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國立政治大學英國語文學系博士班 
博士論文提要 

 

論文名稱：華語母語者使用英文動詞之研究：以中級及中高級寫作為例 

 

指導教授：尤雪瑛教授 

 

研究生：藍天佑 

 

論文提要內容： 

 

Schmitt (2000)指出語言學習和溝通的核心是詞彙。動詞在當中起著至關重

要的作用，因為動詞是描述句子的核心要素(Sakamoto & Walenski, 1998)。本研

究以中文為母語的英語學習者(Chinese EFL learners)經常碰到的一種錯誤為重

點—英語動詞在句子結構中的誤用。舉例來說，在例句“*Jimmy has disposed the 

garbage”中，不及物動詞“disposed”被錯誤地用作及物動詞，省略了介詞“of”。另

一錯誤範例展現在 S-V-O-OC結構，例如，學習者傾向於使用“*Jack punched my 

face”，而不是“Jack punched me on my face”。在此範例中，動詞錯誤地搭配了

S-V-O結構。 

基於觀察到的錯誤，本研究旨在調查(1)不同語言程度的中文為母語的英語

學習者對英語動詞的使用，以及(2)英語動詞使用中的常見錯誤和來源。語料來

源是基於英語學習者語料庫(LTTC-ELC)。搜索的關鍵字包括五類的動詞：及物

動詞、不完全及物動詞、授與動詞、不及物動詞、以及不完全不及物動詞，總共

挑出 50個動詞。語料分析中，同時使用了量化和質化方法。 
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本研究之量化分析顯示，學習者在使用英語動詞的整體正確率高。質化分

析顯示了學習者的三種主要錯誤類型，包括(1)過度使用 V-O結構，(2)在授與動

詞和帶補語的結構中錯誤地插入介詞，以及(3)錯誤地使用動詞作為補語。本研

究同時討論了錯誤的可能來源，並根據這些發現提供教學上的建議。 

 

 

 

關鍵詞: 中文為母語的英語學習者, 全民英檢, 英語學習者語料庫(LTTC-ELC),  

  動詞及物性, 動詞教學 
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Abstract 

 

Wilkins (1972) states in his famous saying that “without grammar, very little 

can be conveyed, without vocabulary nothing can be conveyed.” Schmitt (2000) also 

indicates that the center of language learning and communication is vocabulary. 

Among the categories of words in a language, verbs play a crucial role in the 

understanding of sentences, given their status as clausal heads, that is, the core 

element that describes the action of a sentence (Sakamoto & Walenski, 1998).  

Among all the parts of speech, however, the acquisition of verbs is the most 

difficult in almost every language (Huddleston, 1984). In particular, the acquisition of 

verbs of a second language is a challenge for EFL learners. The present study focuses 

on one commonly seen error of Chinese EFL learners—the misuse of English verbs in 

English sentence structures. A sentence written by a Chinese student best illustrates 

the case, “*Jimmy has disposed the garbage.” In the sentence, the preposition of the 

intransitive verb “of” is omitted. The intransitive verb “disposed” is mistakenly used 

as a transitive verb. Another type of errors lies in the S-V-O-OC sentence structure. 

For example, Chinese EFL learners tend to use “*Jack punched my face,” instead of 

“Jack punched me on my face.” In the example, the verb punch requires the 

S-V-O-OC structure, while the S-V-O structure is mistakenly used.  

Based on the observed errors, the present study aims to investigate (1) the use 

of English verbs by Chinese EFL learners at different language proficiency levels, and 

(2) the common errors in the use of English verbs. The data bank is based on the 

English Learners Corpus (LTTC-ELC) from the LTTC, since this study targets at 
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Chinese EFL learners and their actual use of verbs. LTTC-ELC contains language 

data from High-intermediate (HI) and Intermediate level (INT) test-takers in GEPT. 

The keywords for searching include a total of 50 target verbs across the five verb 

types: transitive, complex transitive, ditransitive, intransitive, and complex 

intransitive verbs. In the data analysis, both qualitative and quantitative methods are 

utilized. The qualitative method discovers the number of correct and incorrect cases 

of English verb use by the Chinese EFL learners. The qualitative analysis identifies 

the error types and the sources of errors.  

The quantitative findings show that the Chinese EFL learners generally 

demonstrate quite good performance in the use of English verbs. The qualitative 

findings indicate three major types of errors in English sentences by the Chinese EFL 

learners. The error types include (1) the overuse of the V-O construction, (2) the 

unnecessary insertion of prepositions in verb constructions with dative verbs and with 

complements, and (3) the wrong use of VPs as complements. The possible sources of 

the errors are discussed in the present study. Based on the findings, pedagogical 

implications are given to provide possible solutions for English verb learning and 

teaching. 

 

 

 

Keywords: Chinese EFL learners, GEPT, English Learners Corpus (LTTC-ELC),  

   Verb transitivity, Errors, Language transfer, Verb teaching 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Background 

Wilkins (1972) expresses in his famous saying that “without grammar, very 

little can be conveyed, without vocabulary nothing can be conveyed.” The same idea 

can be seen in Lewis’ (1993) “lexis is the core or heart of language.” All these show 

the importance of vocabulary in the mastering of a language. Schmitt (2000) also 

indicates that the center of language learning and communication is vocabulary. 

Vocabulary knowledge is necessary to achieve communicative competence either in 

the spoken or written form, and the lack of vocabulary knowledge may impede 

successful communication. 

Among the categories of words in a language, verbs play a crucial role in the 

understanding of sentences, given their status as the core that presents the major 

constituent of a proposition (Kamide & Mitchell, 1999; Sakamoto & Walenski, 1998). 

A proposition consists of two main parts, including a subject and a predicate. A 

subject is a noun (N) or noun phrase (NP) that performs the action or represents the 

existence of being, while a predicate modifies the subject. Verbs form the main part of 

the predicate in a sentence. Other components of a sentence, such as nouns, adjectives, 

and adverbs, are the arguments which serve to complete predicates. All these features 

make verbs the most crucial component in forming a sentence. Without verbs, we 

cannot even form a simple English sentence (Eppler & Ozón, 2013).  
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In terms of language learning, however, the learning of verbs is the most 

difficult among all the components of a sentence (Huddleston, 1984). Common errors 

in English verbs committed by Chinese EFL learners may be illustrated by the 

examples below. Firstly, Chan (2004) points out that the categorization of English 

verbs causes errors for language learners. A high percentage of the learners make 

errors in distinguishing transitive and intransitive verbs. The example can be seen in 

Example (1-1). 

(1-1)  *I like to listen music.  

In the example, the learner treats the verb listen as a transitive verb, and it is directly 

followed by the noun music. The second type of error in verb use is the subject-verb 

disagreement. Mohamed et al. (2004) examined grammatical errors by Chinese EFL 

learners. The result shows that the subject-verb disagreement is one of the commonly 

observed syntactic errors. For example, language learners would make errors in the 

agreement between a singular subject and the verb, and incorrectly form a sentence as 

in Example (1-2).  

(1-2)  *One of my friends like to cook Thai-food. 

When following a singular third-person subject, the verb like should end with the 

suffix -s. However, it is wrongly used in the root verb form. Thirdly, the errors in the 

choice of tense-aspect forms are also commonly made by language learners. Darus 

(2009) examines common errors in written English essays and finds that the use of 

English tense forms is one of the common errors made by Chinese EFL learners. The 

error can be seen in Example (1-3). 

(1-3)  *The maple leaves have fell in  early winter. 
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In the sentence, the past tense verb fell is incorrectly used in the present perfect tense, 

which actually takes the past participle fallen. Finally, a commonly-observed verb 

error includes the conjugation of irregular verbs. Naser (2017) states that irregular 

verbs in English do not follow the system of adding the suffix -d or -ed to the end of 

the verb. When learners use irregular past tense verbs in a sentence, they are likely to 

overgeneralize the regular rules, by adding -d or -ed on those irregular ones. For 

example, in Example (1-4), the irregular verb bring is used as a regular verb.  

(1-4)  *My father bringed me a book.   

Among the above-mentioned verb errors, the present study focuses on the first 

type of errors (i.e., transitive and intransitive verbs) by Chinese EFL learners. The 

primary reason is that the misuse of transitive verbs for intransitives, or vice versa, is 

frequently observed in Chinese EFL learners’ sentence writing. Chan (2004) also 

points out that the confusion in verb transitivity accounts for the highest percentage 

among negative syntactic transfers in translation works. However, this study 

examines the errors from another perspective. The verb and the argument structure 

that it takes in a sentence is the primary target. Examples (1-5), (1-6) and (1-7) best 

illustrate the cases that learners make errors in assigning arguments to a verb. In 

Example (1-5), the verb dispose wrongly takes the noun phrase the garbage as its 

direct object.  

(1-5)  *Jimmy has disposed the garbage.    

This is a commonly-observed transitivity error in which an intransitive verb is wrongly 

used as the transitive without the necessary preposition of. Similarly, in Example (1-6), 

the verb punch is wrongly used with a direct object as its argument.  

(1-6)  *Jack punched my face.     
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When expressing the strike of fist, the preposition on is required to introduce the 

object complement, as in “Jack punched me on my face.” However, Chinese EFL 

learners may treat punch as a transitive verb and the object complement my face takes 

over the role of object with the preposition omitted. The last example lies in the use of 

verbs with another verb phrase as its complement, as in Example (1-7). 

(1-7)  *I forgot take medicine.     

The verb forget requires an infinitive “to take” or a gerund “taking” as its complement 

to complete the meaning of the sentence. In the example, however, the verb forget 

takes another verb take in its base form as the complement. The co-occurrence of more 

than one verb in a sentence is common in Chinese, but it is not allowed in English 

grammar.  

For Chinese EFL learners, the differences between the first language (L1) and 

the second language (L2) is often a source of errors in language learning (Chan, 2004). 

Chinese EFL learners’ L1 may cause transitivity errors for verb use in English. One of 

the problems is that Chinese EFL learners tend to apply the pattern of a Chinese verb 

and its arguments to its English verb equivalent in a sentence. Errors occur when 

language users assign the Chinese verb pattern to the English equivalent which 

actually requires a different pattern in English. Take the erroneous sentence “*Jack 

punched my face” in Example (1-6) as an example. The sentence seems to be directly 

translated from Chinese, which is shown in Example (1-8).  

(1-8) ( 傑克 打 我的 臉   

 jiékè dǎ wǒde lián   

 Jack punch my face   

 “Jack punched me on my face.” 
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The Chinese verb dǎ (打) ‘to punch’ requires a subject and a direct object, which is 

realized in the VO (verb-object) verb pattern. This VO pattern, however, is transferred 

to the English verb “punch,” which actually takes a subject, an object and an object 

complement and is realized in the VOOc (verb-object-object complement) pattern. 

Another example comes from “*I forgot take medicine” in Example (1-7), and its 

Chinese-English translation can be seen in Example (1-9).  

(1-9) ( 我 忘記 吃藥 了   

 wǒ wàngjì chīyào  le   

 I forget take 

medicine 

past-tense 

marker 

  

 “I forgot to take medicine.” 

As mentioned, an English verb requires an infinitive “to V” or a gerund “V-ing” as its 

complement. However, in Chinese, a verb can take another verb phrase as its 

complement. In example (1-9), the verb chīyào (吃藥) ‘to take medicine’ acts as the 

complement for the main verb wàngjì (忘記) ‘to forget.’ Although Chinese wàngjì  

(忘記) and English forget both indicate the failure to remember, they require different 

syntactic patterns. It seems that the learner wrongly applies the Chinese verb pattern to 

the equivalent English verb.  

Transitivity errors are frequently observed in Chinese EFL learners’ writing. 

Most of the research states that the source of errors results from L1 interference. 

However, the process of how the errors occur and the problems that the learners may 

encounter in using English verbs are worth investigating. With a better understanding 

of the errors, teaching pedagogy can be provided. 
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Statement of the Purpose 

The aim of the present study is to investigate the use of verbs in English 

sentences. Different types of verbs are analyzed in the study. The verb types are 

defined according to the arguments a verb takes (Kim & Sells, 2007). The verb types 

of English and Chinese will be further discussed in Chapter 2. Motivated by the 

transitivity errors discussed earlier, the present study hopes to explore how Chinese 

EFL learners deal with different types of verbs when they write English sentences, and 

the difficulties the learners encounter. Furthermore, the present study also investigates 

differences between the performances of learners at different language proficiency 

levels. With the results, it is hoped that pedagogical implications that focus 

specifically on the use of verbs can be drawn from the present study. 

To fulfill the purpose, the present study uses the English Learners Corpus 

(LTTC-ELC) from the Language Training & Testing Center (LTTC). The LTTC-ELC 

collects language data of texts written by test-takers of General English Proficiency 

Test (GEPT). GEPT is a nation-wide language proficiency test that assesses test-takers’ 

overall language ability. The background of the test-takers is basically Chinese EFL 

learners. With the use of LTTC-ELC, the researcher collects learners’ sentences in 

their essays for further analysis. LTTC-ELC contains language data from 

High-intermediate (HI) and Intermediate (INT) level test-takers in GEPT. The content 

of data source includes a variety of topics covering the writing section since 2007. The 

size of LTTC-ELC includes a total amount of 12,779 writing samples. Detailed 

description of LTTC-ELC will be shown in Chapter 3. 
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Research Questions 

To respond to the purpose of the study regarding the use of verbs in English 

compositions, the following three research questions are formed: 

1. What are the numbers of correct and incorrect cases of English verb use by 

the GEPT test-takers? 

2. What are the common errors of English verbs committed by the Chinese 

EFL learners? And what are the sources of the errors? 

3. Are there differences between the performances of GEPT Intermediate level 

and High-intermediate level writers?  

 

The Significance of the Study 

This study investigates Chinese EFL learners’ use of English verbs with their 

argument structures, and the difficulties they face in their composition. First of all, the 

study of verbs is often subordinate to vocabulary instructions. Among the studies, verb 

transitivity is a significant but less touched one. Oftentimes, learners struggle with the 

selection of appropriate verbs with their arguments in a sentence. The study of verb 

transitivity by analyzing the verb and its core arguments can provide a more 

comprehensive view for verb constructions. It is apparent that the transitive and 

intransitive dichotomy in current grammar is not sufficient to depict the whole picture.  

Secondly, the analysis in this study can reveal the errors of verb use in the 

learners’ writing. It can also show particular verb types that are the most difficult for 

the Chinese EFL learners. Errors are a significant indicator for how language is 

learned and what strategies the learners are using in the learning process (Corder, 
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1967). The observed errors can help instructors and researchers identify sources of the 

errors. It is noted that the study of learner errors is not only to prevent the learners 

from making errors, but to help them communicate more effectively. The purpose can 

be achieved through the studies of the errors and their sources.  

The result is able to bridge the gap in present verb learning and teaching. The 

traditional instruction based on the distinction between transitive and intransitive 

features of verbs is not enough. It oversimplifies the nature of verbs and does not take 

the characteristics of the Chinese EFL learners’ L1 into account. A more suitable 

instruction specifically for verbs is needed, and it can be attained with the 

understanding of the nature of the learners’ use of verbs. 

 

Definition of Terms 

The definitions of the key terms in the present study are explained as follows: 

Argument 

An argument is an expression that is required by a verb in a sentence (Tesnière, 

1969). It helps complete the meaning of a predicate. Typical arguments of an 

English verb are nouns or noun phrases that take the role of the subject or object. 

They can also take the form of adjective phrases, or preposition phrases. In other 

languages, such as Chinese, the argument of a verb can also be verb phrases.  

Argument Structure 

An argument structure typically describes the number of arguments a verb takes, 

and indicates the syntactic and semantic relations between the arguments and the 

verb (Alsina, 2006). For example, the English verb “kick” requires two 
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arguments, a subject and an object, to construct a sentence. For example, in the 

sentence “Jack kicked the ball,” the subject Jack is in the sentence-initial 

position, and the object the ball follows the verb. The position of the arguments 

can be changed and demonstrated in the surface structure of a sentence. For 

instance, in the sentences “John ate an apple” and “The apple is eaten by John,” 

the structures are different. However, in these two sentences, the semantic roles 

of the arguments remain the same. John is the “agent” that does the action, while 

an apple is the “patient” that receives the action of eating.  

Verb Transitivity 

Transitivity is a grammatical feature of verbs that relates to whether a verb 

requires direct objects and the number of objects it takes (Halliday, 2004). If a 

verb takes a direct object, the verb is considered transitive. On the contrary, if a 

verb does not require a direct object, it is viewed as intransitive.  

Verb Construction 

The verb construction indicates the composition of a verb and its core arguments 

in a predicate. Different types of verbs are associated with different verb 

constructions. For example, a transitive verb requires a direct object (O) in the 

predicate. The verb and its object form the V-O construction. An intransitive 

verb does not require objects and thus forms the V construction. 

Chinese EFL Learners 

Chinese EFL learners refer to the EFL learners whose first language (L1) is 

Mandarin Chinese. The term EFL stands for English as a Foreign Language,  
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and refers to the environment in which English is not commonly used for 

communication outside of classrooms (Brown, 2001).  
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

This section reviews the literature on studies of English and Chinese verbs as a 

part of vocabulary learning and teaching. The whole section can be divided into four 

parts. The first part introduces the Chinese and English verb types and their argument 

structures. The second part discusses the source of errors for language learners, 

particularly in the use of verbs. The third part reviews studies on vocabulary 

knowledge in learning a language, and the knowledge that people should possess in 

order to say they truly know a word. It also introduces how vocabulary should be 

taught, including the principles, guidelines, and classroom practices. Specifically, the 

use of lexical chunks for vocabulary learning and instruction is reviewed. In the last 

part, studies on vocabulary instruction in Taiwan is discussed. In particular, 

vocabulary research and teaching approaches in Taiwan are reviewed in this part.  

 

Verb Types in English and Chinese 

This part reviews the verb types in English and Chinese, including the semantic 

and syntactic features of verbs in the two languages. The similarities and differences 

between the use of English and Chinese verbs are also included.  

 

English Verbs 

Generally speaking, English is categorized as an SVO (subject–verb–object) 

language, which means the subject (S) comes first in a sentence, followed by the verb  



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202001590

	

	 12	

(V) and then the object (O). An example of SVO order is in Example (2-1). 

(2-1) John ate an apple  

 subject verb article object  

In the sentence, John acts as the subject of the sentence, which is the noun that the 

following elements of the sentence are predicated of. The verb eat describes the 

action of the subject. The noun phrase an apple is the object that is governed by the 

action of the verb.   

Among all the elements in an English sentence, verbs perform the most crucial 

role in forming a sentence (Housen, 2002). According to Merriam-Webster 

Dictionary, a verb is defined as a part of speech that conveys physical actions, states 

of being, or occurrence in a proposition. These semantic characteristics are 

demonstrated in the classification of verbs in English. Vendler (1967) presents the 

semantic categorization of English verbs into four categories: activity, state, 

accomplishment, and achievement. Vendler’s classification is based on the aspectual 

properties of the verbs, which is characterized by the duration of time, the end point, 

or any changes. The classification is supported by Verkuyl (1989), Olsen (1994), 

Smith (1997), and Kearns (2000). The activity verbs denote actions or events. 

According to Biber (2003), an activity verb (or action verb) simply expresses physical 

actions of the subject. The activity verbs are basically related with our bodies, such as 

kick, eat, and write, which are opposed to state verbs. A typical example of an activity 

verb is “John kicked the ball.” In the example, the activity of kicking is passed from 

the subject John to the object the ball. On the other hand, a state verb (or stative verb) 

is related to the state of being, that is, our minds. A state verb regards our emotion 

(e.g., think, feel, and love), senses (e.g., see, hear, and taste), possession (e.g., have, 
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own, and possess), and states (e.g., am, seem, and exist). A typical example can be 

seen in “I feel happy,” in which the verb feel is followed by the emotion to describe 

the state of the subject. An accomplishment verb also describes activities but it leads 

to a terminal point, such as build, paint, and write. For example, the sentence “The 

man built a house” includes an accomplishment verb build. The verb build indicates 

constructing something by putting materials together over a period of time. Thus, it 

requires an interval of time and results in an accomplishment of the construction. 

Finally, an achievement verb describes activities that occur instantaneously, such as 

find, solve, and faint (Cowan, 2008). For instance, the achievement verb find in the 

sentence “He found a job” indicates the instant change of state from “jobless” 

to ”employed.”  

