

| |1 need a translation for this one: What is she doing?

8. FIARMEIEIRI+A4?

Checkall that apply.

fvE R,
AR —T 2

R ERS— T

e R,

| |1 need a translation for this one: What do they like to do on weekends?
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9. MBI A2

Check all that apply.

ol 32,
ol BT,
| ftefi e g,

|:| I need a translation for this one: What are they doing?

10. FAREY, RAEFIR.

Check all that apply.

BTG,
RIS LR,
mEte

| |1 need a translation for this one: I'm very hot and uncomfortable.
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Appendix 2. Selected Verbs

Verbs Used in Study

T 5

Xia yu Sheéngqi

V Fall + N rain V give birth + N air
‘to rain’ ‘to be angry’

FiR &I

Shangké Fashao

V Go up + N class

‘to take class’

V emit + N fever

‘to have a fever’

T

Bangmang

V Help + Adj busy

vadll
Kaimén

V open + N door

‘to help’ ‘to open the door’
st Eopt
Shangban Kanshii

V Go up + N work shift

V look + N book

‘to work’ ‘to read’

1z - 67

Chifan Sanbu

V Eat + N rice V scatter + V walk

‘to eat’

‘to take a stroll’
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Changge

V Sing + N song

R
Xizao

V wash + N bath

‘to sing’ ‘to take a bath’
Bk 5% Vi
Tiaowu Youyong

V jump + N dance

V swim + N swimming

‘to dance’ ‘to swim’
[1IFN FTERIE
Lidotian Da dianhua

V chat + N day

‘to chat with’

V make + N phone

‘to call’

EE 5
Shuijiao
V sleep + N sleep

‘to sleep’




Appendix 3. Coding Sheet

The following information shows the results per participant per group.

Legend:
CRS= Group
1=Basic
2=Intermediate
3= Advanced
6=Control
A= Exercises from part 2 of the survey

B= Exercises from part 3 of the survey

Correctly Split (CS)

Participant CRS A1CS A2CS
1
2
3
4
5 3 1
6 3 0
7 3 1
8 3 1
9
10
11
12
13 6 1
14 6 1
15 6 1
16 6 1

A7CS A8CS A9CS A10CS

O R Rk R

[ G S G Y

A3CS

B1CS

o - +— O

R R O R

A4CS

B2CS

o O - -

R O R

A5CS

B3CS

o O O

R O R

A6CS

B4CS

N

[ T
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Total

B6CS B7CS B8CS B9CS B10CS Correct

B5CS

15
15
14
14
18

16
14
20

18
17
18
20

Correctly Unsplit (CU)

CRS A1CU A2CU A3CU A4CU A5CU A6CU

Participant

— N on <



44

10
11
12
13
14
15
16

A8CU A9CU Al0CU  Bi1cCU B2CU B3CU B4CU

A7CU

Total

B6CU B7CU B8CU BOCU B10CU Correct

B5CU

11

14

19
12
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16
17
18
19
11
19
17
11
19

Ungrammatical Entries (1U)

CRS AlIUA AllUB A2IUA A21UB A3IUA A3IUB A4lUA

Participant

- N OO < W

10
11
12
13
14
15
16

A5IUA A5IUB A6lU A7IUA A7IUB A8IUA A8IUB ASIUA

A4iUB
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B41UB BSIUA

B4IUA

B2IU B3IU

B1IU

A10IUA  A10IUB

A9IUB

Total

B10IU Selected

B6IUB B8IUA B8IUB BOIU

B6IUA

B5IUB

7
9
20
17

5



Appendix 4. Two variable t-test results

Basic Group (53.75%) and Advanced Group (68.75%)

Group Statistics

47

groups N Mean Std. Deviation | Std. Error Mean
values  groupl 4 53.75 24.622 12.311
group3 4 68.75 31.721 15.861
Independent Samples Test
Levene's Test for Equality of
Wariances ttest for Equality of Means
95% Confidence Interval ofthe
Mean Std. Error Difference
F Sig. t df Sig. (2-tailed) Difference Difference Lower Upper
values  Equalvariances . N .
assumed 004 950 - 747 G 483 -15.000 20.078 -64.129 34128
Equal variances not o .
assumed - 747 5.652 485 -15.000 20.078 -64.871 34.871

From the t-test analysis, there was no statistically significant mean difference between the basic

group (M=53.75, SD = 24.62, N =4) and the advanced group (M=68.75, SD=31.72, N =4), t(6) =

-0.75, P =0.48.

Basic Group (48.75%) and Advanced Group (81.25%)

Group Statistics
Std. Errar
groups M Mean Std. Deviation Mean
values  groupi 48.75 17.500 8.750
group3 81.25 17.970 2.985
Independent Samples Test
Levene's Testfor Equality of
“ariances ttest for Equality of Means
95% Confidence Interval ofthe
Mean Std. Error Difference
F Sig. t df Sig. (2-tailed) Difference Difference Lower Upper
values E::jm:;iames 011 921 -2.591 5 041 -32.500 12.542 -63.188 1812
Eggjg:’:&'ames not -2.591 5996 041 -32.500 12542 -63.193 -1.807
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From the analysis, the Basic group (M=48.75, SD = 17.50, N =4) had a statistically significant
mean difference from the Advanced group (M =81.25% SD = 17.97, N=4), t(6) =-2.59, P = 0.04.

