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STUDIES AND RESEARCH 

Topic prominence in tlie acquisition of Chinese 
existential sentences by English speakers 

X I A O H O N G W E N 

Abstract 

This study investigates the interlanguage structure of Chinese existential sen­
tences produced by native English speakers. The canonical Chinese existential 
structure starts with a locative sentential topic, while English existential struc­
ture starts with a dummy subject "there". Thus, a native English-speaking 
learner of Chinese has to experience the typological difference in acquiring 
Chinese existential structure. This study compares and analyzes written sen­
tences produced by 66 CFL students at three different levels, and 10 native 
Chinese speakers. The results of the study indicate that English-speaking 
learners acquired Chinese existential sentences at the early stages of their L2 
acquisition. Their interlanguage was characterized by the topic-prominent 
feature. Two types of LI transfer were observed in the subjects at the lower 
levels, yet frequency of the transfer is not statistically significant. 

0. Introduction 
A number of researchers have noted that interlanguage development is 
characterized by topic-comment rather than subject-predicate structure. 
Topic-prominence is an important feature in second language (L2) ac­
quisition. (Rutherford 1983; Givon 1984; Fuller, Gundel, 1987; Sasaki 
1990). Second language learners, independent of their first language, 
seem to rely more on pragmatic reladons and funcdons than grammad-
cal structures in early interlanguage development. 

Rutherford (1983) invesdgated English language acquisition by Chi­
nese, Japanese and Korean learners. English is typoiogically different 
from Chinese, Japanese and Korean. The former is subject-prominent 
whereas the latter are topic prominent ( L i , Thompson 1976). 
Rutherford compared the composiuon of Chinese, Japanese, and Ko­
rean learners at different proficiency levels. The results of the study 
showed that in the course of L2 acquisition, learners gradually move 
from the topic-comment structure which is loosely organized by prag­
matics toward target-like subject-predicate structures organized by syn­
tax and morphology. Rutherford concluded that to produce topic-com-
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ment structures at the early stage of L 2 acquisition is a general tendency 
for learners, irrespective of mother tongue or target language. 

Fuller and Gundel (1987) invesdgated the role of topic-comment 
structure in the acquisidon of English as a second language by highly 
topic-prominent language speakers of Chinese, Japanese and Korean, 
and the speakers of Arabic, Farsi and Spanish, relatively less topic-
prominent languages. They compared spoken narratives of their sub­
jects with those of native English speakers. They discovered that all of 
their subjects produced more topic-comment sentences in their 
interlanguage narraUves than did English speakers, irrespective of their 
first languages. Fuller and Gundel argued that L2 acquisition is gener­
ally characterized by an early topic-prominent stage, and topic-com­
ment structure is a universal stage in interlanguage. 

In the investigation of topic-comment structure in interlanguage, re­
searchers frequendy come across the difficuldes of idendfying the topic 
word of the sentence. Though L i and Thompson (1976) and other 
scholars (Givon 1979; Gundel 1988) attempted to define "topic", it is 
not easy to determine due to its elusiveness and the flexibility of the 
speech context where the data were collected. Sasaki's study (1990) 
seemed to have solved this problem. Sasaki investigated Japanese 
speakers' interlanguage constructions of English existential sentences 
with a locative sentential topic. The data collected were the written 
producdon of native Japanese-speaking students of ESL at a Japanese 
high school. The results of the study indicated that there was a close 
relationship between the levels of Enghsh proficiency and topic-com­
ment structure. A general shift was found from topic-comment to sub­
ject-predicate structures as the English proficiency of the learners in­
creased. The results of Sasaki's study is consistent w i th that o f 
Rutherford's study (1983). 

1.0. Purpose of the Study 
1.1. The previous studies on topic-prominence in interlanguage all in ­
vesdgated the production of English as a second language (ESL) learn­
ers (Rutherford 1983; Fuller, Gundel 1987; Duff 1988, Sasaki 1990). 
The first languages of these ESL learners were all more topic-prominent 
than their target language, English. The results of the studies all indi­
cated that their interlanguage, especially at the early stage, was charac­
terized by the topic-prominent feature. However, i t is not clear what 
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caused topic-prominence in the interlanguage of ESL learners. The 
possibilities include the direct transfer of learner's first language, the 
easiness of topic-prominent structures, or some pragmatic factors in 
second language acquisidon. We cannot exclude typological transfer of 
the first language, since the first languages of ESL learners in the previ­
ous studies were all more topic-prominent than their target language 
(English). Thus, studies from the reverse direction are needed so that 
we can control the factor of first language transfer. 