The characteristics of verbs also determine the semantic properties of the core 

arguments in a sentence (Fromkin et al., 2003). In specific, a verb assigns thematic 

roles to its subject and other core arguments in a sentence. These components are 

semantically related to the verb. For example, the activity verb kick requires a subject 

which does the action of kicking and an object which takes the action. The thematic 

role of the subject of the verb kick is the “agent,” while the object is the “theme.” 

Typical thematic roles include agent, theme, patient, instrument, experiencer, location, 

goal, source, possessor (Brinton, 2000). Their semantic properties are in Table 2.1. 

 

 

 

 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202001590

	

	 14	

Table 2.1 

Thematic Roles 

Thematic Role Description Example 

agent the “doer” of the action Jean cried. 

theme the person or thing that receives  

an action 

Jean kicked the ball. 

patient the thing that is affected by an action 

and changes its state 

Jean broke the window. 

instrument the means that is used to carry out  

an action 

Jean opened the door with a key. 

experiencer the one who experiences or perceives 

something 

Jean feels lonely. 

location the place in which an action occurs Jean put the key in the drawer. 

goal the place which an action is directed to Jean sent her grandmother  

a card.  

possessor the one who owns a thing Jean owns a big dog. 

Note. This table is adapted from Fromkin, Rodman, and Hyams (2003). 

Furthermore, the semantic characteristics of verbs also decide the number of 

arguments associated with the verbs (Fromkin et al., 2003; Arslan, 2018). According 

to Hopper and Thompson (1980), English verbs can be classified into five major 

categories, including transitive, complex transitive, ditransitive, intransitive, and 

complex intransitive verbs. These verbs are categorized according to the core 

argument they require (Quirk, et al., 1972 & 1985; Huddleston & Pullum, 2002 & 

2005). The core arguments controlled by a verbal predicate are related to verb valency, 

which determines the transitivity features of verbs (Dixon & Aikhenvald, 2000).1 

 
_____________________ 
1 Valency refers to the number of core arguments that is required by a verb (Dixon & Aikhenvald, 2000). 

Valency is related to verb types. For example, a transitive verb requires two core arguments, including a 

subject and a direct object, while an intransitive verb requires only the subject as its argument. 
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A transitive verb is a verb type that requires one direct object (O). For example, 

in the sentence “John kicked the ball,” the activity verb kick takes the noun phrase the 

ball as its O. Semantically speaking, the action of kicking is transferred from the 

agent John to the theme the ball. A complex transitive verb is a verb type that requires 

a direct object (O) and an object complement (OC). For example, the dynamic stative 

verb consider in the sentence “Jean considered herself very lucky” is a complex 

transitive verb, followed by the O herself and an adjective lucky as the OC. The 

function of the OC lucky is to complete the role of the O herself. In the example, the 

object herself is the experiencer that undergoes the perception of lucky expressed by 

the agent Jean. A ditransitive verb takes two objects—a direct object (O1) and an 

indirect object (O2), such as “John gave Mary a flower.” In the sentence, the noun 

phrase a flower acts as the O1 that receives the action of the activity verb give, while 

the O2 Mary acts as a recipient of the O1 a flower. The theme a flower is given to the 

goal Mary by the agent John. An intransitive verb is a verb type that does not need a 

direct object, such as the activity verb sleep in “John slept.” The verb sleep simply 

shows the action of resting of the agent John. The complex intransitive verb is a verb 

type that links the subject complement (SC) to the subject in a sentence. Take the 

sentence “Jean is upset” as an example. The copular verb is links the emotion of upset 

to the subject Jean. The subject Jean acts as the experiencer of the negative emotion. 

The combination of English verbs and their arguments forms the verb 

construction in a sentence. The five types of verbs are manifested in the five basic 

verb constructions in English (Stebbins, 2008). The combination of a transitive verb 

and its direct object forms the V-O construction. A complex transitive verb combines 
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with a direct object and an object complement to form the V-O-OC construction. A 

ditransitive verb and its direct and indirect objects form the V-O1-O2 construction. An 

intransitive verb does not require a direct object and solely forms the V construction. 

Lastly, a complex intransitive verb links the subject complement and forms the V-SC 

construction.  

 

Chinese Verbs 

Chinese, as English, is also classified as an SVO (subject–verb–object) 

language. The subject (S) comes first in a sentence, followed by the verb (V) and then 

the object (O) (Li & Thompson, 2008). A typical example can be seen in Example 

(2-2). 

(2-2) 約翰 喜歡 瑪麗    

 yuēhàn xǐhuān mǎlì    

 John like Mary    

 “John likes Mary.” 

In the sentence, the noun yuēhàn (約翰) ‘John’ acts as the subject, followed by the 

verb xǐhuān (喜歡) ‘to like’ and the object mǎlì (瑪麗) ‘Mary.’ Besides the syntactic 

structure, the semantic properties of the arguments are similar to that of English. In 

the example, the subject yuēhàn (約翰) acts as the “agent” that does the action of 

liking, while mǎlì (瑪麗) is the “theme” that receives the action. The function of verbs 

in a sentence has been studied extensively by researchers. Firstly, Teng (1974) 

classifies Chinese verbs into three major categories according to their semantic 

meaning, including action, state and process verbs. Action verbs in Chinese denote 

physical actions of the subject, such as tī (踢) ‘to kick,’ dǎ (打) ‘to hit,’ zhìzuò (製作) 
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‘to make.’ State verbs express a state of being that is in our mind, rather than actions. 

Examples of state verbs in Chinese include shì (是) ‘to be,’ zhīdào (知道) ‘to know,’ 

and ài (愛) ‘to love.’ Process verbs refer to the change of state of the subject, such as 

sǐ (死) ‘to die,’ pò (破) ‘to break,’ and chéngwéi (成為) ‘to become.’ Secondly, Tai 

(1984), based on Vendler’s (1967) categorization scheme, classifies Chinese verbs 

into three categories, including activity, state, and result. According to Tai, Chinese 

has basically the same types of verbs as English. The major difference lies in the 

result verbs. The result verbs state a clear result or a change of state. For example, the 

verb chīwán (吃完) ‘to finish eating’ shows the result of having a meal, and the verb 

xuéhuì (學會) ‘to learn’ indicates the change of state from ignorance to the acquisition 

of knowledge. Thirdly, Chu (1999) classifies Chinese verbs into two major classes: 

activity verbs and state verbs. The classification is based on both the semantic 

meaning and the syntactic features of a verb. The semantic meaning is similar to 

previous literature, in which activity verbs describe actions, while state verbs express 

the mental conditions. The syntactic features of a verb are the other key factor for 

Chu’s classification, which deals with the components required by the verb (Baker, 

1989). For example, a state verb, such as zhīdào (知道) ‘to know,’ does not take the 

imperative form of qǐng (請) ‘to please’ as in “*qǐng zhīdào (*please know).” Another 

feature is that the degree adverb hěn (很) ‘very’ modifies only state verbs but not 

activity verbs. For example, hěn (很) modifies the state verb gāoxìng (高興) ‘happy’ 

as in “hěn gāoxìng (very happy),” but it does not modify the activity verb gàosù (告

訴) ‘to tell’ as in “hěn gàosù (*very tell).”  
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The categorization of Chinese and English verbs shares a lot of similarities. 

Both languages possess action verbs denoting physical actions, and state verbs 

describing the static status of our mind. Furthermore, Teng’s classification of process 

verbs in Chinese basically corresponds to accomplishment and achievement verbs in 

English (Meisterernst, 2015). Tai’s result verbs are often used to describe events that 

are specified with accomplishment and achievement verbs (Li & Shirai, 2000).  

In terms of syntactic categorization, Chinese and English verbs have the same 

categories of verb classifications: transitive, complex transitive, ditransitive, 

intransitive, and complex intransitive verbs. These verb types are similar in Chinese 

and English in that they require the same number of core arguments in a sentence. 

The first type is the V-O construction, in which the transitive verb requires one direct 

objects (O). In Example (2-3), the Chinese verb chī (吃) ‘to eat’ takes pínguǒ (蘋果) 

‘apple’ as its direct object.  

(2-3) 瑪麗 吃 了 一個 蘋果  

 mǎlì chī le yìkē pínguǒ  

 Mary eat past-tense 

marker  

an apple  

 “Mary ate an apple.” 

The Chinese verb has corresponding construction as that of English. As in the 

corresponding semantic proposition “Mary ate an apple,” the English verb eat 

requires one O and forms the V-O construction. These two sentences express similar 

meaning and show similar syntactic behavior. 

The second type of sentence structures is the V-O-OC construction, in which 

the complex transitive verb requires both an O and an object complement (OC). In 

Example (2-4), the verb rènwéi (認為) ‘to consider’ is a complex transitive verb that 
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takes the OC cōngmíng (聰明) ‘smart’ as the complement for its O qiáozhì (喬治) 

‘George.’  

(2-4) 瑪麗 認為 喬治 很 聰明  

 mǎlì rènwéi qiáozhì hěn   cōngmíng  

 Mary consider George very smart  

 “Mary considers George very smart.” 

In English, the sentence “Mary considers George very smart” also includes a complex 

transitive verb consider that takes an O George and an OC very smart to complete the 

meaning of the O.  

The third type is the V-O1-O2 construction, in which the ditransitive verb 

requires two objects, a direct object (O1) and an indirect object (O2). In Example (2-5), 

The verb gěi (給) ‘to give’ is a ditransitive verb that takes two objects, in which shū 

(書) ‘book’ acts as the O1 and dàibǐ (黛比) ‘Debbie’ the O2.  

(2-5) 瑪麗 給 黛比 一本 書  

 mǎlì gěi dàibǐ yìběn shū  

 Mary give Debbie a book  

 “Mary gave Debbie a book.” 

English has the same expression as in “Mary gave Debbie a book,” in which the 

ditransitive verb give takes two objects, that is, a book as the O1 that receives the 

action and Debbie as the O2 that is presented with the O1.  

The fourth type is the V construction, in which the intransitive verb does not 

allow a direct object. In Example (2-6), the Chinese sentence and its corresponding 

English proposition include an intransitive Chinese verb dǎpèntìle (打噴嚏) ‘to 

sneeze’ and an English intransitive verb sneeze without an O. They simply show the 

action of sneezing of the subjects. 
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(2-6) 瑪麗 打噴嚏 了    

 mǎlì dǎpèntìle le    

 Mary sneeze past-tense 

marker 

   

 “Mary sneezed.” 

The fifth type is the V-SC construction, which includes a complex intransitive 

verb that connects a subject complement (SC) to the subject. In Example (2-7), the 

Chinese verb kànqǐlái (看起來) ‘to look’ connects the SC hěnhǎo (很好) ‘nice” to its 

subject. The verb kànqǐlái (看起來) does not describe actions transmitted from the 

subject to the object, rather it connects the SC hěnhǎo (很好) to the subject mǎlì  

(瑪麗).  

(2-7) 瑪麗 看起來 很好    

 mǎlì kànqǐlái hěnhǎo    

 Mary look nice    

 “Mary looks nice.” 

English also has the same expression with the same verb construction. In the 

corresponding proposition “Mary looks nice” of Example (2-7), the complex 

intransitive verb look connects the SC nice to the subject Mary.  

The above examples of the five verb constructions show that some of Chinese 

verbs have corresponding English verbs with the same verb constructions. They 

require the same core arguments in a sentence. However, verbs that share similar 

meaning in Chinese and English may not be associated with the same verb 

construction. Take the verb die as an example. The verb is categorized as an 

achievement verb according to Vendler’s classification (Botne, 2003), but its 

equivalent verb sǐ (死) ‘to die’ is viewed as a process verb in Teng (1974)’s 

classification. In terms of the verb construction, the English verb die is an intransitive 
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verb that takes the V construction as in “His parents died.” The verb does not require 

additional arguments to complete the meaning of the predicate. However, the Chinese 

verb sǐ (死) can take an object and form the V-O construction as in Example (2-8).  

(2-8) 他 死 了 父母   

 tā sǐ le fùmǔ   

 he die past-tense 

marker 

parents   

 “His parents died.” 

In the example, the verb sǐ (死) takes the object fùmǔ (父母) “parents” to complete its 

meaning. The example shows that the two language users perceive verbs in different 

ways. This phenomenon can be a major reason for Chinese EFL learners in making 

errors in English sentences. In learners’ data, the errors are commonly observed, such 

as “*arrive school on time,” and “*chat these things.” The verb arrive and chat are 

used transitively in the sentences. Chapter 4 will include detailed examples and 

discussion on this issue. 

 

Differences Between the Constructions of English and Chinese Verbs  

The differences between English and Chinese verbs are classified into three 

aspects in the present study. The first difference is the syntactic classification of 

sentences or basic unit structure of the two languages. The second difference is the 

serial verb construction (SVC), which is often found in the Chinese language but not 

in English. The third difference is at morphology level. Chinese has a particular verb 

compound structure, in which a verb is combined with other verbs or parts of speech 

to form a single Chinese verb. 
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In terms of syntactic classification, Mandarin Chinese and English share a lot of 

similarities. They are both classified as a subject–verb–object (SVO) language. 

However, English is generally considered as a subject-oriented language (Shibatani, 

1991). It requires the overt subject in each sentence, and strictly follows the ordering 

of subjects, verbs, and objects. When a sentence is formed, the topic that is predicated 

of needs to be in the subject position of the sentence. Following the subject, the verb 

and other arguments form a predicate that gives further information about the topic.  

According to Li and Thompson (2008), on the other hand, Chinese can be 

categorized as the topic-oriented language (or topic-prominent language), given the 

emphasis of the topic-comment structure in the Chinese language. The topic indicates 

the part of sentence that is being talked about, while the comment is what is being 

said about the topic. In the topic-comment structure, the topic is usually the subject 

and the comment is taken as the predicate in Chinese. According to Chao (1968, p.69), 

“the grammatical meaning of subject and predicate in a Chinese sentence is topic and 

comment, rather than actor and action.” The idea of topic and comment in Chinese is 

syntactically more important than that of subjects and objects in English (Xie, 1992). 

When expressing an idea in Chinese, the topic is typically in the sentence-initial 

position and followed by the comments. As in Example (2-9), sòngxiǎojiě (宋小姐) 

‘Miss Sung’ is the topic that is talked about in the Chinese sentence.  

(2-9) 宋小姐 我 認識    

 songxiǎojiě wǒ rènshi    

 Miss Sung I know    

 “I know Miss Sung.” 
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The comment that follows the topic is wǒ (我) ‘I’ and the verb rènshi (認識) ‘to 

know,’ but their syntactic roles in English are actually the subject and the verb. On the 

other hand, the topic sòngxiǎojiě (宋小姐) at the sentence-initial position is the 

syntactic object of the verb. From the example, we can see that the Chinese word 

order is not strictly determined by syntactic rules as does English. In Example (2-9), 

the topic sòngxiǎojiě (宋小姐) and the comment wǒrènshi (我認識) are connected 

semantically. With this feature, Mandarin is generally regarded as a semantically 

driven language (Han, 2019). Li and Thompson states that the concept of the subject 

is not clearly defined by Chinese syntactic structures. The word order is dominated 

mainly by semantic factors rather than grammatical functions. In this kind of situation, 

the object does not always come after the verb in the syntactic structure. This is 

probably one of the reasons that Chinese EFL learners are less aware of verb 

transitivity. Li and Luk (2017) also stress that the transitivity of Chinese verbs is less 

obvious than that of English verbs, due to the absence of fixed order of arguments for 

transitive and intransitive verbs in Chinese. 

The second distinctive feature of Chinese verbs is the serial verb construction 

(SVC). According to Li and Thompson (1981, p.594), SVC refers to a syntactic 

structure "that contains two or more verb phrases or clauses juxtaposed without any 

marker indicating what the relationship is between them." Tsao (1989) further 

emphasizes that the verbs in that are strung together in SVC need to be understood as 

having a shared subject. The example of SVC can be seen in Example (2-10). 
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(2-10)  我們 開會 討論 問題   

 wǒmen kāihuì tǎolùn wèntí   

 we hold a 

meeting 

discuss issue   

 “We held a meeting to discuss the issue.” 

In the sentence, two Chinese verbs kāihuì (開會) ‘to hold a meeting’ and tǎolùn (討論) 

‘to discuss’ co-occur in a single sentence, and they share the same subject wǒmen (我

們) ‘we.’ SVC is a structural characteristic that is frequently found in the Chinese 

language (Ma, 2017). SVC, however, are grammatically prohibited in English 

because English generally does not allow two or more verbs to be used together in a 

single clause. When expressing the action of having a discussion, as in the translation 

of Example (2-10), a to-infinitive verb is required in the English sentence. When 

forming English sentences, Chinese EFL learners are likely to transfer the SVC to 

English. The erroneous sentence “*I forgot take medicine” in Example (1-7) shows 

the case, in which two verbs forget and take co-occur in a single sentence.  

The third distinguishable feature of Chinese language is that a Chinese verb can 

form a verb compound with other arguments. Li and Thompson (1981) give the 

definition of a compound by “We may consider as compounds all polysyllabic units 

that have certain properties of single words and that can be analyzed into two or more 

meaningful elements, or morphemes (p.46).” Syntactically, Fabb (1998) and Zhang 

(2009) give similar definition that a Chinese compound is a word consisting of two or 

more Chinese characters. A typical example of verb compound is dúshū (讀書) ‘to 

study.’ The verb dúshū (讀書) consists of two elements dú (讀) ‘to study’ and shū (書) 

‘book,’ which are two concepts in English. However, according to Tai (1989), the 
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verb dúshū (讀書) is semantically inseparable. The two elements form one idea of 

studying in Chinese.  

There are many types of verbal compounds in Chinese based on the constituent 

a verb is associated with (Tang, 1988). Firstly, a Chinese verb is able to combine with 

other verbs to form a verb compound (Li & Thompson, 1981). The verb compounds 

can be classified into two types: the resultative verb compounds and the parallel verb 

compounds. The resultative verb compound contains two constituents, in which the 

second constituent shows the result of the action done by the first one. For example, 

the verb dǎpò (打破) ‘to break’ in Example (2-11) corresponds to a single verb break 

in English, but there are two constituents in the Chinese verb dǎpò (打破), which are 

dǎ (打) ‘to hit’ and pò (破) ‘to break.’ These two verbs are combined to form a 

resultative verb compound.  

(2-11)  瑪麗 打破 了 花瓶   

 mǎlì dǎpò le huāpíng   

 Mary break past-tense 

marker 

vase   

 “Mary broke the vase.” 

On the other hand, the parallel verb compound consists of two verbs that either have 

synonymous meaning or similar predicative functions. As in Example (2-12), the verb 

xuǎnzé (選擇) ‘to choose’ is a compound verb that consists of two constituents xuǎn 

(選) ‘to choose’ and zé (擇) ‘to select.’ These two verbs form a compound expressing 

the idea of picking out something from two or more alternatives as the English verb 

choose.  
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(2-12)  瑪麗 選擇 了 孩子   

 mǎlì xuǎnzé le háizǐ   

 Mary choose past-tense 

marker 

children   

 “Mary chose children.” 

In addition to the verb-verb compound, Chinese verbs also form a verbal 

compound with nouns. The first one is the subject-predicate compound, in which a 

noun is combined with a verb to form a compound. In this type of compound, the first 

constituent, the noun, acts the subject of the second verbal constituent. In Example 

(2-13), the verb compound tóutòng (頭痛) ‘head-aching’ is composed of two 

elements tóu (頭) ‘head’ and tòng (痛) ‘to ache.’  

(2-13)  瑪麗 時常 頭痛    

 mǎlì shícháng tóutòng    

 Mary often head-aching    

 “Mary often has a headache.” 

The subject-predicate compounds often act as verbs in Chinese, and some of them 

bring idiomatic meanings. Most of the subject-predicate compounds in Chinese are 

adjectival verbs (Li & Thompson, 1981). They are predicate adjectives that function 

as verbs and replace the verb in a sentence (Christensen, 2011). The other type of 

verbal compound that combines a Chinese verb with a noun is the verb-object 

compound. According to Li and Thompson (1989), a verb-object compound is the 

formation that consists of a verb and its direct object. Li and Thompson uses gémìng 

(革命) ‘to revolt’ as the typical example to explain the features of the verb-object 

compound. In the verb-object compound, at least one of the constituents in the 

compound is a bound morpheme that appears only as a part of the compound. Bound 

morphemes are grammatical elements that cannot occur as independent words, such 
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as -tion, -ed, and -ing in English, which is on contrary to free morphemes that can 

stand alone as independent words, such as car, dog, and man (Rowe & Levine, 2009). 

In Li and Thompson’s example of gémìng (革命) in Example (2-14), the verb gé (革) 

is a bound morpheme combined with the other morpheme mìng (命).  