Advanced Group ’s Correct Split (68.75%) and Un-split (81.25%)

Group Statistics
Std. Error
groups M Mean Std. Deviation Mean
values  split BE.75 ch B 15.861
un_split 81.25 17.870 8.885
Independent Samples Test
Levene's Testfor Equality of
Wariances ttest for Equality of Means
895% Confidence Interval ofthe
Mean Std. Error Difference
F sig. 1 df Sig. (2-tailed) | Difference Difference Cower Tpper

valuss - Edualvarances 864 145 - 686 8 518 -12.500 18.228 57104 32104
Eaualvariances not - 686 4746 525 12,500 18.229 60124 35124

From the analysis, there was no statistically significant mean difference between correct split (M
=68.75, SD =31.72, N=4) and un-split (M =81.25, SD = 17.97, N =4), t(6) = -0.69, P = 0.52.

Basic Group (41.4%) and Advanced Group (22.6%)

Group Statistics
Std. Error
groups M Mean Std. Deviation Mean
values  groupi 41.4063 1949476 974738
group3 22,6563 16.80444 840222

Independent Samples Test

Levene's Testfor Equality of
“ariances

ttest for Equality of Means

Mean Std. Error

95% Confidence Interval ofthe

Difference

F Sig 1 df Sig. (2-tailed) Difference Difference Lower Upper
values Equal variances . o - -
assumed 730 426 1.457 6 185 18.75000 12.86891 -12.73908 50.23908
Equal variances not . . .
Assumed 1.457 5872 REL 18.75000 12.86881 -12.90571 50.40571

From the analysis, there was no statistically significant mean difference between the Basic group
(M =41.41, SD =19.50, N =4) and the Advanced group (M =22.66, SD = 16.80, N = 4), t(6)

=1.46, P = 0.195.



Advanced Group’s correct split uses (68.75%) and control group correct split uses

(91.25%)
Group Statistics
Std. Error
groups M Mean Std. Deviation Mean
roup3_correct_split_use
values g P —SPiL 4 §8.75 31.721 15.861
contral group 4 491.25 G.292 3146

Independent Samples Test
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Levene's Testfor Equality of
“ariances

ttest for Equality of Means

95% Confidence Interval of the
Difference

assumed

Mean Std. Error
F Sig. 1 dr Sig. (2-tailed) Difference Difference Lower Upper
values  Equal varances N N - - -
sssssss o 3.204 124 -1.391 & 213 -22.500 16170 -62.066 17.066
Equal variances nat -1.391 3.238 252 -22.500 16170 -71.902 26.902

From the analysis, there was no significant mean difference between the Advanced group correct
split use (M =68.75, SD = 31.72, N = 4) and the control group’s correct split uses (M=91.25,
SD=6.29, N = 4), t(6) =-1.39, P = 0.21.

Advanced Group’s un-split uses (81.25%) and control group un-split uses (82.5%)

Group Statistics
Std. Errar
groups M Mean Std. Deviation Mean
values  group3_unsplit_uses 81.25 17.870 28.885
contral_group 82.50 18.930 9.465
Independent Samples Test
Levene's Test for Equality of
“ariances t-test for Equality of Means
95% Confidence Interval ofthe
Mean Std. Error Difference
F Sig 1 df Sig. (2-tailed) Difference Difference Lower Upper

values - Baua varances 008 932 -.096 5 927 1.250 13.050 -33.183 30.683
Eggjm:games not -.096 5.984 @27 -1.250 13.050 -33.204 30.704

From the analysis, there was no statistically significant mean difference between the Advanced
group’s Unsplit uses (M = 81.25, SD = 17.97, N=4) and control group Unsplit uses (M =82.50,
SD = 18.93, N=4), t(6) = -0.096, P= 0.93.
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Advanced Group’s ungrammatical Unsplit use (22.6%) and control group ungrammatical

Unsplit uses (23.4%)
Group Statistics
Std. Error
groups M Mean Std. Deviation Mean
roup3_incorrect_unsplit
values e ™ —Hnsp 4 | 226563 16.80444 5.40222
incorrect_unsplit_uses 4 234375 1.80422 S0211

Independent Samples Test

Variances

Levene's Testfor Equality of

t-test for Equality of Means

95% Confidence Interval ofthe
Mean Std. Error Difference
F Sig 1 df Sig. (2-tailed) Difference Difference Lower Upper
values Equal variances
assumed 4158 (n]=}:] -.092 [ 9249 -78125 8.45051 -21.45881 18.89641
Equal variances not - - - - - -
assumed -.092 3.068 832 -78125 8.45051 -27.33447 2577247

There was no statistically significant mean difference between the Advanced group’s

ungrammatical Unsplit use (M =22.66, SD =16.80, N =4) and the control group ungrammatical
Unsplit uses (M =23.44, SD=1.80, N =4), t(6) = -0.92, P =0.93.