(2-14)  人民 正在 革命    

 rénmín zhèngzài gémìng    

 people are revolt    

 “People are revolting.” 

On the other hand, the meaning of the compound is not the composition of the 

constituents. The compound of gé (革) and mìng (命) elicits idiomatic meanings, in 

which these two characters together indicate the overthrow of a government or 

authority with force, which corresponds to the verb revolutionize in English. Finally, 

the constituents in the verb-object compound is fundamentally inseparable. In the 

compound of gémìng (革命), no other morphemes can be added between the 

characters.  

The Chinese compound verb structures may be one of the sources for learners’ 

errors in English sentences. For example, a significant feature for the verb-object 

compound is that their underlying structure consists of a verb and a direct object, but 

they together function as an intransitive verb (Li & Thompson, 2008). This 

phenomenon may cause confusion for Chinese EFL learners. Chapter 4 will present 

detailed discussion on these problems. 
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Learner Errors and Language Transfer 

In the study of errors of Chinese EFL learners, the Chinese Learner English 

Corpus (CLEC) provides one of the largest data banks (Yeh, 2013). CLEC collects 

language data from English written texts by Chinese EFL learners. It categorizes the 

learners into 5 levels, including ST2 (senior high school students), ST3 (non-English 

majors in the first or second year), ST4 (non-English majors in the third or fourth 

year), ST5 (English majors in the first or second year), and ST6 (English majors in the 

third or fourth year) (Gui & Yang, 2003). All of the collected data are parsed, with 

learners’ errors tagged within the corpus. CLEC collects more than one million words 

from Chinese EFL learners to form its data base. 

Gui and Yang (2003), the builder of CLEC, categorize verb errors into nine 

types based on their frequency. These error types including tenses, subject-verb 

agreements, verb transitivity, fixed expressions, voices, finite verbs, infinitives, 

modals, and tones. Among these errors, the verb transitivity is the major focus in the 

present study. The errors in the verb transitivity is mainly related to the confusion 

between the use of transitive and intransitive verbs, lack of a preposition for the 

intransitive verb uses, and the use of wrong prepositions. The difference between the 

use of transitive and intransitive verbs in Chinese and English may result in the errors. 

One prominent problem is that Chinese transitive and intransitive verbs do not 

completely correspond to those in English, and vice versa (Gui & Yang, 2003; Wen, 

2014). 

In the analysis of second language learners’ errors, Brown (2007) indicates four 

types of error sources, including interlingual transfer, intralingual transfer, false 
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context of learning, and misuse of communication strategies. Lado (1957), in terms of 

interlingual transfer, mentions that language learners tend to transfer both forms and 

meanings of their first language (L1) to the target language (TL). It is believed that 

second language acquisition (SLA) is largely influenced by the L1 of learners (Ellis, 

1985). Ellis (1994, p.95) further defines interlingual transfer as “the application of 

native language rules in attempted performance in a foreign language, which may 

result in deviations from target language norms and facilitate foreign language 

acquisition in some cases.” When it comes to verb use, Kellerman (1987, p.42) 

indicates “there are enormous quantities of evidence for the influence of the L1 on 

interlanguage (IL) when it comes to lexis.” When EFL language learners use verbs to 

form sentences in English, the interlingual differences between the learners’ L1 and 

the TL can become the vital source of errors. One of the prominent reasons is that 

Chinese EFL learners often believe that each Chinese word has an equivalent in 

English (Shi, 2015). The observed errors “*Jimmy has disposed the garbage” may 

have shown the tendency. The intransitive English verb disposed has a corresponding 

Chinese verb diūqì (丟棄) ‘to dispose’ but it is used transitively in Chinese. Another 

common error can be seen in “*I closed the light.” The error results from the fact that 

the English verb close can be translated into guānbì (關閉) ‘to close/turn off’ in 

Chinese, which is applicable for both the meanings of “close” and ”turn off” in 

Chinese and is thus wrongly used in the example.  

The above-mentioned errors may result from negative L1 transfers, in which 

the learners directly translate Chinese equivalents to English (Huo, 2014). Dulay and 

Krashen (1982) specifically define the negative syntactic transfer of the learners’ L1 
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into that of the TL as the language interference. Brown (2007) states that the essence 

of language interference is that “a previous item is incorrectly transferred or 

incorrectly associated with an item to be learned” (p.102). In terms of verb use, many 

factors may cause L1 interference. One of the factors is the learners’ use of 

word-for-word translation (Yang, Ma, & Cao, 2013). The word-for-word translation 

may sometimes form grammatically acceptable but semantically unacceptable 

sentences. This may cause errors in the word choice, such as using the verb close to 

replace turn off in the erroneous example “*I closed the light.” Learners also make 

errors in choosing proper collocations consisting of a target verb. One reason is that 

when learners construct a sentence in English, they often come up with an L1 verb 

and find an equivalent English word, without distinguishing the semantic differences 

(Yang, Ma, & Cao, 2013). Farghal and Obiedat (1995) also find that learners often 

rely on simplification strategies, such as L1 equivalence, synonyms, avoidance, and 

paraphrasing, when they cannot find correct arguments that collocate with the target 

verb. 

Secondly, the intralingual transfer refers to the negative transfer within the TL. 

Generally, the transfer comes from the application of syntactic rules within the TL 

(Richards, 1971; Brown, 2007). Richard (1971) classifies causes of intralingual errors 

into four categories, which include overgeneralization, ignorance of rule restrictions, 

incomplete application of rules, and false concept hypothesized. In terms of 

overgeneralization, for example, learners may create errors by extending the regular 

past tense verb ending -ed to irregular past tense verb as shown in “*She goed to New 

York last year,” instead of “She went to New York last year.” The next type is the 
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ignorance of rule restriction, which refers to the learners’ failure to utilize the existing 

TL structures or rule restrictions. For example, in the sentence “*My brother made me 

to do it,” the causative verb make is supposed to take the base form of a verb, but it 

wrongly takes an infinitive in the example. The incomplete application of rules occurs 

when learners use relatively simple rules to replace complex structures in order to 

achieve communication. The example can be seen in the use of “How to do it?” 

instead of “How should I do it?” to ask for help. Lastly, the false concept 

hypothesized indicates the wrong derivation of language rules, leading to the false 

hypothesis. For example, some language learners falsely assume that “is, am, are” are 

the present tense markers, and form an erroneous sentence such as “*The student is 

talk to his teacher.” 

Martin (1984) suggests that vocabulary instruction via mere synonyms and 

glosses in the TL may sometimes lead to improper usage of words. Language learners 

may view the target word and it synonymous words as equivalent. When a target 

word is used in a sentence, the learners may wrongly believe that the target word and 

the synonyms serve as interchangeable alternatives and thus ignore their subtle 

differences. An example can be seen in the use of verb discuss from Chinese EFL 

learners. According to Core-corner (2016), Chinese learners often wrongly use the 

verb discuss as in Example (2-15).  

(2-15)  *We will discuss about the issue.  

In the sentence, the verb discuss is used intransitively with a preposition about 

positioned before the object, but it is actually a transitive verb that takes a direct 

object in English. The error may come from the confusion between the verb discuss 
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and its synonymous verb talk (about). These two verbs share the meaning of speaking 

so as to give information or express ideas. However, the Chinese EFL learners may 

regard these two verbs interchangeable and ignore the differences that the verb 

discuss is a transitive verb but talk is used intransitively. According to James (1998), 

this phenomenon may result from the false analogy, which occurs when the learners 

“wrongly assumes that item B behaves like A” (p.185). In specific, when learners 

have difficulties expressing a target word, they often adopt synonyms or 

near-synonyms as its substitution. Other substitutions may include the use of 

antonyms and hypernyms. The use of antonyms to express the target verb can be seen 

in the use of “not fall” to replace “rise,” while the use of hypernyms is shown in the 

use of “look” to express “view.” 

Thirdly, the errors the learners make may result from the false context like 

learning materials or teaching practice (Brown, 2007). In the L2 classroom, learning 

materials or textbooks are the main source of language input. These materials 

influence the teaching contents and classroom activities and tasks (Davison, 1976; 

Hutchinson & Torres, 1994; Byrd, 2001). James (1998) mentions that teaching 

materials may contrarily be the source that causes learner errors. For example, Liu 

(2014) examines the English textbook in Taiwan regarding verb complements in a 

sentence. She analyzes two popular textbooks as materials and finds that the treatment 

of verb transitivity is less desired. The verbs with different transitivity features, 

including transitive and intransitive, are not provided with enough examples for 

explanation. It may give the learners incomplete information about the target verb and 

cause errors.  
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Finally, the misuse of communication strategies indicates the selection of 

improper strategies under the communication situation so that the conveyance of 

meaning is impeded. Communication strategies are used by the learners to overcome 

communication impediments caused by the lack of language knowledge (Ellis, 2003). 

For example, when a language learner does not have adequate knowledge of a target 

word, he/she may choose a substitute word to replace the target word. In Brown’s 

(2007) example, the language learner somehow uses the noun road in “*I lost my 

road” instead of way in the sentence. The substitution is inappropriate in the sentence, 

although road and way share common meanings in some contexts.  

One thing to note is that an error can result from more than one single factor 

(James, 1998). Take “*We will discuss about the issue” in Example (2-15) as an 

example. Apart from the intralingual transfer as discussed, the interlingual transfer 

may also be the source of error. The unnecessary insertion of the preposition about 

may also result from the L1 transfer of Chinese, as in Example (2-16). 

(2-16)  *We will discuss about the issue.  

 我們 會 討論 關於 這 主題  

 wǒmen huì tǎolùn guānyú zhè zhǔtí  

 “We will discuss the issue.”  

In the example, the error can result from the direct translation of Chinese. Each of the 

arguments in the English sentence can find a corresponding word in Chinese. The 

Chinese verb tǎolùn (討論) ‘to discuss’ can be used intransitively with the preposition 

guānyú (關於) ‘about’ inserted before the object. The learner may insert the 

preposition “about” in the English sentence as what he/she does in Chinese. 
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Brown’s four types of errors provide a comprehensive explanation of the 

sources of learners’ errors, but this study mainly covers the first two types of errors. 

The primary reason is that present study targets at the Chinese EFL learners’ sentence 

writing. The language data is analyzed in terms of their syntactic structures. The result 

may show the interlingual interference between two languages, and the intralingual 

transfer within a language. The data do not present the teaching context and the 

communication strategies that learners use. 

 

Vocabulary Instruction 

     The first part of this section discusses the knowledge of vocabulary, that is, what 

it means to really know a word. The methods for vocabulary learning and teaching are 

discussed in the second section. The last part reviews the lexical approach and how it 

can facilitate vocabulary learning and teaching. 

Knowledge of Vocabulary 

In recent decades, researchers and educators have started to realize the crucial 

role of vocabulary in acquiring a language (Cameron, 2001). Schmitt (2000) 

emphasizes that “lexical knowledge is central to communicative competence and to 

the acquisition of a second language.” Vocabulary carries the meaning to be conveyed 

between speakers/writers and listeners/readers. With better knowledge of vocabulary, 

language learners can express their ideas more freely and clearly. Learners with 

limited knowledge of vocabulary often face difficulties in understanding information 

provided (Meara, 1980; Nation, 1990). 
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According to Nation (2001), knowledge of vocabulary can be basically 

categorized in three aspects, including form, meaning, and use. Together, these three 

aspects form the triangle of vocabulary knowledge. In the form aspect, Richards 

(1976) describes that knowing a word means knowing the basic form of the word and 

its variations. For example, kicking, kicked, kicks are the variation of the base form 

kick. These variations are words with inflectional morphemes, such as -ing, -ed, and -s, 

which serve grammatical functions and they do not change the basic meaning of a 

word (Rowe & Levine, 2006). In the similar way with Richards’ concept, Nation 

(2001) gives more details concerning knowledge of a word, which involves its 

pronunciation, spelling, and word parts of the prefix, suffix, and root that make up the 

whole word. 

In the meaning aspects, knowing a word means knowing the core meaning of 

the word and the variety of different or related meanings for the word in different 

contexts (Richards, 1976). Anderson and Freebody (1981) describe the knowledge of 

vocabulary meaning by two levels. The first one is the breadth of knowledge, which 

means the quantity of words that a person knows for their core meanings. According 

to Shen (2008), vocabulary breadth typically refers to the number of words that a 

learner has at least general knowledge about. Simply to say, it indicates a learner’s 

vocabulary size, or how many words a learner recognizes. The second one is the 

depth of learning a word, which is related to the quality for understanding a word. 

According to Qian (1999), the depth of vocabulary knowledge covers components 

such as meaning, register, and frequency. It shows that a person has a complete 

understanding of a word when the word conveys different meanings in different 
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contexts. To be more specific, the meaning of a word includes the concept and the 

reference it refers to, and the association that people have when they think about a 

specific word or expression (Nation, 2001).  

In the use aspect, knowing a word implies knowing its various functions and 

constraints under different circumstances (Richards, 1976). In particular, the use of a 

word involves the knowledge of grammatical functions, formality, and frequency 

(Nation, 2001). Firstly, according to Richards (1976), our knowledge of a word is not 

simply its meaning stored in our mind, but they are associated with specific 

grammatical or structural features. For example, the factitive verbs, such as make, 

create, build, compose, and fabricate, indicate the resulting condition of a new object 

caused by the action of the verb, and those verbs can only be used transitively but not 

intransitively. Secondly, language formality is related to the constraints of word 

choice in different situations. Language formality is the rules of convention that is 

related to our language registers or styles (Heylighen & Dewaele, 2002). Thornbury 

(2005) also states that language formality is the language registers or styles that need 

to adjust according to distinct situations. For example, people would adjust their 

vocabulary according to the demands of situation, such as the difference between 

informal greeting “Hey, David” and formal greeting “Good morning, Mr. Jones.” 

Finally, when it comes to the frequency of language use, speakers need to have the 

knowledge that some words occur more frequently while certain words are rarely 

found in authentic communication. For example, the word “spinster” is used in some 

legal and religious context, but it is no longer used in daily English communication to 

mean “an unmarried woman.” 
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Methods of Teaching and Learning Vocabulary  

Verbs are one major type of content words, in addition to nouns, adjectives, and 

adverbs. Furthermore, as mentioned, verb learning is also considered particularly 

difficult for language learners (Huddleston, 1984). Given the importance of verbs, the 

teaching of verbs is what constitutes a major part of vocabulary teaching. According 

to Brown (2001), vocabulary teaching aims to help learners increase the size of 

vocabulary in specific ways. In order to achieve the goal, the teaching of vocabulary 

has mainly focused on the three essential aspects of vocabulary knowledge, that is, 

form, meaning, and use. In terms of vocabulary forms, Cross (1991) suggests 

introducing vocabulary forms at the beginning stage, including spelling, inflections, 

and derivations of the word. In the classroom practice, Carter (1987) indicates that 

vocabulary needs to be taught to fulfill both comprehension and production purposes. 

Norris and Ortega (2000) demonstrates the advantage of explicit vocabulary 

instruction, which has long-term effect on language learners. Furthermore, Hulstijn 

(2005) and Schmitt (2008) indicate that the learners’ mere exposure to target 

vocabulary does not guarantee complete comprehension. Instructors should provide 

learners with sufficient vocabulary input and opportunities for practicing output. On 

the other hand, Nation (2011) proposes that the role of word frequency should be the 

primary concern for determining the teaching sequence. High-frequency vocabulary 

should be focused at the beginning stage. Honeyfield (1977) states that word 

frequency is a crucial criterion for choosing vocabulary for language learning and 

teaching. Other factors, such as familiarity, coverage, and availability of vocabulary, 

are supplementary to the word frequency. At the same time, vocabulary difficulty and 
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learners’ needs should be taken into consideration in a classroom. In terms of 

classroom techniques, Brewster, Ellis, and Girard (1992) advocates the use of 

authentic materials, visual aids, and demonstration to show the meaning of words. 

The aim is for helping learners remember better. Another technique includes the use 

of illustrations and pictures, which serve the purpose of connecting students’ prior 

knowledge to new ones. 

In the meaning aspects, Carter (1987) stresses that vocabulary learning and 

teaching require constant reference to core words, which are the most basic or simple 

words in a language system. With the advance of learners’ language ability, more 

vocabulary instruction for associated meanings could be focused, such as collocations, 

polysemy, synonymy and antonymy. Furthermore, when learners encounter new 

words, they are encouraged to develop strategies in order to retain the meaning of 

words. Vocabulary-learning strategies, such as memorizing and guessing strategies, 

need to be instructed at the early stages (Nation, 2001). Other strategies may include 

the use of dictionaries, guessing word meanings from context, making inferences 

from the word forms, and connecting to synonyms (Cook, 2001). In the classroom, 

instructors can use contrast techniques to facilitate vocabulary learning. The idea is 

that certain words are easier to be explained and learned by contrasting it with their 

opposite words. For instance, since the word "good" is contrasted with the word 

"bad," it is easier for learners to expand their vocabulary size by learning them 

together. Another technique may include the enumeration technique. This includes a 

collection of all items related to a specific topic. For example, the collection of shirts, 
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sweaters, and pants are able to make the topic “clothes” clear (Brewster, Ellis, & 

Girard, 1992). 

In the aspect of vocabulary use, vocabulary teaching needs to consider the 

linguistic context and appropriateness under various communicative circumstances 

(Nation, 2011). According to McCarthy (1984), vocabulary learning includes not only 

the retention of words but also the ability to use them in a wide range of language 

contexts. Inadequate language skills can cause communication problems for language 

learners, and the key element for overcoming these difficulties is to help students 

know the use of words to cope with social tasks (Daller & Xue, 2009; Hu, 2010). In 

the vocabulary learning and teaching, two concepts are often adopted and compared, 

that is, intentional and incidental learning (Brown, 2007). Intentional vocabulary 

learning refers to “any activity aiming at committing lexical information to memory” 

(Robinson, 2001, p.271). On the contrary, incidental learning refers to the learning 

through exposure of actual language use that occurs without planning (Schugurensky, 

2000). Brown (2001) supports the idea that the better way for learners to learn new 

words is encountering the words within the context. Thus, when the teaching 

materials and techniques are presented in the classroom practice, it is crucial to 

provide learners with opportunities for contextual use of the vocabulary (Nation, 

2001). In the classroom, for instance, learners are encouraged to learn new words 

together within contexts. Teachers can create learning contexts for learners to practice 

the use of vocabulary in different social circumstances (Gu, 2003). 
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Lexical Approach 

Lexical approach, developed by Michael Lewis in the 1990s, is a language 

teaching method which primary focuses on lexical chunks (Brown, 2007). According 

to Lewis (1993, p.34), the key principle of the lexical approach is that “language 

consists of grammaticalized lexis, not lexicalized grammar.” In this approach, the 

building blocks of language learning are multi-word combinations, rather than 

grammatical structures and single words (Racine, 2018). By definition, chunks are 

lexical bundles that are stored and retrieved as a single concept, such as “do the 

laundry,” “make a promise,” and "can you tell me the way to …?" (Biber et al., 2004). 

The use of chunks can reduce the burden of language processing and improve 

language output, because it is more efficient to memorize and recall a chunk of 

language as one piece of information (Schmitt, 2000). Racine (2018) also stresses that 

the ability to recall language chunks is crucial for fluent speech production. In the 

present study, with the focus on verb use, the verb phases are the target of vocabulary 

teaching. 

In terms of vocabulary learning, research shows that lexical chunks are 

beneficial to increase the students’ vocabulary learning efficiency and vocabulary 

retention (Pereyra, 2015). Lewis (1993) prioritizes chunks in the course design and 

classroom instruction. Classroom practices often include the following four types: 

awareness raising, text chunking, memory enhancing, and retelling (Racine, 2018). 

The awareness-raising activities aim to raise students' awareness of lexical chunks, 

including explicit and implicit ways (Thornbury, 1997). One example of explicit 

awareness-raising activities is the highlight of chunks in a reading text, where 
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teachers highlight the target chunks that are present in reading materials for learners’ 

awareness. On the other hand, the implicit activities may include the teachers’ 

reformulation of a student's writing with target chunks. The learners are able to 

compare their own writing with the teacher’s correction and discover language chunks. 

In terms of text chunking, Boers and Lindstromber (2009) mentions that learners are 

asked to highlight word strings that they consider to be chunks. Their answers are 

subsequently compared with the teacher, peers, or dictionaries. In memory enhancing 

activities, learners are trained to memorize a multiword unit, such as thinking about 

its spelling, pronunciation, meaning, and any other associations with it (Boers & 

Lindstromber, 2009). Finally, in the retelling activities, learners retell or summarize 

their learning and intentionally use the target chunks for the description. 

When it comes to verbs, Lewis (1993) stresses the importance of collocations 

including a verb and other arguments that frequently co-occur in the text, such as 

“play basketball,” and “give me a hand.” Through the learning of these verb chunks, 

learners can consolidate their knowledge of using the target verb with its collocated 

arguments. This is crucial for language learners because, as mentioned, verbs form the 

main part of the predicate in a sentence, and their arguments take the role of 

completing its meaning (Eppler & Ozón, 2013). Together they form the building 

block of a sentence. In addition, the idea of using chunks is especially beneficial for 

the awareness of verb constructions in the present study. For example, the chunk 

“play basketball” contains the verb play and its direct object basketball, which forms 

the V-O construction. On the other hand, the verb give in “give me a hand” is 
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followed by two Os me and a hand, which forms the V-O1-O2 construction. When a 

verb and its arguments are viewed as a chunk, the chance of errors may be reduced. 

 

Researching and Teaching English Vocabulary in Taiwan 

In Taiwan, studies in vocabulary instruction basically center on two aspects: 

vocabulary-learning strategies, and innovative teaching methods. In terms of 

vocabulary-learning strategies, researchers in Taiwan mainly explore the effects of 

vocabulary learning strategy instruction (VLSI) on Taiwanese learners’ English 

vocabulary development. According to Stoffer (1995), VLSI includes three aspects: 

memory strategies, mental strategies, and teaching strategies. The memory strategies 

are related with storing newly learned vocabulary in the memory and retrieving them 

when needed (Oxford, 1990). In the classroom practice, for example, Chen (2005) 

utilizes visual and auditory supports, and transliteration methods to facilitate memory 

retention. Chang (2012) uses similar sounding words and images for vocabulary 

learning and memorizing. Mental strategies include assistance with learners’ 

emotional requirements, such as strategies for self-motivation, and strategies for 

overcoming anxiety. For example, Jiang (2001) shows that the use of VLSI increases 

learners’ interests in learning English words. Teaching strategies are ways that 

instructors use to promote the effectiveness of vocabulary learning, such as the use of 

authentic language, storytelling, and role play. Yeh (2007) examines the effect of 

phonics, analogy, and rehearsal methods in the teaching of vocabulary. The result 

shows that all of the methods are superior to traditional vocabulary teaching in word 

recognition and basic reading and spelling skills. These studies believed that 
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vocabulary instruction should not only focus on target words, but should also equip 

Taiwanese learners with strategies necessary for expanding their vocabulary 

knowledge. 

On the other hand, researchers are also interested in examining the effect of 

innovative teaching approaches for vocabulary teaching. These approaches mainly 

utilize computer aids in order to enhance students’ vocabulary learning, for example, 

the application of tablet PCs in classroom (Fok, 2008), the use of Youtube video-aids 

(Yen, 2012), electronic dictionaries (Sun, 2012), storybook reading (Li, 2014), and 

interactive electronic whiteboards (Ni, 2016). These studies compared the learning 

outcome of control groups and experimental groups to examine the effect of computer 

aids for vocabulary instruction. The results were proved contributive to a positive 

learning attitude of the students in the experimental groups, leading to a prominent 

vocabulary growth than the control groups. 

Generally speaking, vocabulary instruction in Taiwan aims to facilitate learners’ 

vocabulary-learning outcome, including vocabulary size, memory retention of 

vocabulary, the use of strategies, and the learning attitude. It is undeniable that these 

factors are critical in the success of learning a language. However, as previously 

discussed, little research focuses on how to teach verbs specifically, despite their 

pivotal role in a sentence and the difficulties that Chinese EFL learners encounter in 

using them.  
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

 

As previously addressed in the research questions, the present study attempts to 

achieve two main purposes. The first purpose is to explore how Chinese EFL learners 

at different language proficiency levels use verbs in English writing. The second 

purpose is to discover the common errors in the use of English verbs for the learners. 

To achieve the purposes, the present study targets at fifty verbs across the five verb 

types found in the data of Chinese EFL learners’ writing samples in the General 

English Proficiency Test (GEPT). The data are retrieved from the English Learners 

Corpus (LTTC-ELC) established by the Language Training and Testing Center 

(LTTC). The test-takers are divided into two groups based on their levels in GEPT to 

see the use of the target verbs in each group. In the data analysis, both quantitative 

and qualitative approaches are adopted in the present study. The learners’ errors are 

sorted and their frequencies counted. The erroneous samples are further analyzed and 

categorized into error types by using qualitative methods. 

 

Data Bank 

The present study utilizes the English Learner Corpus (LTTC-ELC) from the 

Language Training and Testing Center (LTTC) in Taiwan. It has been established for 

more than ten years since 2007. LTTC-ELC consists of language data produced by 

Taiwanese learners who take the General English Proficiency Test (GEPT), which is a 

language proficiency examination developed by the LTTC and commissioned by the 
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Ministry of Education of Taiwan. There are currently four levels of the GEPT being 

implemented: Elementary, Intermediate, High-intermediate, and Advanced levels.  

LTTC-ELC includes the English written text of Taiwanese learners who 

participated in the tests of the Intermediate (INT) and the High-intermediate (HI) 

levels of GEPT. These two tests are held two times per year. Both levels of tests 

include Chinese-English translation and guided writing. LTTC-ELC includes only the 

articles from guided writing as its data base. It has collected writings on six topics 

from the guided writing of the GEPT intermediate level, including nearsighted, idol, 

exotic food, helping others, invention, and music. There are totally 8,394 writing 

samples collected from the intermediate level. On the other hand, LTTC-ELC has 

collected five topics from the guided writing of the GEPT high-intermediate level, 

including topics on high education, instant messaging, nonprofit organizations, 

international perspectives, and punishment and rewarding. In the GEPT 

high-intermediate level, 4,385 writing samples are collected. The size of LTTC-ELC 

is approximately 2,097,730 words.  

The present study collects data from test-takers who successfully passed the test. 

According to LTTC, test-takers who pass the INT level of GEPT have basic English 

skills to communicate about topics in daily life. The INT level of GEPT corresponds 

to B1 level of CEFR standard (Common European Framework of Reference for 

Languages). The B1 level of CEFR indicates the ability to understand the gist of 

matters that learners regularly encounter in daily lives, such as in work, school, and 

leisure time. The learners can also deal with most situations in travel. Furthermore, 

the learners have the ability to produce basic sentences on their familiar or interested 
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topics, and describe experiences and events, dreams, hopes and ambitions, and briefly 

provide reasons and explanations (University of Cambridge, 2011). On the other hand, 

test-takers who pass the HI level of GEPT have a generally effective command of 

English and are able to communicate in a broader range of topics. The HI level of 

GEPT corresponds to B2 level of CEFR standard. The B2 level of CEFR indicates the 

ability to grasp the gist of complex text on both concrete and abstract topics, including 

technical discussions in their professional field. Learners are also able to interact with 

native speakers with a degree of fluency and spontaneity, and produce clear and 

detailed text on a variety of subjects.  

LTTC-ELC is adopted in the present study because the collected data are from 

Chinese EFL learners in Taiwan. In terms of the INT level, more than 95% percent of 

the participants have never lived in English-speaking countries. The background of 

the INT participants consists of 90% of school students. The education background 

includes senior high school (59.6%), junior high school (12.4%), university in Taiwan 

(10.7%), and others (17.3%). Similarly, the participants of the HI level consist of 

mostly Chinese EFL learners. Almost 87% percent of the participants have never 

lived in English-speaking countries. Among the participants who have experience of 

staying in English-speaking countries, around 10% of them stay less than 2 years. At 

the HI level, school students account for 79.7% of all the participants. The education 

background consists of senior high school (43.3%), university in Taiwan (36.4%), 

graduate school in Taiwan (5.7%), and others (14.6%).  

In the keyword search, LTTC-ELC is able to show the use of target words in 

context (see Figure 3.1). Take the verb “affect” as an example. The keyword search 
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shows the use of “affect” in sentences written by the test-takers. The sample result is 

shown in Figure 3.2. 

 
Figure 3.1. The Keyword Search of LTTC-ELC 

 
Figure 3.2. The Query of the Verb Affect 

Furthermore, LTTC-ELC is able to select the target levels of participants. It helps the 

present study collect data from test-takers at the INT and HI levels, and conduct 

further comparison between the two groups. LTTC-ELC also provides part of speech 

(POS) tags, so the researcher can key in a verb and show the use of verbs in the 

test-takers’ writing. With these features, LTTC-ELC is able to serve the research 

purposes to examine the verb use in English written by the Chinese EFL learners.  
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Target Words Selection 

The target words for analysis include a total of 50 verbs across the five verb 

categories of transitive, complex transitive, ditransitive, intransitive, and complex 

intransitive verbs. Ten verbs are selected for each verb category. In selecting the 

target words, the present research refers to two data banks. The first data bank is the 

English Reference Word List (ERWL) from the College Entrance Examination Center 

(CEEC).2 The second bank is the Corpus of Contemporary American English 

(COCA). Firstly, ERWL includes the most frequently used vocabulary for Taiwanese 

learners (Zheng et al., 2002). The sources of word choice can be categorized into 

three types: (1) English textbooks for junior high schools and senior high schools in 

Taiwan, (2) textbooks in elementary schools in America, and (3) vocabulary lists 

from English-speaking countries, and countries that share similar EFL background 

with Taiwan. ERWL selects the high-frequency words from these sources to construct 

its word list.  

ERWL further divides the selected words into six levels of frequency. It is 

assumed that the less frequently used words are more difficult. Two dictionaries are 

used as the references for verifying the grading of ERWL: Cobuild English 

Dictionary (1995), and Cobuild English Dictionary for Advanced Learners (2001). 

These two dictionaries are among the first corpus-based dictionaries. The vocabulary 

included in these two dictionaries is based on The Bank of English corpus, including a  

 

_____________________ 
2 The English Reference Word List (ERWL) is released in 2002 (Zheng et al., 2002). ERWL is 

provided for reference purposes in the English tests of the college entrance examination in Taiwan. 
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total number of approximately 400,000,000 words. Word frequency is the major 

concern for the design of these two dictionaries. The words in these two dictionaries 

are categorized into six levels, from the most commonly-used English vocabulary to 

the vocabulary merely for recognition. 

Among the six levels of the ERWL, the present study selects the target verbs 

from the 1st level to the 4th level. The word collection process starts at the 3rd level and 

4th level. These two levels are selected first because they are of appropriate degree of 

difficulties, and are defined to meet average senior high students’ needs. All the verbs 

in these two levels are collected with a total number of 759 verbs, including 415 verbs 

in the 3rd level and 344 in the 4th level.  

The second data bank is the Corpus of Contemporary American English 

(COCA). COCA is a large corpus of English, which contains more than 560 million 

words of American English (Davies, 2018). The texts come from both spoken and 

written sources, such as TV and radio programs, books, magazines, newspapers, and 

academic journals. COCA is representative for the North American usage of English 

(Newman & Duncan, 2019).  

The present study utilizes the frequency list from COCA.3 The list displays the 

frequency of top 5,000 verbs that are used in American English. The order of the list 

is from the most-frequently-used word to the least-frequently-used word. All of the 

759 verbs gathered in the first data bank ERWL are further compared with the 

frequency list from COCA. This step is conducted because ERWL categorizes words  

 

_____________________ 
3 The COCA frequency list is retrieved November 15, 2019, from https://www.wordfrequency.info/ 
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into levels, but it does not show the frequency of each word in each level. In addition, 

LTTC-ELC does not provide a frequency list of all the verbs used by the test-takers. 

After the comparison, the frequency of each target verb is manually marked according 

to the frequency list. For example, the verb “contract” is ranked 2,402 in the 

frequency list, while “achieve“ in 2,559, although they are both in the 3rd level of 

ERWL. The 759 verbs are reordered according to their frequency. The reorder of the 

verbs allows the researcher to discover what verbs are most frequently used in ERWL. 

After that, the query of the verbs starts in the same order as they appear in the 

frequency list. 

After the sorting process, all of the 759 verbs are queried one-by-one by the 

LTTC-ELC keyword search to examine if it yields enough tokens for further analysis. 

Each target verb needs to have at least one hundred sentences for further analysis. For 

example, when the verb “abandon” in the 4th level of ERWL is put in the keyword 

search, it yields only 23 tokens, and it will be discarded. The procedure is conducted 

for both INT and HI groups. If a verb does not have more than 100 tokens of 

sentences in either group, the verb is also discarded.  

After the query process, only 17 among the 759 verbs meet the requirements, 

with 15 verbs from the 3rd level, and 2 verbs from the 4th level of the ERWL. Since 

the 3rd and 4th levels do not provide enough target verbs after the query process, the 

same selection process is conducted for the 1st and the 2nd levels of ERWL. There are 

totally 828 verbs including 432 verbs in the 1st level and 396 verbs in the 2nd level. 

After the second search, 24 verbs are selected from the 1st and 9 verbs from the 2nd 
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levels of ERWL. The total of 50 selected target verbs are shown in the verb list (see 

Appendixes A-D).  

 

Sentence Collection 

The fifty target verbs across the five verb categories are queried by the 

LTTC-ELC keyword search to collect the sentences written by the EFL learner 

writers of the GEPT. In the sentence collection process, only the sentences containing 

verbs with the core meaning are collected for analysis. One word may have a core 

meaning with other peripheral meanings, and these different semantic meanings may 

belong to different verb categories. This study chooses the core meaning of a verb and 

decides its verb category according to the core meaning and use. According to 

Schmitt (2000, p.27), core meaning refers to “the most common meaning shared by 

members of a society.” In other words, the core meaning indicates the basic meaning 

of a word. The present study refers to the Oxford English Dictionary (OED) to find 

the most commonly-used meaning of a word.4 For example, the verb “stand” has the 

core meaning “to maintain an upright position” as in the sentence “The baby can 

stand now.” The secondary meaning of the verb is “to withstand an experience or test” 

as in  

 

_____________________ 
4 The Oxford English Dictionary (OED) is adopted in the present study as the reference. The purpose 

for using OED is to evaluate how the target English verbs are used in sentence structures, which would 

serve as the norm to evaluate the learners’ use of verbs. The OED is published by the Oxford 

University Press and attempts to describe how a word is commonly used. Christenberry (2012) 
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indicates that the OED offers comprehensive information of English words, including etymology, shift 

in meanings, history, and pronunciation of around 600,000 words.  

“She cannot stand her husband anymore,” which will not be included in our data. The 

verb “stand” with the core meaning is used intransitively and thus requires the V 

construction, but for the secondary meaning, the verb takes the V-O construction. 

The present study focuses on the core meaning of the target verbs, and thus 

some uses of verbs are not included. Take the verb break as an example. According to 

OED, the verb break has the core meaning of causing something to separate into 

pieces. For example, in the sentence "John broke the window," John is the subject that 

does the action of breaking to the object the window. However, the verb break can 

also mean that something separates into pieces due to a shock, blow, or strain, such as 

“The window broke.” In these two examples, the syntactic structures are changed, but 

the semantic role of the arguments remains the same. In the sentence "John broke the 

window," the object the window takes the thematic role “patient” that is affected by 

the “agent” John. In the second example “The window broke,” the object the window 

is moved to the subject position, but it takes the role “patient” with the “agent” 

unspecified. The present study investigates the syntactic forms that realize the core 

meaning, and the second type of use is not included. 

In searching LTTC-ELC, verb conjugations are included. For example, in the 

query of the verb “discuss,” the sentences containing forms of discuss, discusses, 

discussed, and discussing are all included in the present study. The query begins with 

verb roots, followed by the verb of third person singular form, past form, past 

participle form, and present participle form. The purpose for including verb 

conjugation is to collect a sufficient number of sentences for analysis.  
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Because LTTC-ELC does not have a sampling function, the researcher 

conducts the sampling manually for the collected sentences. The purpose of the 

sampling is to avoid the concentration of target verbs by a particular writer. The 

interval of sampling is every third sentence of the search results. For example, the 15 

tokens of sentences of a target verb in the INT group are collected with the 

sequencing the 1st, 4th, 7th, 10th, and so on. The example is shown in Figure 3.3. 

 

Figure 3.3. The Sampling of Target Sentences 

Each target verb collects 15 tokens of sentences for further analysis. The same 

sampling process is conducted for the HI group, with one target verb collecting 15 

tokens of sentences. There are fifty target verbs, each having 15 sentences from the 

INT group and another 15 from the HI group. The total sentence number is 1,500 with 

750 sentences for each level. The data of test-takers of the two levels are separated in 

order to analyze the overall use of target verbs and the use of verbs at different levels.  
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Data Analysis 

In the analysis, the sentences written by the EFL learner writers are examined 

against the standard usage in the OED. The test-takers’ data are recorded using Table 

of Distribution of Overall Correct Verb Use (see Table 3.1) and Table of Distribution 

of Overall Incorrect Verb Use (see Table 3.2). In Table 3.1, the columns show the 

correct use of verbs by the writer at the HI and INT levels. The five rows show the 

five verb constructions, including transitive, complex transitive, ditransitive, 

intransitive, and complex intransitive verbs. In total, 750 sentences of 50 verbs with 

15 sentences for each verb are analyzed for each level of the test-takers. The raw 

number of the correct use of target verbs are recorded and converted to percentage for 

further comparison across verb constructions and between groups.  

Table 3.1 

Distribution of Overall Correct Verb Use  
Groups 

Verb Constructions 

High-intermediate Level  Intermediate Level  Total  

Number Percentage Number Percentage Number Percentage 

1st Transitive: V-O       

2nd Complex Transitive: V-O-OC        

3rd Ditransitive: V-O1-O2       

4th Intransitive: V       

5th Complex Intransitive: V-SC       

Total       

The result of Table 3.1 indicates the overall correct use of target verbs. It shows how 

well the learners master the target verbs. The table also shows the highest to the 

lowest correct rate among the five verb constructions. The comparison of the correct 

verb use between the HI and INT groups can also be conducted. 
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If a target verb is used wrongly, the frequencies are recorded in Table 3.2. 

Similar to Table 3.1, the columns of the table indicate the performances of the 

test-takers at HI and INT levels. The rows indicate the numbers of incorrect use of 

verbs of the five constructions by the test-takers. For example, the sample number 15 

in Table 3.2 indicates that the keyword search for the transitive verb of the V-O 

construction finds 15 error tokens for the HI group. The number is recorded at the 

intersectional cell of “Transitive: V-O” under the constructions of errors and the 

group of “High-intermediate Level.” The errors of each group and the total number of 

errors are further converted to percentage for comparison across verb constructions 

and between HI and INT groups.   

Table 3.2 

Distribution of Overall Incorrect Verb Use  
Groups 

Constructions of Errors  

High-intermediate Level  Intermediate Level  Total  

Number Percentage Number Percentage Number Percentage 

1st Transitive: V-O 15 %     

2nd Complex Transitive: V-O-OC        

3rd Ditransitive: V-O1-O2       

4th Intransitive: V       

5th Complex Intransitive: V-SC       

Total       

Table 3.2 exhibits the overall incorrect use of the target verbs. It shows how the 

learners perform in using the five types of verbs. The result can also show the 

incorrect rate of one single verb construction in the overall incorrect use. The 

incorrect use between the HI and INT groups can also be compared. 

     After all of the errors are collected, the distribution of incorrect use of each verb 

construction is recorded in tables of Distribution of Incorrect Use. Table 3.3 is an 
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example of the Distribution of Incorrect Use of Transitive Verbs. The rows indicate 

how transitive verbs are wrongly used by taking other types of verb constructions. 

The columns of the table show the performances of the test-takers at HI and INT 

levels. For example, when a number of 15 is marked in the row of the “Intransitive: V” 

in Table 3.3, the number indicates that 15 sentences of the transitive verb by INT 

level writers are wrongly used as an intransitive verb by taking the V construction. 

After data analysis, completed Table 3.3 will reveal how transitive verbs are wrongly 

replaced by other verb types. The number will then be converted into percentage for 

further comparison among different verb constructions and between groups. The 

result for the test-takers at the two levels are compared in the columns to see if 

proficiency level has any impact on the use of verbs. The same process is conducted 

for the other four verb categories in different tables.  

Table 3.3 

Distribution of Incorrect Use of Transitive Verbs 
Groups 

Constructions of Errors  

High-intermediate Level  Intermediate Level  Total  

Number Percentage Number Percentage Number Percentage 

1st Transitive: V-O       

2nd Complex Transitive: V-O-OC        

3rd Ditransitive: V-O1-O2       

4th Intransitive: V   15 %   

5th Complex Intransitive: V-SC       

Total       

Following the quantitative analysis, a qualitative analysis is conducted. All the 

erroneous sentences collected from LTTC-ELC are analyzed. Major errors of each 

type of verb constructions will be analyzed. For example, in the verb construction 

with higher frequency of errors like the V-O-OC construction, the researcher will 
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investigate how this verb construction is wrongly used or replaced by some other verb 

constructions incorrectly. After the presentation of error types, the explanation of the 

possible sources will also be offered. In the analysis of the sources, this study refers to 

Brown’s (2007) error sources, including the interlingual transfer between the two 

language systems, and the intralingual transfer within the target language.   

The whole procedure of the analysis procedure is shown in Figure 3.4. 

 

Figure 3.4. The Flow Chart of Analysis Procedure 

 

Deciding Data Bank
• Using LTTC-ELC

Selecting 50 Target Verbs
• Using ERWL
• Using frequency list of COCA
• Ensuring enough tokens in LTTC-ELC

Collecting 1,500 Sentences
• Putting target verbs to query
• Considering core meaning of the target verbs
• Picking samples from every third sentence of 

the result

Data Analysis
• Quantitative analysis 

(coding correct and incorrect verb use)
• Qualitative analysis

(identifying error types and sources of errors)
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Coding Process 

To ensure the coding validity, the researcher invites another rater to analyze the 

data collected from LTTC-ELC. The rater is a lecturer in a university in central 

Taiwan and has English teaching experience for more than ten years at all age levels. 

In this study, the rater analyzes the gathered data along with the researcher. During 

the analysis process, they rate independently. 

Before the coding process, the researcher gives the introduction of the purpose 

of the present study, the nature of the data bank LTTC-ELC, and the criteria for the 

researcher to collect the 1,500 target sentences by the two levels of test-takers. In the 

process, firstly, the researcher and rater examine all the target verbs in the sentences 

one by one to make sure they are all of the core meaning. Secondly, they read through 

the sentences to find out the incorrect use of the target verbs. The use of verb is 

analyzed against the standard usage in the OED to verify the correctness. After 

erroneous sentence are spotted, the researcher and the rater need to agree upon the 

correct verb constructions. Take the erroneous sentence “*My hobby is listening 

music” as an example. According to OED, the intransitive verb listen belongs to the V 

construction, and the correct form is “My hobby is listening to music.” But it is 

wrongly used by taking a V-O construction in the example. If there is discrepancy 

between the analysis, the researcher and rater provide reasons for their judgement, 

discuss with each other, and consult OED to reach consensus. All of the 1,500 

sentences are examined through the same process and coded accordingly. Finally, the 

data analysis and coding are accomplished through the cooperation of the rater and 

the researcher.  
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

 

Chapter 4 includes the quantitative and qualitative analyses of the present study. 

The quantitative part covers the distribution of both correct and incorrect verb uses 

across the five verb constructions. The qualitative part discusses the use of target 

verbs in the sentence samples, including the errors that the Chinese EFL learners 

make, and the possible source of errors. The last part shows major findings of the 

analysis of verb errors.  

 

Analysis of the Five Verb Constructions 

The target words for analysis include a total of 50 verbs across five major verb 

constructions. Each verb construction includes ten verbs, and each target verb has 15 

tokens of sentences for the INT group and 15 tokens for the HI group. The number of 

sentences for the analysis is 750 for each level. The present study includes a total of 

1,500 tokens of sentence for the two proficiency levels. According to Table 4.1, there 

are totally 1,333 tokens of correct use out of 1,500 tokens of examples. The overall 

correct rate is 88.9%. The number indicates that the language learners have a 

generally effective command of English.  
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Table 4.1  

Distribution of Overall Correct Verb Use  
Groups 

Verb Constructions 

High-intermediate Level  Intermediate Level  Total  

Number Percentage Number Percentage Number Percentage 

1st Transitive: V-O 135  90 128  85.3 263 87.7 

2nd Complex Transitive: V-O-OC  128  85.3 121 80.7 249 83 

3rd Ditransitive: V-O1-O2 136 90.7 132 88 268 89.3 

4th Intransitive: V 135 90 139  92.7 274 91.3 

5th Complex Intransitive: V-SC 138 92 141 94 279 93 

Total 672 89.6 661 88.1 1333 88.9 

Note. The total number is 750 for each group.  

In the result, the HI group (89.6%) showed slightly higher correct rate than the 

INT group (88.1%). The difference is not statistically significant between the two 

levels of language learners. Furthermore, the result shows a close distribution among 

the five categories with regard to the number of correct verb use. The highest correct 

rate falls on the SC constructions (93%), while the lowest correct rate is on the 

V-O-OC construction (83%).  

 

Errors in Verb Use 

In terms of incorrect use of target verbs, there are totally 167 erroneous tokens 

out of 1,500 examples, that is, the overall incorrect rate is 11.1%. The low incorrect 

rate of verb use may result from the data collection process. In the process, most of 

the target verbs center on the 1st and 2nd levels of ERWL (English Reference Word 

List), and the collection of target verb use is restricted to their core meaning. Since 

these target verbs are more familiar to learners, they are less likely to commit errors 

of usage. Table 4.2 shows the distribution of overall incorrect usages of the target 

verbs. 
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Table 4.2  

Distribution of Overall Incorrect Verb Use  
Groups 

Constructions of Errors 

High-intermediate Level  Intermediate Level  Total  

Number Percentage Number Percentage Number Percentage 

1st Transitive: V-O 15  19.2 22  24.7 37 22.1 

2nd Complex Transitive: V-O-OC  22 28.2 29 32.6 51 30.5 

3rd Ditransitive: V-O1-O2 14 18 18 20.2 32 19.2 

4th Intransitive: V 15 19.2 11 12.4 26 15.6 

5th Complex Intransitive: V-SC 12 15.4 9 10.1 21 12.6 

Total 78 100 89 100 167 100 

As shown in Table 4.2, the INT group (n = 89) shows slightly higher number of 

incorrect use than the HI group (n = 78). In terms of the distribution of incorrect verb 

use, the V-O-OC construction accounts for the highest proportion of incorrect use 

(30.5%) among the five verb constructions, followed by V-O construction (22.1%), 

V-O1-O2 construction (19.2%), V construction (15.6%), and V-SC construction 

(12.6%). Each of the construction of errors will be further discussed in the subsequent 

sections. 

 

V-O Construction 

The V-O construction features a type of verb phrase (VP) that involves a 

transitive verb and a direct object (O). The transitive verb in the V-O construction 

expresses an action and is followed by an O that receives the action of the verb. For 

example, in the sentence “My sister cleaned her room,” the transitive verb clean 

expresses the action of making something free of mess and the NP her room is the O 

that receive the action.  
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Table 4.3 shows the incorrect use of the V-O construction. The first column of 

the table shows the erroneous forms of the V-O construction. In the data, the target 

verbs with the V-O construction are wrongly used by the learners when they adopt the 

V, V-O1-O2, or V-O-OC constructions for the V-O type. As shown in the data, the 

INT group (n = 22) make more errors than that of the HI group (n = 15), but the two 

groups demonstrate similar error patterns. For example, in both groups, most of the 

V-O construction are wrongly replaced by the V construction. This type of errors 

accounts for 78.4% erroneous cases. 

Table 4.3 

Distribution of Incorrect Use of V-O Construction 
Groups 

Constructions of Errors 

High-intermediate Level  Intermediate Level  Total  

Number Percentage Number Percentage Number Percentage 

1st Intransitive: V 14 93 15 68.2 29 78.4 

2nd Ditransitive: V-O1-O2 1 7 6 27.3 7 18.9 

3rd Complex Transitive: V-O-OC  0 0 1 4.5 1 2.7 

4th Transitive: V-O 0 0 0 0 0 0 

5th Complex Intransitive: V-SC 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Total 15 100 22 100 37 100 

In specific, the errors of the V-O construction can be classified into three 

categories. The first type of errors features the misuse of transitive verbs as 

intransitive verbs with the omission of Os. The second type of errors is the insertion 

of preposition between the verb and the O. The third type of the error is that verbs in 

the V-O construction are wrongly used by adopting the V-O1-O2 construction.  

Examples (4-1), (4-2) and (4-3) demonstrate common errors of the first type by 

the EFL learners. 
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(4-1) * Therefore, illegal things can reduce.5 

(4-2) * If they wanted to be rich, the early education affect a lot. 

(4-3) *I think that his good personality lead him to achieve. 

In Example (4-1), the verb reduce is mistakenly used as an intransitive verb. 

According to Oxford English Dictionary (OED), the core meaning of the verb reduce 

indicates making something smaller or less in amount, degree, or size. It is 

categorized as a transitive verb that requires an O. For example, in the sentence “He is 

trying to reduce expenses,” the verb reduce expresses the action of reduction, and the 

following O expenses is the recipient of the action.6 However, in Example (4-1), the 

verb reduce is misused as an intransitive verb with the obligatory O omitted. 

Although there are some cases that the verb reduce can be used intransitively without 

an O, the subject of the verb is more related to numbers or amounts, such as costs, 

rates, and prices. The example can be seen in “Due to widespread market demands, 

the costs have been reduced.” In Example (4-1), however, the subject illegal things 

does not belong to the type of subjects that go with the intransitive reduce. Similar 

transitivity errors are also observed in Examples (4-2) and (4-3), in which the 

transitive verbs affect and achieve are both used wrongly. These two verbs are used 

intransitively when the O is omitted in the sentences. 

The errors in the use of V-O construction may relate to the transitivity features 

of the Chinese EFL learners’ L1. As mentioned, the transitivity of Chinese verbs is  

 

_____________________ 
5 The present analysis focuses on the target verbs, which is underlined in each of the examples. Other 

mistakes in the examples are ignored. 
6 The examples of correct use in the present analysis come from the Oxford English Dictionary (OED). 
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relatively less significant than that of English verbs. In the V-O construction, a large 

portion of errors center on the use of intransitive verbs of the V construction to 

replace the transitive verbs. The Chinese EFL learners may have applied Chinese verb 

constructions to the English verbs. The learners are unaware that verbs with 

semantically similar meanings in two languages may actually require different VP 

structures. For example, the English verb reduce has a corresponding verb jiánshǎo 

(減少) ‘to reduce’ in Chinese, as in Example (4-4). 

(4-4) 能源 逐漸 減少    

 néngyuán zhújiàn jiánshǎo    

 energy gradually reduce     

 “Energy gradually reduces.” 

When expressing an action done by the subject, the English verb reduce requires an O, 

but its equivalent verbs jiánshǎo (減少) in Chinese is relatively more flexible in use. 

The verb is commonly used as an intransitive verb without an O. As in Example (4-4), 

the verb jiánshǎo (減少) is used as an intransitive verb with the O omitted. The 

explanation also accounts for the erroneous use of affect in Example (4-2) and achieve 

in Example (4-3). The first type of errors accounts for approximately 30% of the total 

errors in the V-O construction. In this type of errors, the HI and INT groups show 

similar error rates in their writing.  

The second type of errors is the insertion of preposition between the verb and 

the O in the V-O construction. Examples (4-5) and (4-6) demonstrate this type of 

errors. 

(4-5) *I think Taiwan's reporters don't mention about global news. 

(4-6) *I appreciate to that great experience. 
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In Example (4-5), the preposition about is mistakenly inserted between the verb 

mention and the O global news. The verb mention is classified as a transitive verb, 

indicating a reference to someone or something without giving much information. For 

example, in the sentence “Did you mention this to the boss?” the verb mention is 

followed by the O this. However, it is misused as an intransitive verb in Example (4-5) 

with a preposition inserted between the verb and its O. Example (4-6) shows a similar 

error, in which the transitive verb appreciate is used intransitively where the 

preposition to is inserted between the verb and its O. 

The errors in Examples (4-5) and (4-6) show that the learners have difficulties 

differentiating between verbs that require an O and verbs that take a preposition 

before the O. The learners’ L1 may also play a role in inducing such errors. Certain 

Chinese verbs have similar meanings as the English verbs, but they have different 

transitivity features. Take the Chinese verb tíjí (提及) ‘to mention’ as an example in 

Example (4-7). 

(4-7) 來賓 提及 關於 教育 的 議題 

 láibīn tíjí guānyú jiàoyù de yìtí 

 guest mention about  education of issue 

 “The guest mentioned the issue of education.” 

The Chinese verb tíjí (提及) has similar meaning to the verb mention, but it can be 

used intransitively by inserting a preposition guānyú (關於) ‘about’ between the verb 

and the O. It is likely that the Chinese EFL leaners apply the Chinese verb 

constructions to the English verbs and thus errors occur. The second type of the errors 

make up around 50% of errors in the use of verbs of the V-O construction. Both the 

HI and INT groups show less control in this type of verbs. The result shows that 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202001590

	

	 66	

determining the transitivity of verbs (i.e., transitive or intransitive) in English may be 

problematic for Chinese learners regardless of their language proficiency. 

The third type of the error shows that the learner writers wrongly adopt the 

V-O1-O2 construction for the verbs of V-O construction. Examples (4-8) and (4-9) 

indicate that the transitive verb educate is used with the V-O1-O2 construction by the 

learners.  

(4-8) *We will educate some science knowledge to the children there. 

(4-9) *The earlier we educate children the correct concepts about money, the 

better they will manage it in the future. 

The verb educate refers to teach or to train somebody especially in school. It is used 

as a transitive verb, for example, “An educator must first educate himself.” However, 

in Example (4-8), the verb educate is used in the V-O1-O2 construction. The verb 

educate is followed by an O1 some science knowledge and an O2 the children with a 

preposition to connecting two objects. In Example (4-9), the verb educate is followed 

by the O2 children and the O1 the correct concepts.  

This type of errors may result from the deficiency in syntactic knowledge of a 

verb. It is likely that the learners mixed up the verb educate with its synonymous 

word teach. These two verbs share similarities in meaning, but they have different 

syntactical behaviors. By definition, the verb teach is to show or explain to someone 

how to do something, which is closely related with the verb educate. While, the verb 

teach can be used as a ditransitive verb, educate is a transitive verb. The result shows 

that intralingual errors resulting from faulty or incomplete learning of a second 

language may occur during the writing process (Richards, 1973; Brown, 2007; Gass 

& Selinker, 2008). 
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On the other hand, the learners’ L1 may also be a factor for EFL learners to 

make errors in this case. The English verb educate has an equivalent verb jiàoyù (教

育) ‘to educate’ in Chinese. Nevertheless, the verb jiàoyù (教育) can take both V-O 

and V-O1-O2 constructions in Chinese. The example can be seen in the following 

Examples (4-10) and (4-11). 

(4-10)  父母 應該 教育 他們的 孩子  

 fùmǔ yīnggāi jiàoyù tāmende háizi  

 parents should educate their child  

 “Parents should educate their children.” 

(4-11)  父母 應該 教育 下一代 正確的 觀念 

 fùmǔ yīnggāi jiàoyù xiàyīdài zhèngquède guānniàn 

 parents should educate next generation correct idea 

 “Parents should educate the next generation with correct ideas.” 

In Example (4-10), the verb jiàoyù (教育) is a transitive verb that takes the following 

NP tāmendeháizi (他們的孩子) as its O and forms the V-O construction. On the other 

hand, Example (4-11) shows that jiàoyù (教育) can also be used as a ditransitive verb 

in the V-O1-O2 construction. The verb jiàoyù (教育) takes xiàyīdài (下一代) as its O2 

and zhèngquède guānniàn (正確的觀念) the O1. The flexibility of the Chinese verb 

jiàoyù (教育) may cause problems for the learners. Unlike the previous two error 

types, the result indicates that synonymous verbs with different syntactic features can 

be a great challenge to learners. The third type of errors accounts for around 20% of 

the total errors in the V-O construction. In this type of errors, the INT group show 

relatively less control than the HI group does.  
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V-O-OC Construction 

The second category of English verbs is the V-O-OC construction. In English 

grammar, a verb in the V-O-OC construction requires both a direct object (O) and an 

object complement (OC). The function of an OC is to identify the quality or the 

characteristic that pertains to the O. For example, in the sentence “Jean considered 

herself very lucky,” the verbs consider is followed by an O herself and an adjective 

lucky as an OC. The function of the OC lucky is to denote the features of the O herself. 

An OC in English can be a noun phrase (NP), an adjective phrase (AP), a relative 

clause (RC), a participle, or an infinitive (Nordquist, 2018).  

The V-O-OC construction is the most difficult verb construction for the 

Chinese EFL learners. It shows the highest incorrect rate among the five verb 

constructions, with the incorrect rate of 30.5% (see Table 4.2). Most of the errors 

center on the misuse of OCs. As shown in Table 4.4, most of the incorrect use of 

verbs in the V-O-OC construction (82.3%) is on the V-O-OC construction itself. The 

learners often misuse OCs that are not compatible with the verb. They also incorrectly 

omit or insert prepositions between the O and the OC in this construction. The 

omission of prepositions can be seen in “*prevent this situation getting worse,” while 

the insertion is like “*consider it as a negative impact.” The second major error of the 

V-O-OC construction is to use the V-O construction instead. In this construction, the 

INT show more errors (n = 29) than the HI group (n =22). Although the difference is 

not significant, the HI group demonstrates better control over the use of the V-O-OC 

construction.  
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Table 4.4 

Distribution of Incorrect Use of V-O-OC Construction 
Groups 

Constructions of Errors 

High-intermediate Level  Intermediate Level  Total  

Number Percentage Number Percentage Number Percentage 

1st Complex Transitive: V-O-OC  18 81.9 24 82.8 42 82.3 

2nd Transitive: V-O 2 9.1 4 13.8 6 11.8 

3rd Intransitive: V 1 4.5 1 3.4 2 3.9 

4th Complex Intransitive: V-SC 1 4.5 0 0 1 2 

5th Ditransitive: V-O1-O2 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Total 22 100 29 100 51 100 

With regard to the V-O-OC construction, the errors found in the data can be 

categorized into three types. The first type of errors is the misuse of OCs that are not 

compatible with the verb. The second type of errors features the incorrect use of 

prepositions, including incorrect deletion and unnecessary insertion of prepositions 

between Os and OCs. The third type of errors is manifested in the misuse of verbs of 

V-O-OC construction as transitive verbs in the V-O construction.  

Examples (4-12) and (4-13) show errors of the first type by the learners. 

(4-12) *They wanted their kids go to college two decades ago. 

(4-13) *Some organizations recruit college students to ask them serve as 

voluntary tutors. 

In Examples (4-12) and (4-13), the verb want wrongly takes a VP go to college, and 

the verb ask takes a VP serve as voluntary tutors, as their OCs. When used in the 

V-O-OC construction, the verbs want and ask require an infinitive as an OC to 

complete the meaning of the O. For example, in the sentence “She wanted me to go to 

her room,” the infinitive to go is used as an OC to complete the meaning of the O me. 

Another example can be seen in the sentence “My father asked me to take the 

responsibility.” In this sentence, the infinitive to take is the OC of the verb ask with 
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the purpose of completing the O me. In the two examples, a VP is wrongly used as the 

OC. The error may result from the Chinese EFL learners’ L1 interference. When 

expressing an idea, the Chinese language allows two or more VPs to be used in a 

sentence. One example is shown in Example (4-14). 

(4-14)  寶寶 一直 要 喝奶   

 bǎobǎo yīzhí   yào   hēnǎi   

 baby always want drink milk   

 “The baby always wants to drink milk.” 

In Example (4-14), the two verbs yào (要) ‘to want’ and hēnǎi (喝奶) ‘to drink milk’ 

appear consecutively. They both share the subject bǎobǎo (寶寶) ‘baby,’ with no 

connective marker to indicate that one verb is subordinate to the other. This 

co-occurrence of more than one verb in a sentence seems to result from the Chinese 

serial verb construction (SVC). As mentioned in the literature review, SVC is 

common in Chinese, while they are not allowed in English, because English is a 

non-serial language (Yin, 2015). However, in the data the Chinese EFL learners 

demonstrate a tendency for using more than one main verb in the same English 

sentence. This type of errors accounts for nearly 60% of the overall errors in the 

V-O-OC construction, in which the HI and INT groups show close ratio. The 

phenomenon shows that the learners have less control in using object complements. 

The second type of errors is the incorrect use of prepositions between the O and 

the OC in the V-O-OC construction. It accounts for around 30% of the overall errors 

in the V-O-OC construction. Example (4-15) demonstrates the wrong deletion of 

prepositions of the second type of errors.  

(4-15) *In order to prevent this situation getting worse, I find two ways.  
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The verb prevent in Example (4-15) indicates “to keep something from happening.” 

When expressing the intended meaning in the V-O-OC construction, the verb prevent 

requires a preposition from as in “Fire doors are closed to prevent the fire from 

spreading.” However, in Example (4-15), the required preposition is omitted. The 

error may also result from the learners’ L1 transfer. The verb prevent has a 

semantically similar Chinese verb zúzhǐ (阻止) ‘to prevent’ as in Example (4-16). The 

verb zúzhǐ (阻止) refers to keeping something from happening, which has the same 

definition as the verb prevent in English. However, the Chinese verb behaves 

differently at syntactics. The verb zúzhǐ (阻止) can be used in the V-O-OC 

construction without a preposition between the O huǒshì (火勢) and the OC mànyán 

(蔓延). 

(4-16)  他 阻止 了 火勢 蔓延  

 tā zúzhǐ le huǒshì mànyán  

 he prevent past-tense 

marker 

fire spread  

 “He prevented the fire from spreading.” 

On the other hand, Example (4-17) shows the unnecessary insertion of 

prepositions of the second type of errors.  

(4-17) *I consider it as a negative impact. 

The verb consider shows believing someone or something to have a specified quality. 

When used in the V-O-OC construction, the verb consider does not require a 

preposition to connect its O and the OC. For example, in sentences “I consider him 

irresponsible,” a preposition is unnecessary between the O him and the OC 

irresponsible. However, the preposition as is added between the O it and the OC a 

negative impact in Example (4-17). 
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The incorrect use of prepositions in the V-O-OC construction shows that the 

Chinese EFL learners may have difficulties determining whether a preposition in the 

V-O-OC is required between the two components (O and OC). The possible reason is 

that some verbs in the very structure requires a preposition be placed between the O 

and the OC. Take the verb regard as an example. It takes a preposition as between its 

O and OC as in “They regard it as an excuse.” Other example can be seen in the 

sentence “We see him as an authority on the subject.” In this sentence, the verb see 

also takes the preposition as between its O and OC. Notably, the above-mentioned 

verbs are classified by Biber (1999) as mental verbs. These verbs relate to our mental 

state, such as cognition, perception, or affection. Common mental verbs in English 

include consider, regard, see, think, believe, feel, find, know, like, need, and want. 

Although these verbs belong to the V-O-OC construction, they do not all take a 

preposition between Os and OCs. During the process of writing, the learners may mix 

up the different types of mental verbs that share common features in meaning. The HI 

group makes fewer mistakes in the use of prepositions in the V-O-OC construction, 

showing higher control than the INT group. 

Mental verbs are also relevant to the third type of errors, the misuse of verbs of 

V-O-OC construction as transitive verbs in the V-O construction. Examples (4-18) 

exemplifies the errors. 

(4-18) *I still regard a teenager should require adequate knowledge. 

In Example (4-18) the verb regard is wrongly used as a transitive verb that takes the 

following NP as its O. The error may result from the confusion of a semantically 

similar word. The EFL learners may treat the mental verb regard as its near-synonym 
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think, which is also as a mental verb. By definition, the verb think means having 

particular opinions, beliefs, or ideas about someone or something, while the verb 

regard, as mentioned, indicates considering or thinking of someone or something in a 

particular way. These two verbs share similar semantic features, but the two verbs 

differ syntactically. The verb think is mainly used in the V-O construction, for 

example “They thought the novel worth reading,” whereas the verb regard is mainly 

used in the V-O-OC construction. Although the number of incorrect uses is rare in 

this error type, the HI group still show better control over the INT group. 

 

V-O1-O2 Construction 

The V-O1-O2 construction indicates a VP type that includes a ditransitive verb. 

In English grammar, a ditransitive verb requires two objects—a direct object (O1) and 

an indirect object (O2). The O1 receives the action of a verb within a sentence, while 

the O2 does not receive the action from the verb, but it acts as a receiver of the O1. For 

example, in the sentence “Jake bought Eva a doll,” the doll is an O1 since it receives 

the action of buying, whereas Eva is an O2, which receives the O1 doll. The V-O1-O2 

construction allows different types of sentence patterns (Biber, 1999). Three common 

patterns are found. The first is the [V-O2-O1] pattern. For example, in the sentence 

“Mother bought me a pair of jeans,” the noun me acts as the O2, while a pair of jeans 

the O1. The second pattern is [V-O1-prep-O2]. For instance, in “She handed a ticket to 

me,” the NP a ticket takes the role of the O1, followed by a preposition to and the O2 

me. The third pattern is [V-O2-prep-O1]. For example, in the sentence “She provided 

her child with food,” her child acts as the O2 that receives the action of providing, 
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while with food is viewed as a prepositional object in which the preposition with 

governs the noun food.  

The V-O1-O2 construction is a structure of medium difficulty for the Chinese 

EFL learners. The incorrect rate of V-O1-O2 construction is ranked the third among 

the five verb constructions (see Table 4.2). The errors are displayed in two aspects. 

First, the learners tend to ignore the second O and form the V-O construction. Then, 

they are also confused in selecting the correct patterns of the V-O1-O2 construction for 

particular verbs. Table 4.5 indicates the incorrect verb use in the V-O1-O2 

construction. The errors center on the use of V-O construction (40.6%) to replace the 

V-O1-O2 construction and the incorrect use of prepositions in the V-O1-O2 

construction itself (40.6%). 

Table 4.5 

Distribution of Incorrect Use of V-O1-O2 Construction 
Groups 

Constructions of Errors 

High-intermediate Level  Intermediate Level  Total  

Number Percentage Number Percentage Number Percentage 

1st Transitive: V-O 7 50 6 33.3 13 40.6 

2nd Ditransitive: V-O1-O2 4 28.6 9 50 13 40.6 

3rd Intransitive: V 1 7.1 3 16.7 4 12.5 

4th Complex Transitive: V-O-OC  2 14.3 0 0 2 6.3 

5th Complex Intransitive: V-SC 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Total 14 100 18 100 32 100 

The first type of errors in the V-O1-O2 construction is shown in Example 

(4-19). 

(4-19) *Romantic songs would make me remind my father. 

In Example (4-19), the verb remind is used as a transitive verb that takes the 

following NP my father as an O. The verb remind indicates “to cause somebody to 
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think of someone or something.” Syntactically, the verb remind is categorized as a 

ditransitive verb of the [V-O2-prep-O1] pattern. For example, in the sentence “The 

story reminds me of an experience,” the verb remind takes the O2 me and the 

prepositional object of an experience, indicating the meaning of causing me to think 

of an event that someone has encountered or undergone. However, it is wrongly used 

as a transitive verb in the V-O construction in Example (4-19). On the other hand, in 

Example (4-20), the verb give is a ditransitive verb that takes two objects in either 

[V-O2-O1] or [V-O1-prep-O2] pattern, but it is wrongly used as a transitive verb that 

takes the following NP a tasty candy or ice cream as an O. 

(4-20) *They can give a tasty candy or ice cream so as to enhance children's 

reading ability. 

The first type of errors in the above examples may come from the transfer of 

the Chinese EFL learners’ L1. For example, the verb remind has an equivalent 

Chinese verb xiángqǐ (想起) ‘to remind’ as in Example (4-21).  

(4-21)  這 故事 讓 我 想起 爸爸  

 zhè gùshì ràng wǒ xiǎngqǐ bàba  

 this story make I remind father  

 “This story reminds me of my father.” 

The verb xiángqǐ (想起) is a transitive verb in Chinese, which indicates thinking of 

another person or something because of likeness. It is semantically similar to the verb 

remind in English, but it is used transitively in Chinese. As shown in Example (4-21), 

the verb xiángqǐ (想起) takes the noun bàba (爸爸) ‘father’ as its O in the V-O 

construction. The Chinese EFL learners are unaware that these two verbs are 

associated with different constructions in different languages despite their similarities 
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in meaning. The HI and INT groups show similar outcomes in making this type of 

errors. 

The other type of errors centers on the incorrect use of prepositions in the 

V-O1-O2 construction, including incorrect deletion and unnecessary insertion of 

prepositions between the O1 and the O2. The incorrect deletion of prepositions is the 

main source of this error type. Examples (4-22) illustrates the case.  

(4-22) *I thought that music could provide me energy. 

In Example (4-22), the verb provide takes the indirect object me and the direct object 

energy in the [V-O2-O1] pattern. However, the verb provide actually belongs to the 

[V-O2-prep-O1] pattern, for example “Sheep provide us with wool.” The preposition 

is wrongly omitted in Example (4-22).  

The learners’ L1 may contribute to a source of errors. For example, the English 

verbs provide has a corresponding Chinese verb as in Example (4-23). 

(4-23)  她 提供 她的 孩子們 食物  

 tā tígòng tāde háizǐmen shíwù  

 she provide her children food  

 “She provides her children with food.” 

The Chinese verb tígòng (提供) ‘to provide’ is semantically similar to the verb 

provide, but it selects the [V-O2-O1] pattern in Chinese. Although the difference 

between the two groups is not significant, the HI group shows fewer errors in 

selecting sentence patterns in the V-O1-O2 construction.  

On the other hand, Examples (4-24) and (4-25) show unnecessary insertion of 

prepositions in the second type of errors. 

(4-24) *The former adopt orphans and offer them with good care.  

(4-25) *Jolin is try her best to show us about her effort. 
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In Example (4-24), the verb offer is used as a ditransitive verb but with an 

unnecessary insertion of a preposition before the O1 good care. Syntactically, the verb 

offer is used in either the [V-O2-O1] or [V-O1-prep-O2] sentence pattern. For example, 

in the sentence “He offered me a glass of juice,” the verb offer is followed by the O2 

me and the O1 a glass of juice. Another example can be seen in “The lady offered 

dinner to me,” the verb offer takes the O1 dinner, followed by the preposition to and 

the O2 me. In Example (4-24), however, the verb offer selects the [V-O2-prep-O1] 

pattern. Example (4-25) shows similar mistakes with an unnecessary insertion of a 

preposition between the O1 and the O2. When used as a ditransitive verb, the verb 

show denotes exhibiting something for examining or scrutiny. It also uses the 

[V-O2-O1] or [V-O1-prep-O2] pattern in the V-O1-O2 construction. However, the verb 

show selects the [V-O2-prep-O1] pattern in Example (4-25). 

The errors in Examples (4-24) and (4-25) may result from the confusion of the 

variety of sentence patterns of the V-O1-O2 construction. As mentioned, the V-O1-O2 

construction allows different types of sentence patterns, mainly (1) [V-O2-O1], (2) 

[V-O1-prep-O2], and (3) [V-O2-prep-O1] patterns. When Chinese EFL learners use a 

ditransitive verb, it is possible that they mix up the sentence patterns that a ditransitive 

verb belongs to and make the incorrect selection. 

 

V Construction 

The V construction refers to a VP type of intransitive verbs. In English 

grammar, the intransitive VP requires neither objects nor predicative complements 

(Biber, 1999). For example, in the sentence “I sneezed a lot,” the verb sneeze is 
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categorized as an intransitive verb. The verb does not take Os, indicating that there is 

no Os to receive the action of the verb. On the other hand, an intransitive verb does 

not need predicative complements, either, which makes it different from the V-SC 

construction. 

In the V construction, the test-takers make errors mostly by using the 

intransitive verbs in a transitive way. The transitivity features are still a challenge for 

the Chinese EFL learners. The distinction between transitive and intransitive verbs is 

difficult to discern for the learners. The V construction shows the second highest 

correct rate (93%) among the five verb constructions in the present study, with the 

incorrect rate lower than 10%. Table 4.6 illustrates that the distribution of errors in the 

intransitive V construction concentrates largely on the V-O construction, which 

accounts for 88.5% of the errors. The data shows that when intransitive verbs are 

mistakenly used, almost 90% of them are wrongly used with the deletion of the 

preposition and thus in the similar form of transitive verbs, such as 

“*participate school clubs.” 

Table 4.6.  

Distribution of Incorrect Use of V Construction 
Groups 

Constructions of Errors 

High-intermediate Level  Intermediate Level  Total  

Number Percentage Number Percentage Number Percentage 

1st Transitive: V-O 13 86.7 10 90.9 23 88.5 

2nd Complex Transitive: V-O-OC  2 13.3 1 9.1 3 11.5 

3rd Ditransitive: V-O1-O2 0 0 0 0 0 0 

4th Intransitive: V 0 0 0 0 0 0 

5th Complex Intransitive: V-SC 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Total 15 100 11 100 26 100 
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The errors in this construction can be classified into two categories: the misuse 

of intransitive verbs as the transitive verbs of V-O constructions, and the incorrect use 

of intransitive verbs by adopting the V-O-OC construction. The first type of errors 

accounts for almost 90% of the errors in the V construction. Examples (4-26), (4-27) 

and (4-28) demonstrate common examples of the first error type by the learners. 

(4-26) *A lot of junior high or high school students in Taiwan participate school 

clubs. 

(4-27) *Students should arrive school on time. 

(4-28) *They can chat everything freely. 

In Example (4-26), the verb participate is used as a transitive verb that takes the 

following NP school clubs as its O. The verb participate indicates “to take part in an 

event, or to have a part or share in something.” It is an intransitive verb that requires a 

preposition to be inserted between the verb and the following O. For example, in the 

sentence “No professionals participated in the contest,” the preposition in is required 

between the verb participate and the O the contest. Examples (4-27) and (4-28) show 

similar errors, in which the intransitive verbs arrive and chat are both used 

transitively and form a V-O construction. In Example (4-27), the verb arrive indicates 

“something to be delivered or to reach a place at the end of a journey.” It is 

categorized as an intransitive verb and belongs to the V construction, as in “The 

books will arrive tomorrow.” When an O is taken by the verb arrive, it requires a 

preposition, such as the preposition in in the sentence “The delegation arrived in 

London last Monday.” The verb chat in Example (4-28) is also categorized as an 

intransitive verb that should be used in the V construction or followed by a 

preposition and an O, such as “They chatted about the film shown last night.” 
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However, it is wrongly used by taking the V-O construction that does not include a 

preposition before the O.  

The errors learners made in intransitive verbs may result from the confusion of 

an intransitive verb with its semantically similar words. In Example (4-26), the 

Chinese EFL learners are likely to treat the intransitive verb participate as the 

transitive verb join. These two verbs are semantically similar in referring to taking 

part in some events, but they require different syntactic structures. The verb 

participate is an intransitive verb that is followed by a preposition and an NP, while 

the verb join is a transitive verb that requires an O. The same explanation can be 

applied to the other two examples. In Example (4-27), it is likely that the learner does 

not see the difference between arrive and reach. These two verbs are similar in 

referring to arriving at a destination. However, the verb arrive takes the V 

construction, while the verb reach belongs to the V-O construction. These two verbs 

are different syntactically. Similarly, in Example (4-28), the verb chat may be 

wrongly used to substitute for the verb discuss. The verb chat means talking in a 

casual way, while the verb discuss indicates talking about something with other 

people. These two verbs are semantically similar, but chat is an intransitive verb 

while discuss transitive.  

The second type of errors in the V construction features the wrong use of 

intransitive verbs with the V-O-OC construction. Example (4-29) shows the errors. 

(4-29) *People who depend their daily communication on instant messengers. 

In Example (4-29), the intransitive verb depend takes the NP their daily 

communication as the O, while the preposition on is separated from the verb and form 
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the OC with the NP instant messengers. The verb depend is an intransitive verb. 

When the verb takes an O, a preposition is required between the verb and the O, for 

example “The price depends on the quality.” The error is likely to result from the 

Chinese learners’ L1 transfer. The verb depend has an equivalent verb in Chinese 

yīkào (依靠) ‘to depend’, indicating relying on something or someone with trust or 

confidence. The example is shown in Example (4-30). 

(4-30)  他 依靠 買賣 過 生活  

 tā yīkào mǎimài guò shēnghuó  

 he depend business on life  

 “His life depends on business.” 

In Chinese, however, the verb yīkào (依靠) can be used as a transitive verb with an O, 

followed by a preposition and an NP which together form the OC. As can be seen in 

Example (4-30), the verb yīkào (依靠) takes the O mǎimài (買賣) while the 

preposition guò (過) forms an OC with the NP shēnghuó (生活) to construct the 

V-O-OC construction. Despite rare in number, the HI and INT groups all exhibit this 

error type. 

 

V-SC Construction 

The V-SC construction features a verb phrase that consists of a copular verb 

that connects the subject of a sentence and the subject complements (SCs). Unlike 

typical verbs, a copular verb does not describe actions transmitted from the subject to 

the O, but requires an SC to complete the meaning of the subject. The complements of 

a copular verb can be realized in many forms, such as noun phrases (NPs), adjective 

phrases (APs), or prepositional phrases (PPs) (Biber, 1999).  
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According to Biber, copular verbs fall into two main categories: Current 

copular verbs and Resulting copular verbs. The current copular verbs denote a current 

state. For example, in the sentence “Jane remained silent all night,” the verb remained 

acts as a copular verb, and it indicates the subject Jane’s continuing state of making 

little or no noise by using the SC quiet. Verbs such as be, seem, appear, keep, remain, 

and stay are categorized as current copular verbs. In contrast, resulting copular verbs 

describe the state of change. For example, the verb grow functions as a resulting 

copular verb in the sentence “His cold is growing worse.” The verb shows the change 

of state of the subject his cold with the SC growing worse. Verbs that are categorized 

as resulting copular verbs include verbs such as become, get, go, grow, prove, come, 

turn, turn out, end up, and wind up.  

Much fewer mistakes are observed in the V-SC construction compared with the 

other four verb constructions. The test-takers show a better control over the use of 

copular verbs. One major reason is that the learners are mostly familiar with the 

copular verbs, all of which are from the 1st level of ERWL. The V-SC construction 

shows the lowest incorrect rate (12.6%) among the five verb constructions (see Table 

4.2). The learners demonstrate relatively more control over the V-SC construction. 

Table 4.7 shows that the errors in the V-SC construction are found on the V 

construction (47.6%) and V-SC construction itself (47.6%).  
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Table 4.7 

Distribution of Incorrect Use of V-SC Construction  
Groups 

Constructions of Errors 

High-intermediate Level  Intermediate Level  Total  

Number Percentage Number Percentage Number Percentage 

1st Complex Intransitive: V-SC 5 41.7 5 55.6 10 47.6 

2nd Intransitive: V 6 50 4 44.4 10 47.6 

3rd Complex Transitive: V-O-OC  1 8.3 0 0 1 4.8 

4th Transitive: V-O 0 0 0 0 0 0 

5th Ditransitive: V-O1-O2 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Total 12 100 9 100 21 100 

In terms of the V-SC construction, the learners’ errors center on three aspects. 

The first type of errors is the use of another VP after a copular verb. The second error 

type features the wrong insertion of prepositions between the subject and the SC. The 

third error type is the misuse of copular verbs as intransitive verbs in the V 

construction. 

The first type of errors highlights the use of another VP after a copular verb. As 

mentioned above, a copular verb can take a noun phrase (NP), an adjective phrase 

(AP), or a prepositional phrase (PP) as SCs. However, in Examples (4-31) and (4-32), 

the copular verbs are followed by a verb phrase (VP) as the complement. The learners 

use the VP disagree with to follow the copular verb am in Example (4-31), and help 

in Example (4-32). 

(4-31) *I am totally disagree with their opinions. 

(4-32) *I am not really help people. 

The Chinese EFL learners’ L1 may play a role in these cases. Chinese allows 

the co-occurrence of more than one verb in a sentence, and this characteristic seems to 
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transfer to English copular verbs as well. Chinese has a corresponding copular verb 

with similar functions as am, which is shì (是) ‘to be’ as in Example (4-33). 

(4-33)  我 是 學生    

 wǒ shì xuéshēng    

 I am student    

 “I am a student.” 

In the example, the copular verb shì (是) does not describe an action, but it connects 

with the SC xuéshēng (學生) ‘student’ to completes the meaning of the subject wǒ (我) 

‘I.’ It is common that Chinese EFL learners view shì (是) as the equivalent to English 

copular verbs. This is probably because oftentimes textbooks or dictionaries define 

English copular verbs as shì (是) in Chinese. However, the word shì (是) can also be 

used to express emphatic tones as in Example (4-34). 

(4-34)  我 是 喜歡 他的 外表  

 wǒ shì xǐhuān tāde wàibiǎo  

 I indeed like his appearance  

 “I indeed like his appearance.” 

In the example, the verb xǐhuān (喜歡) ‘to like’ is preceded by the word shì (是) 

‘indeed.’ The function of shì (是) ‘indeed’ is to emphasize the following verb in a 

sentence. In the phrase “*I am totally disagree” in Example (4-31), it seems that the 

learner is not fully aware of the use of the target verb am, and transfers the pattern of 

shì (是) in the sentence. The result shows that the English copular verb am and 

Chinese copular verb shì (是) are semantically similar in certain ways, but they may 

exhibit different syntactic behaviors. Errors are likely to occur when the learners are 

not aware of the differences. The first type of errors accounts for nearly 60% of the 

total error in the V-SC construction. The HI and INT groups exhibit similar outcomes 

in this error type. 
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The second type of errors features the wrong insertion of prepositions between 

the subject and the SC. In Examples (4-35) and (4-36), the verb turn indicates the 

change of someone or something in the nature, state, form, or color. It is a copular 

verb that can take an AP as a SC, such as “His face turn red.” However, in both of the 

examples, a preposition is wrongly inserted between the subject and the SC, resulting 

in errors. 

(4-35) *My mind will turn into peaceful and clear. 

(4-36) *So, the students' brain turn to useless by degrees without thinking. 

The errors in Examples (4-35) and (4-36) may result from the confusion 

between the verb turn and the phrasal verb turn into/to. The phrasal verb turn into 

means becoming a particular kind of thing or person, and turn to refers to starting 

doing something. It is likely that the EFL learners use turn into/to as the verb turn. 

The learners are unware that when expressing the state of change, the copular verb 

turn incorporates the meaning of “into” to express the change. The second type of 

errors accounts for nearly 25% of the total error in the V-SC construction. Due to the 

high correct rate of use in this verb construction, the HI and INT groups both show 

small numbers of errors. 

The third error type is an incorrect combination involving two structures’ 

components. Instead of using an adjective after the copular verb, the writer uses an 

adverb to complete the verb phrase. In this way, the writer treats the copular verb as 

an intransitive verb. Errors of the third type are shown in the following examples: 

(4-37) *I feel lonely and painfully. 

(4-38) *It sounds softly, lightly and gentally. 
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In Example (4-37), the verb feel is a sensory copular verb which is associated with 

sense perceptions. Verbs such as feel, sound, look, smell, and taste are all categorized 

in this type. The verb feel takes an AP as complements, as in “She feels cold.” A 

sensory copular verb can also take a PP to stress the similarity of the subject and the 

SC, such as “The material feels like leather.” Similarly, in Example (4-38), the verb 

sound should take an AP as its complement, such as “The music sounds very 

pleasing.” It can also take a PP as in the sentence “She looks like a princess.” In 

Examples (4-37) and (4-38), however, the verbs feel and sound take neither type of 

SCs. 

The errors in Examples (4-37) and (4-38) may result from the intralingual 

transfer, in which the learners may wrongly assign a syntactic pattern to other verbs. 

In these examples, the learners may have applied their previous linguistic knowledge 

that an adverb modifies a verb to the present V-SC construction. They are unaware 

that the verbs feel and sound function as copular verbs and they take adjectives as a 

modifier instead of adverbs. 

 

Major Findings of the Analysis of Verb Errors 

This section integrates the findings of the analysis on the five types of verbs. To 

draw a general account, the data in the present chapter show three major features of 

the Chinese EFL learners’ sentences. Firstly, the V-O construction is frequently used 

in the learners’ writing for both transitive and other types of verbs. Secondly, the 

learners tend to add prepositions in verb constructions even when there is no need. 

Thirdly, the learners show a tendency of using verb phrases (VP) as complements. 
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These errors demonstrate the incorrect combination of a main verb and their 

arguments in a verb construction.  

 

The Overuse of V-O Construction 

According to the data of the analysis, the V-O construction is frequently used in 

the learners’ writing. As mentioned, there are mainly five categories of verbs in 

English, including transitive, complex transitive, ditransitive, intransitive, and 

complex intransitive verbs (Stebbins, 2008). When it comes to the combination of a 

verb and its arguments in a verb construction, the transitive verbs require the V-O 

construction as regulated by English grammar. The complex transitive verbs take the 

V-O-OC construction, and the ditransitive verbs adopt the V-O1-O2 construction. The 

intransitive verbs fit the V construction, whereas the complex intransitive verbs take 

the V-SC construction. In the data, however, the V-O construction is frequently used 

for three of these types of verbs in the learners’ writing.  

The first type is complex transitive verbs that require V-O-OC construction. In 

English grammar, the complex transitive verb in the V-O-OC construction requires 

both an O and an OC. The O receives the action of the complex transitive verb, while 

the OC provides further required information to complete the meaning of the O. 

However, the OC is often omitted in learners’ writing, which results in the V-O 

construction. The typical example can be seen in the erroneous phrase “*regard a 

teenager should require adequate knowledge,” in which the verb regard takes the 

whole NP as the O, but the OC is omitted. It seems that the learner treats the verb 

regard as a transitive verb with V-O construction.  
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This error may result from the mix-up of semantically similar words. 

Traditional classroom practices often use a thesaurus as reference or provide language 

learners with lists of glosses or near-synonyms (Yeh, Liou, & Li, 2007). This 

approach does not seem to provide adequate support for L2 learners. The Chinese 

EFL learner may treat the verb regard as its near-synonym think. Near-synonyms 

refer to words with nearly the same but not identical meanings (Inkpen & Hirst, 2006). 

These two near-synonymous verbs both share the core meaning of having thoughts 

towards someone or something, but they require different sentence patterns. As the 

verb regard is a complex transitive verb that requires the V-O-OC construction, the 

verb think is a transitive verb that takes the V-O construction. The learner seems to 

apply the V-O construction to the verb regard that actually require the V-O-OC 

construction. 

The second verb type replaced by the V-O construction is ditransitive verbs of 

the V-O1-O2 construction. The O1 receives the action of the ditransitive verb, while 

the O2 acts as the goal of the O1. The typical error can be seen in the phrase “*remind 

my father,” in which the verb remind is used as a transitive verb that takes only one O. 

The Chinese EFL learners’ L1 may lead to this error. The verb remind, as mentioned, 

has a corresponding Chinese verb xiángqǐ (想起) ‘to remind.’ Both of the two verbs 

indicate remembering another person or something due to likeness. The difference is 

that the verb xiángqǐ (想起) is used transitively and takes the V-O construction in 

Chinese. However, the English verb remind takes O1 as the action receiver and O2 as 

the goal. In this case, it is not clear whether my father is O1, the one being reminded to 

remember, or O2, the one being remembered. It seems that the Chinese EFL learners 
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translate the Chinese verb xiángqǐ (想起) into English and apply its syntactic features 

into the verb remind that actually takes the V-O1-O2 construction. 

Thirdly, the V-O construction is wrongly used for intransitive verbs. The 

typical error can be seen in the phrase “*chat everything,” in which the intransitive 

verb chat takes everything as its O. Syntactically, the verb chat is an intransitive verb 

that does not take an O, for example, “She spends hours chatting online.” When 

followed by an O, the intransitive verb chat requires a preposition positioned before 

the O to form a complete sentence. As in the example “They chatted about the movie 

played last night,” the preposition about is required to be positioned before the O 

movie. However, the intransitive verb is wrongly used here as a transitive verb in the 

V-O construction with the omission of the preposition. The error may result from 

several sources. The confusion of words with similar meaning in the TL can be one of 

the sources. The learner may treat the verb chat and discuss the same way 

syntactically. These two verbs all include the core meaning of doing talking so as to 

provide information or express one’s ideas or feelings. The learner may not be aware 

that the two verbs belong to different verb categories despite their closeness in 

meaning. The error may also come from the influence of the learners’ L1, that is, 

Mandarin Chinese. The verb chat has a corresponding verb liáo (聊) ‘to chat’ in 

Chinese. The verb liáo (聊) is semantically similar to chat in English, meaning “to 

gossip with or to chat with someone.” Despite the similarity in semantics, the verb 

liáo (聊) can be used as a transitive verb that takes an O to form the V-O construction 

in Chinese. It can also form a verb-object compound with other nouns, such as 

liáotiān (聊天) ‘to chat,’ which functions as an intransitive. The learners may apply 
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the V-O construction of the Chinese verb liáo (聊) to the English verb chat that 

actually takes the V construction.  

 

The Unnecessary Insertion of Prepositions in Verb Constructions 

The second feature of the Chinese EFL learners’ errors is adding unnecessary 

English prepositions to verb constructions. The errors are found in three constructions 

of V-O1-O2, V-O-OC, and V-SC. As mentioned, the ditransitive verb requires two Os, 

a direct object (O1) and an indirect object (O2), to form the V-O1-O2 construction. 

This construction allows three types of sentence patterns: [V-O2-O1], [V-O1-prep-O2], 

and [V-O2-prep-O1] patterns. The unnecessary insertion of English prepositions in the 

V-O1-O2 construction occurs in the pattern that does not require prepositions. The 

typical example “*offer them with good care” shows the insertion of prepositions. 

The verb offer takes the [V-O2-O1] pattern, as in “He offered (V) me (O2) a glass of 

wine (O1),” or the [V-O1-prep-O2] pattern of the V-O1-O2 construction, such as “They 

offer (V) a free pick-up service (O1) to (prep) customers (O2).” In the example, 

however, the preposition with is added between the O2 them and the O1 good care. 

The error may come from the confusion of synonyms with different sentence patterns. 

The learner may treat the verb offer as its near-synonym provide. These two verbs 

share the core meaning of provision. They both include an agent to do the action of 

giving and a receiver that is presented with the provisions. The difference is that the 

verb provide takes the [V-O2-prep-O1] pattern, such as “Friends provide us with 

emotional support.” These two verbs are near-synonyms and are often listed together 

for Chinese EFL learners in classroom practice.  
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The prepositional errors can also be found in the V-O-OC construction. In this 

construction, the Chinese EFL learners add unnecessary prepositions between the 

direct object (O) and the object complement (OC). One typical example is shown in 

the phrase ”*consider it as a negative impact.” In the example, the preposition as is 

wrongly inserted between the O it and the OC a negative impact. The verb consider is 

categorized as a mental verb, which relates to our mental state rather than physical 

actions. For instance, in the sentence “Kay considered herself very lucky,” the verb 

consider shows the mental process of regarding someone or something as having 

some specified qualities. Mental verbs like consider, regard, believe, think, feel, find, 

know, like, need, see, and want take the V-O-OC construction. As previously 

mentioned, there are two sentence patterns that can be applied with mental verbs. The 

first is the [V-O-OC] pattern, as in “The government deemed the strike illegal.” The 

verb deem takes the strike as its O and illegal as the OC to complete the meaning of 

the strike. The other one is the [V-O-prep-OC] pattern, as in “I regard him as my own 

brother.” In this example, the mental verb regard takes him as the O with the 

preposition to be placed before the OC my own brother. Although the verbs deem and 

regard are both mental verbs, they take different patterns of the V-O-OC construction. 

In terms of the error in “*consider it as a negative impact,” the verb consider may be 

wrongly used as the other type of mental verbs that requires a preposition to be placed 

before the OC, such as view, see, regard, and look upon.  

Lastly, the errors in misusing prepositions are also observed in the V-SC 

construction. The V-SC construction consists of a copular verb that links the SCs to 

the subject of a sentence. The function of the SCs is to complete the meaning of the 
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subject. In the data, the typical error for using prepositions in the V-SC construction is 

shown in the phrase “*turn into peaceful.” The error may result from the lack of 

knowledge for the relationship between the copular verb turn and its complements. 

The learner is unware that when the SC is an AP, the copular verb turn alone is 

sufficient to express the change.  

 

The Use of Verb Phrases (VPs) as Complements 

The third feature of the data is that the Chinese EFL learners show a tendency 

for using verb phrases (VPs) as complements. The error is shown in the examples of 

“*wanted their kids go” or “*am totally disagree,” in which the second VPs go and 

agree are used as complements to complete the meaning of the phrase. This 

phenomenon may show the influence of the learners’ L1. As mentioned, the 

co-occurrence of more than one verb is a syntactic structure that is commonly found 

in the Chinese language, but is grammatically prohibited in English. The 

co-occurrence of verbs seems to relate to the Chinese SVC, which is shown in 

Example (4-39), in which two verbs yāoqiú (要求) ‘to ask’ and jiàn (見) ‘to see’ can 

co-occur in a single clause in Chinese.  

(4-39)  他 要求 見 經理   

 tā yāoqiú jiàn jīnglǐ   

 He ask see manager   

 “He asked to see the manager.” 

When the idea of the example is expressed in English, an infinitive form is required 

for the second verb to see as in “He asked to see the manager.” However, when the 

Chinese learners use complements in English, they constantly use VPs.  
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The use of co-occurrence of verbs is found in the sentence “*wanted their kids 

go” of the V-O-OC construction. The verb want takes the VP go as its OC to 

complete the meaning of the sentence. In addition to V-O-OC constructions, the use 

of SVC is found in the V-SC construction. In the phrase “*am totally disagree,” the 

copular verb am directly takes the verb disagree as its SC. The learner may consider 

the verb am as showing the emphasis of the following SC agree. These types of 

sentences are typical in the Chinese language where two verb co-occur in a sentence. 

 

Possible Causes Leading to the Errors 

The above-discussed three major features of the Chinese EFL learners’ 

sentences all demonstrate the wrong application of sentence patterns to their 

corresponding verbs. The errors may be contributed to two major sources: L1 

equivalents and L2 near-synonyms. The data in this study show that when a learner 

has not mastered a target verb, he/she tends to use a substitution that is semantically 

similar to the target verb. At the same time, the syntactic characteristics of the 

substitution are also transferred. 

The overuse of V-O construction may be influenced by the characteristic of 

Chinese language. Chinese, as mentioned, can be categorized as a topic-oriented 

language, given the emphasis of the topic-comment structure in the Chinese language 

(Li & Thompson, 2008). With the topic-oriented characteristic, the distinction 

between the transitive verbs and intransitive verbs in Chinese is not clear-cut 

syntactically. Research shows that several Chinese equivalents of English intransitive 

verbs are syntactically transitive (Badan, 2013). For example, the Chinese verbs tīng 
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(聽) ‘to listen’ and dàodá (到達) ‘to arrive’ are both transitive verbs while their 

English counterparts listen (to) and arrive (at) are intransitives. Wang (1954) states 

that the distinction between transitive verbs and intransitive verbs is relatively 

insignificant in Chinese, compared with English which is commonly considered as a 

subject-oriented language.  

The feature of topic-oriented language may result in problems for Chinese EFL 

learners in determining the transitivity of verbs in English. Wang (2012) shows that 

the Chinese EFL learners may literally translate English sentences with the Chinese 

word order, and are not even aware the mistakes. In particular, the confusion in verb 

transitivity is found to be the most problematic area for EFL learners (Chan, 2004). 

One distinguishable difference is shown in the use of prepositions. When followed by 

an NP, an English intransitive verb requires a preposition positioned between the NP 

and itself. However, Chinese prepositions essentially function as verbs followed by 

Os or complements (Li & Thompson, 2008). In Example (4-40), the preposition bāng 

(幫) ‘to help’ is a preposition that corresponds to the English preposition for, but in 

this sentence it functions as the verb help.  

(4-40)  我 幫 你 找 她  

 wǒ bāng nǐ zhǎo tā  

 I help you find her  

 “I will find her for you.” 

Chinese does not have similar intransitive pattern as does English, where a 

preposition is positioned between the intransitive verb and the NPs. This feature may 

also be one of the reasons why Chinese EFL learners overuse the V-O construction in 

their writing. 
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Another important factor that may affect the overuse of V-O construction is the 

use of verb-object compounds in Chinese. The verb-object compounds are extremely 

productive in the Chinese language (Aikhenvald, 2007). For example, the verb chat 

has an equivalent verb liáotiān (聊天) ‘to chat’ in Chinese. The verb liáotiān (聊天) 

is a verb-object compound which combines the verb liáo (聊) ‘to chat’ and the noun 

tiān (天) ‘sky’ as in Example (4-41).  

(4-41)  他 喜歡 聊天    

 tā xǐhuān  liáotiān    

 He like chat    

 “He likes to chat.” 

The verb-object compound of liáo (聊) and tiān (天) functions the same as the 

intransitive verb “chat” in English. This feature may explain the high transitivity in 

Chinese verbs than those in English, because these compounds are basically transitive 

in nature. The structure of the verb-object compound is essentially the combination of 

a verb and an O (Li & Thompson, 1981). When the learner expresses the idea of 

chatting, the syntactic feature of the verb-object compound liáotiān (聊天) may be 

transferred. The case “*chat everything” may be one of the examples. The noun 

“everything” wrongly replaces the noun tiān (天), which is then demonstrated in the 

V-O construction. 

The influence of L1 is also shown in the co-occurrence of more than one verb 

in English sentences. Chinese allows a second verb to be used as complements in a 

sentence, but that is not allowed in English. The examples “*wanted their kids go” 

and “*ask them serve as voluntary tutors” all demonstrate the use of VPs as 

complements, where two verbs are strung together in the sentences. The English verbs 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202001590

	

	 96	

want and ask have equivalent Chinese verbs yào (要) ‘to want’ and yāoqiú (要求) ‘to 

ask’ respectively. In the examples, the Chinese syntactic characteristic of these two 

verbs is transferred, resulting in the required infinitive form of complements ignored. 

These errors are likely to occur when Chinese learners treat the target English verb as 

Chinese verb without understanding the sentence patterns connected to the verb. 

On the other hand, the errors in the learners’ writing demonstrate the confusion 

of near-synonyms in L2. In the example “*consider it as a negative impact,” the 

learner may treat the verb consider as the other type of mental verbs. The syntactic 

feature is transferred with a preposition positioned before the OC. The wrong use of 

the verb regard seems to be the same case, as in “*regard a teenager should require 

adequate knowledge.” It seems that the learner treats the verb regard as its 

near-synonym think, which is a transitive verb that takes the V-O construction. 

During the process, the syntactic feature of the verb think is transferred to the target 

verb regard. 

The analysis of the Chinese EFL learners’ data shows plenty of these syntactic 

transfers when they choose a substitution for the target verb. It is notable that when 

the semantically similar substitutions (L1 equivalents and L2 near-synonyms) are 

different in syntactic features, errors are likely to occur. The substitution of target 

verbs may be attributed to our schema. A schema indicates a set of knowledge about 

events that is stored in our memory, which helps our mind organize information 

(Rumelhart, 1980). For example, the schema for a dog include the knowledge of the 

appearance (e.g., hair, tail, four legs, and canine), different breeds (e.g., bulldog, 

beagle, golden retriever, and Chihuahua), and other facts (e.g., mammal, 
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warm-blooded, loyal, and likely to bite). When receiving a language input, the reader 

brings his/her background knowledge, experience to interpret the content (Brown, 

2001). For example, when a language learner is reading a book of pets in the TL, 

he/she brings his/her L1 knowledge of all kinds of pets to the book. If the learner has 

adequate knowledge of the pets in his/her L1, the reading material would be more 

familiar and comprehensible. On the other hand, if the same learner does not have 

enough knowledge about pets, it will increase the difficulties for the learner’s 

understanding of the book in the TL. 

Closely related with the idea of schema, Fillmore (1982) proposes the theory of 

Frame Semantics. According to Fillmore, the meaning of a word can be fully 

understood only when we access the background knowledge related to the target word. 

The basic idea is that the meaning of a word is not simply determined by definition, 

but by the “frame” of the word represented in our schema. The frame is basically our 

recurring experiences, which is represented in our conceptual system. When we use a 

word, the word activates the semantic frame of knowledge relevant to the word. For 

example, when we use the verb “participate,” we would think of an event that 

happens, participants who take part in the event, and the purpose for the event. The 

event, participants and purpose are the core elements that constitute the frame of the 

verb “participate.”  

Semantically-similar words may evoke similar semantic frames because their 

core elements are very close. When a speaker wants to express a concept with 

language, he/she accesses the schema in the brain and finds words that fit the 

semantic frames in his/her mind. Nevertheless, if a learner cannot find a suitable word 
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for the expression, he/she is likely to choose a substitute word from the similar 

semantic frames. The data in the present study shows this phenomenon. As in the 

phrase “*participate school clubs,” the learner may use the verb participate to 

substitute the verb join. These two verbs share similar semantic features, in which 

“participate” consists of an event with multiple participants, while “join” shows 

becoming a member or taking part in an event.  

The learner’s L1 schema may also influence the choice, because this is the 

knowledge that a learner is the most familiar with. Take the phrase “*mention about 

global news” as an example. The English verb mention and the Chinese verb tíjí (提

及) ‘to mention’ both indicate referring to something briefly, but the verb tíjí (提及) 

can be used intransitively. It seems that the learner uses the English verb mention 

based on the Chinese verb construction that actually fits the Chinese verb tíjí (提及).  

In fact, either L1 equivalent or L2 near-synonym confusion can be prevented by 

learning a verb together with its arguments. In this way, the lexical approach has 

already highlighted similar points. Pedagogical implications will provide suggestions 

on learning and teaching verbs through this perspective. The discussion will be 

included in Chapter 5. 
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION 

 

It is widely known that verbs occupy the most crucial role among all the 

components in a sentence (Housen, 2002). Every sentence requires a verb to form the 

proposition. The construct of an English verb and its core arguments is displayed in 

five basic verb constructions, including the constructions of V-O, V-O-OC, V-O1-O2, 

V, and V-SC. Both Chinese and English have the five types of verb constructions. 

However, it is also generally recognized that the acquisition of verb use is still a 

challenge to learners (Druks, 2002; Kauschke & Stenneken, 2008).  

To acquire deeper understanding of this phenomenon, this study investigates 

the Chinese EFL learners’ use of verbs in English sentences, in particular the common 

errors they commit and the possible sources. Based on the purposes, three research 

questions are formed in the present study. In order to answer the research questions, 

both qualitative and quantitative approaches are utilized. The data bank LTTC-ELC is 

used for collecting the learners’ writing for analysis. The quantitative analysis 

discovers the number of correct and incorrect cases of English verb use by the 

Chinese EFL learners. The qualitative analysis identifies the error types and the 

possible sources of errors.   

The following section will briefly state the answers to the research questions 

and summarize the major findings. Then pedagogical implications will be given to 

explain possible solutions in English teaching for the learners’ problems. Finally, 

limitations of the present study and suggestions for future studies will be presented. 
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Answers to Research Questions 

The present study aims to answer how English verbs are used by Chinese EFL 

learners at different language proficiency levels, and what the common errors are in 

the use of English verbs. In this section, the three research questions are answered. 

 

Research Question 1: What Are the Numbers of Correct and Incorrect Cases  

of English Verb Use by the GEPT Test-takers? 

Generally speaking, the Chinese EFL learners have an effective command of 

English verbs. The quantitative analysis shows that the overall correct rate is 88.9%. 

It also shows that the correct rates among the five verb categories are close. In terms 

of the frequency of incorrect verb use, the complex transitive verb with the V-O-OC 

construction has the highest incorrect rate (30.5%) among the five verb constructions. 

The result indicates that the V-O-OC construction is the most difficult verb 

construction for the Chinese EFL learners. The learners make a lot of errors in the use 

of OCs in the data. Oftentimes, the learners mistakenly adopt VPs as OCs, like 

“*wanted their kids go,” which is not allowed in English. The second highest 

incorrect use is the V-O construction (22.1%). Most of the errors in this construction 

center on the use of intransitive verbs to replace the transitive verbs. In these errors, 

the Os are often omitted or prepositions are wrongly added between the verbs and Os. 

The third one is the V-O1-O2 construction (19.2%). The learners either ignore the O2 

and form the V-O construction as in “*remind my father” or transfer other patterns of 

ditransitive verbs to the target verb in the same construction. The V construction 

ranks the fourth (15.6%) among the five verb constructions. In this construction, the 
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learners make errors chiefly by using intransitive verbs as transitive ones. They leave 

out the preposition between the intransitive verb and the following noun and form the 

V-O construction. The V-SC construction (12.6%) ranks the last among all of the verb 

constructions. Similar to the errors in the V-O-OC construction, most of the errors 

exhibit in the use of VPs as SCs as in ”*am totally disagree.” 

 

Research Question 2: What Are the Common Errors of English Verbs 

Committed by Chinese EFL Learners? And What are the Sources of the Errors? 

First of all, the Chinese EFL learners show the tendency of applying the V-O 

construction to verbs that actually require other constructions. The V-O construction 

are found to replace other types of constructs, including the complex transitive verbs 

of the V-O-OC construction, ditransitive verbs of the V-O1-O2 construction, and 

intransitive verbs of the V construction. The errors in the present study may point to 

interlingual transfer from the Chinese EFL learners’ L1 as a plausible explanation. 

Chinese is categorized as the topic-oriented language, in which the word order in a 

sentence is not often fixed. Sometimes the O of a Chinese verb does not always come 

after the verb. Instead, it can move to the beginning of a sentence when it is treated as 

a topic. Such a flexibility in Chinese word order makes the distinction between 

transitive and intransitive verbs blur. The other source of the errors is that Chinese 

and English verbs with similar meanings may take different verb constructions. So, an 

English intransitive verb may have a transitive Chinese equivalent. This may result in 

confusion for the learners in using transitive or intransitive verbs with appropriate 

arguments. Furthermore, the verb-object compounds are common in Chinese, which 
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may result in higher transitivity in Chinese verbs because their internal structure is 

basically transitive in nature (Li & Thompson, 2008). These characteristics may cause 

the overuse of V-O constructions. 

The second type of errors is shown in the insertion of unnecessary prepositions 

between the target verbs and their core arguments. The errors are found in three verb 

constructions of V-O1-O2, V-O-OC and V-SC. In the V-O1-O2 constructions, the 

learners are confused with the three sentence patterns of [V-O1-prep-O2], 

[V-O2-prep-O1], and [V-O2-O1]. The learners also insert unnecessary prepositions 

before object (OC) and subject (SC) complements in the V-O-OC and V-SC 

constructions. 

The third type of errors is demonstrated in the Chinese EFL learners’ use of 

VPs as complements. The co-occurrence of more than one verb is a prominent 

characteristic of Chinese. This phenomenon is commonly observed in verb 

constructions with complements, including the V-O-OC and V-SC constructions. The 

complements in these verb constructions take the forms of NPs, APs, or PPs, but 

some learners wrongly replace these complement forms with VPs and thus result in 

the co-occurrence of verbs. It is common in Chinese, but it is actually not allowed in 

English. 

 

Research Question 3: Are There Differences Between the Performances of GEPT 

Intermediate Level and High-intermediate Level Writers?  

Overall speaking, language proficiency levels do not result in significant 

differences in the errors of verb use. The distribution of the correct verb use shows 
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that the HI group (89.6%) has slightly better control over verb use than the INT group 

(88.1%). In terms of the five types of English verbs, the HI group show better 

performance in three of the verb types (V-O, V-O-OC, and V-O1-O2). Unexpectedly, 

the INT group has better results in some of the verbs types (V and V-SC), but the gap 

is small. These results indicate that the correct use of verbs with appropriate verb 

constructions is a common problem for language learners regardless of their 

proficiency levels.  

 

Summary of Major Findings 

In the present study, the overall result shows that the Chinese EFL learners 

generally demonstrate quite good performance in the use of English verbs. The 

learners’ language proficiency levels do not have significant influence in their use. 

Nevertheless, the errors found in these learners are fairly indicative, because the 

errors are commonly observed in learner’ data. Three major types of errors are found 

in the Chinese EFL learners’ use of verbs in English sentences. The error types 

include (1) the overuse of the V-O construction, (2) the unnecessary insertion of 

prepositions in verb constructions with dative verbs and with complements (OC and 

SC), and (3) the use of VPs as complements. The summary of the error types can be 

seen in Table 5.1. 
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Table 5.1 

The Error Types of English Verb Use 
Constructs  

& Sources 

Error Types 

Involved Verb 

Construction 
Sources of Error Erroneous Examples 

1. The overuse of 

V-O construction 

a. V-O-OC  

b. V-O1-O2 

c. V 

a. L2 near-synonym 

b. L1 equivalent 

c. L2 near-synonym & 

L1 equivalent 

a. “*regard a teenager should require 

adequate knowledge” 

b. “*remind my father” 

c. “*chat everything freely” 

2. The unnecessary 

insertion of 

prepositions  

a. V-O-OC 

b. V-O1-O2 

c. V-SC 

a. L2 near-synonym 

b. L2 near-synonym 

c. L2 near-synonym 

a. “*offer them with good care” 

b. ”*consider it as a negative impact” 

c. “*turn into peaceful.” 

3. The use of VPs  

as complements  

a. V-O-OC 

b. V-SC 

a. L1 equivalent 

b. L1 equivalent 

a. “*wanted their kids go” 

b. “*am totally disagree” 

The above errors demonstrate the transfer of syntactic structures from other 

verbs to the target verbs in English. The transfer may result from the interlingual or 

intralingual sources, and sometimes the mixture of both. In these possible sources, 

Fillmore’s “semantic frame,” may play a crucial role. When expressing a concept 

with language, the learners refer to their schema to find a suitable word. As shown in 

the present study, when language learners have problems in specifying a target verb, 

they may turn to another semantically similar word as a substitute. The substitute 

word is selected mainly because it shares similar semantic features or “frames” with 

the target verb. The source of the substitute word may come from the learners’ L1 or 

the TL. Notably, when these semantically similar substitutions are different in 

syntactic features, errors are likely to occur.  
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When it comes to the verb use, language learners need the ability to select 

semantically appropriate verbs to express their ideas. Also, they need to be able to use 

syntactically correct verb constructions. To help the Chinese EFL learners acquire the 

knowledge on the use of verbs, the teaching method that focuses on a single verb is 

not enough. A teaching method that integratively present the verbs and their core 

arguments is more suitable for the learners.  

 

Pedagogical Implications 

For a long time, vocabulary instruction is often viewed as a subcomponent of 

other classroom activities such as reading and listening practices. Most of the time, 

vocabulary instruction takes up only a small portion of time in the classroom, not to 

mention the teaching of verbs in particular. According to Hannon (2000), textbooks 

for vocabulary instruction often adopt the traditional approach or definition-based 

approach in classroom practices. The traditional approach includes two components: 

definitions and drills. Oftentimes, the target words are put in lists together with 

meaning in English and Chinese, along with one or two example sentences. The 

learners are required to copy the definitions and to construct sentences based on the 

definitions. On the other hand, the vocabulary drills basically include rote learning 

and memorization. Learners are required to do exercises such as multiple-choice 

questions to match the definitions, and fill-in-the-blank exercises to test their 

memorization.  

In terms of verb learning, it is regarded as subordinate to vocabulary learning. 

Target verbs with Chinese-English definitions are given to the Chinese EFL learners. 
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For example, the verb “chat” is given Chinese definitions in jiāntán (閒談) ‘to talk in 

an informal way’ and liáotiān (聊天) ‘to chat.’ The learners memorize the definitions 

and do exercises with the verb, such as sentence formation or multiple-choice 

questions. At times, the verbs are provided with transitive or intransitive features. For 

instance, the verb “chat” is categorized as a vi. (intransitive verb), while “discuss” as a 

vt. (transitive verb). Nagy (1988) notes that despite the accuracy of the definition of a 

word, these drills do not always allow language learners to use the word correctly. In 

terms of verb use, as the analysis shows, problems still occur when the transitive and 

intransitive dichotomy is involved. This dichotomy does not refer to the verb 

constructions that show the arguments associated with a verb. 

One solution to the problems is the lexical approach. Tang (2013) mentions that 

language teachers should recognize the significance of the lexical approach in order to 

help their students improve their language abilities. As discussed in Chapter 2, Lewis 

(1993) points out that the main idea of the lexical approach is to focus on language 

chunks. The chunks are a group of words that are commonly placed together so that 

they can be stored or processed as a single unit. The chunks can be realized in many 

forms, including collocations, fixed or semi-fixed expressions, and idioms.  

The use of chunks can be advantageous for learning a verb. In learning a verb, a 

learner has to know how to use the verb with its core arguments in a sentence. These 

core arguments may be collocations which are habitually juxtaposed with the verb. 

The lexical approach is able to consolidate the bound between the verb and its 

arguments. Furthermore, as mentioned, the explanation of transitive and intransitive 

features of a verb is insufficient. Teachers should help learners incorporate the verbs 
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and verb constructions into verb chunks so that they can retain them as a whole in 

their long-term memory.   

In order to help language learners develop repertoire in verb use, three stages of 

instructions are proposed in the present study. The three stages are implemented to 

achieve the form, meaning, and use of vocabulary knowledge. It is notable that in 

each stage of verb learning, the unit of verbs should be in chunks. Firstly, raising the 

learners’ awareness of language chunks is fundamental. The role of teachers is to 

draw language learners’ attention to the form of verb chunks. Take the synonymous 

verbs “discuss” and ”chat” as an example. The teaching of these two verbs and their 

corresponding verb constructions should be provided in “chunks,” not as individual 

words. For example, the verb “discuss” is highly collocated with nouns such as 

“discuss the issues,” “discuss the matters,” “discuss the problems,” “discuss the plans,” 

and “discuss the ways,” which form the V-O construction. On the other hand, the verb 

“chat” is mainly collocated with prepositions “to” and ”with” and then followed by 

nouns, such as “chat with people,” “chat with friends,” and “chat with each other,” 

which is in the V construction. Text chunking is another suggested technique for 

learners to recognize the form of verb chunks (Boers & Lindstromberg, 2009). The 

learners can try to find collocations with the target verbs. For example, candidate 

words such as “the issues,” ”with people,” “with friends,” “the ways” and ”the 

matters” are provided with the target verb “discuss” and ”chat.” The learners are 

encouraged to find their appropriate collocates. Furthermore, Racine (2018) also 

states that drawing learners’ attention to the similarities and differences in the 

collocations of learners’ L1 and the TL may as well raise the awareness of usage 
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restrictions. With the chunks, learners’ attention can be naturally directed to the 

combination of a verb and its arguments. 

The second stage is to consolidate the knowledge of chunks in memory. The 

purpose of this stage is to enhance the understanding of the meaning of verb chunks. 

According to Racine (2018), any activity that may deepen the memory may be useful. 

Boers and Lindstromberg (2009) suggest a memory-enhancing activity, which is 

termed elaboration. The idea is that when learners engage in the elaboration of any 

meaningful chunks, they invest efforts in their cognition. The process helps them 

deepen their memory. One specific example is that learners are given opportunities to 

analyze the meaning of a newly learned chunks. For example, the learners are given 

chunks with the near-synonymous verbs “participate” as “participate in activities,” 

“participate in training,” and “participate in elections,” and the verb ”join” as in “join 

the company,” “join the group,” and “join the party.” The learners then elaborate the 

similarities and differences between the target verbs through their collocations. The 

elaboration process is to facilitate the understanding of verb meanings. The 

elaboration activity can also be implemented by comparing English and Chinese verbs. 

For example, when learners encounter a sentence “The story reminds me of an 

experience I once had,” they can be guided to elaborate on the semantic similarities 

and differences between the verb remind and Chinese tíxǐng (提醒) ‘to remind.’ It is 

likely that the more the learners think about the target verb, the higher chances that 

the verb becomes a part of long-term memory.  

The third stage is to provide language learners with opportunities for 

naturalistic language use. The teaching of chunks may be merged with other 
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approaches effectively, such as task-based approach and communicative language 

teaching (Richards, 2001). The purpose is to give learners opportunities to produce 

output using language chunks. One of the suggested activities is retelling. The 

learners are given a story (or a text) with the focus on the chunks that appears in it. 

After studying the story, the learners participate in retelling activities, where they 

summarize or retell the story by using the same chunks in the story. In this stage, the 

role of the teacher is to create an environment for learners to practice the verb chunks 

effectively. 

 

Limitations of the Study 

There exist four limitations in this study. Firstly, this study targets at the five 

main categories of verbs and their core arguments. However, only ten verbs are 

included in each category. More target verbs are needed to fully present the use of 

verbs by language learners. Secondly, among the 50 target verbs, only 17 are at the 3rd 

and 4th levels of ERWL. Most of the target verbs center on the 1st and 2nd levels of 

ERWL. This may lead to a high rate of correct use, because these verbs are familiar to 

the learners. Thirdly, the collected sentence data for the analysis are limited. Each 

target verb collects only 30 sentences in LTTC-ELC, with 15 for each of the HI and 

INT groups. More information can be revealed with a larger number of writing 

samples. Lastly, there are only two levels of learners, HI and INT, included in this 

study. These two levels of learners cannot provide a fully comprehensive picture of 

all Chinese EFL learners. 
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Suggestions for Future Research 

The directions for the future research are mainly based on the limitations of the 

present study. Firstly, the future study may include a larger number of verbs to 

examine the use of verbs by learners in more detail. The research may also include 

verbs at other frequency level of ERWL, such as the 5th and 6th levels, to give a 

holistic view of verb uses. Secondly, more samples from learners with different 

proficiency levels can be included. Different learners may demonstrate different types 

of verb uses. The whole population of Chinese EFL learners should not be limited to 

certain proficiency levels. 
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Appendix A 

Target Verbs of V-O Construction 

 

Verb Category: Transitive 

Verbs OED Definition 
Level of 

ERWL 

1. reduce  “make smaller or less in amount, degree, or size” 3 

2. affect “have an effect on” 3 

3. mention “refer to something briefly and without going into 

detail” 

3 

4. achieve “successfully bring about or reach (a desired objective, 

level, or result) by effort, skill, or courage” 

3 

5. promote  “further the progress of (something, especially a cause, 

venture, or aim)” 

3 

6. appreciate  “be grateful for (something)” 3 

7. afford  “have (a certain amount of something, especially money 

or time) available or to spare” 

3 

8. benefit “bring advantage to” 3 

9. educate “give intellectual, moral, and social instruction to 

(someone, especially a child)” 

3 

10. inspire  “fill (someone) with the urge or ability to do or feel 

something” 

4 
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Appendix B 

Target Verbs of V-O-OC Construction 

 

Verb Category: Complex Transitive 

Verbs OED Definition 
Level of 

ERWL 

1. want “have a desire to do (something)” 1 

2. make “cause to become or seem” 1 

3. find “become aware of; discover to be the case” 1 

4. ask “request (someone) to do or give something” 1 

5. keep “make (someone) do something for a period of time” 1 

6. see “regard in a specified way” 1 

7. let “not prevent or forbid” 1 

8. consider “regard (someone or something) as having a specified 

quality” 

2 

9. regard “consider or think of (someone or something) in a 

specified way” 

2 

10. prevent “make (someone or something) unable to do something” 3 
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Appendix C 

Target Verbs of V-O1-O2 Construction 

 

Verb Category: Ditransitive 

Verbs OED Definition 
Level of 

ERWL 

1. bring  “come to a place with (someone or something)” 1 

2. show “offer, exhibit, or produce (something) for scrutiny or 

inspection” 

1 

3. teach “show or explain to (someone) how to do something” 1 

4. send “arrange for the delivery of (something)” 1 

5. give “freely transfer the possession of (something) to 

(someone)” 

1 

6. buy “obtain in exchange for payment” 1 

7. tell “communicate information, facts, or news to someone in 

spoken or written words” 

1 

8. provide “equip or supply someone with (something useful or 

necessary)” 

2 

9. offer “present or proffer (something) for (someone)” 2 

10. remind “cause someone to think of (something)” 3 
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Appendix D 

Target Verbs of V Construction 

 

Verb Category: Intransitive 

Verbs OED Definition 
Level of 

ERWL 

1. arrive “reach a place at the end of a journey or a stage in a 

journey” 

2 

2. focus  “pay particular attention to” 2 

3. fail “be unsuccessful in achieving one's goal” 2 

4. result “have (a specified end or outcome)” 2 

5. depend “be controlled or determined by” 2 

6. communicate  “share or exchange information, news, or ideas” 3 

7. chat  “talk in a friendly and informal way” 3 

8. graduate  “successfully complete an academic degree” 3 

9. participate  “take part” 3 

10. concentrate  “focus one's attention or mental effort on a particular 

object or activity” 

4 
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Appendix E 

Target Verbs of V-SC Construction 

 

Verb Category: Complex Intransitive 

Verbs OED Definition 
Level of 

ERWL 

1. am “having the state, quality, identity, nature, role, etc., 

specified” (first person singular present of be) 

1 

2. sound “convey a specified impression when heard” 1 

3. turn “change in nature, state, form, or color” 1 

4. seem “give the impression or sensation of being something 

or having a particular quality” 

1 

5. become “begin to be” 1 

6. grow “become gradually or increasingly” 1 

7. feel “experience (an emotion or sensation)” 1 

8. keep “continue or cause to continue in a specified 

condition, position, course, etc.” 

1 

9. get “enter or reach a specified state or condition” 1 

10. is “having the state, quality, identity, nature, role, etc., 

specified” (third person singular present of be) 

1 

 

 