1.2. The present study investigates the interlanguage structure of Chi­
nese existential sentences acquired by native English speakers. The ca­
nonical structure of Chinese existential sentence starts wi th a locative 
sentential topic. In comparison, English existential structure starts with 
the dummy subject "there". Thus, a native English-speaking learner of 
Chinese has to go through the typological difference in acquiring Chi­
nese existendal structure. The purpose of the present study is three­
fold: (1) to discover how learners of Chinese move from a highly sub­
ject-prominent structure to a topic-prominent structure, (2) to investi­
gate i f there is a topic-prominent tendency in the interlanguage of En­
glish-speaking learners when they acquire Chinese existential struc­
tures, and (3) to investigate at what stage the feature of topic-promi­
nence appears in their interlanguage. 

2.0. The topic and Chinese existential structure 
2.1 . L i and Thompson (1976) proposed that languages differ in their 
strategies in constructing sentences according to the prominence of the 
notions of topic and subject. Languages wi th canonical sentence types 
o f topic-comment form share a number of common properties. Other 
scholars (Givon 1979; Gundel 1988) also discussed the principles of 
topic-comment structure to define the specific nature of topic and topic-
comment relations. For example, a topic always refers to something 
that is definite or generic, and is mutually understood by the speaker and 
listener. However, i t is frequently difficult to determine which word is 
the topic of the sentence, especially in a speech context where the topic 
switches according to speaker's interest and language context. In addi­
tion, in a language which has both topic-prominent and subject-promi­
nent sentences, the topic and subject of the sentence on the surface level 
may be identical. Sentence 1 is such an example. ( L i , Thompson 1981) 
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- 1. I l ike to eat apples. 
subject predicate 
topic comment 

In sentence I , " I " is both the subject and the topic. Therefore sen­
tence 1 does not present the typological differences between topic-
prominent and subject-prominent languages in its surface structure. 

2.2. Existendal sentences present typological differences in the surface 
structure. In English, the canonical existendal sentence has the con­
struction of dummy subject (there) -i- predicate + locative, whereas in 
Chinese, the constmction is radically different: topic (locative) -i- com­
ment. L i and Thompson (1976) noted that sentences wi th non-referen­
tial subjects never occur in topic-prominent languages, but only in 
highly subject-prominent languages. The topic in a Chinese sentence is 
at the beginning of the sentence. The canonical existential sentence in 
Chinese starts wi th a topicalized locative as in sentences 2 and 3. 

2. Locative -i- existential verb -i- NP. 
. (Zai) nage tushuguan you shiba zhang da zhuozi. 

(In) that library exist eighteen M . big tables. 
There are eighteen big tables in that library. 

3. Locative + positional verbs-t-aspect marker - I -NP. 
(Zai) zhuozi shang fang zhe san ben shu. 
(On) table position lie aspect three M . books. 
There are three books on the table. 

In this study, we wi l l use the criteria proposed in L i and Thompson 
(1981) to determine the topic word in Chinese sentences. Syntactically, 
a topic in Chinese is at the beginning of the sentence, and can be sepa­
rated from the rest of the sentence by a pause. Semantically, a topic 
refers to something that is definite (sentence 2) or generic (sentence 4). 

4. (Zai) tushuguan you henduo da zhuozi 
(In) library exist many big table. 
There are many big tables in the library. 

3.0. Methods 
3.1. Subjects Seventy-six students in American universities and col­
leges participated in this study. Sixty-six subjects were learners of Chi­
nese at three proficiency levels. Subjects at the low level learned Chi ­
nese for about one year. Subjects at the intermediate level learned Chi -
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Table 1. Information of the subjects 
Level A' Average Native language 

Age 
Target language 

L o w 24 20 English Chinese 

Intermediate 24 21 English Chinese 
Advanced 18 23 English Chinese 
Cliinese 10 31 Chinese English 

nese for about two years. Subjects at the advanced level learned Chi­
nese for three or more years. Ten subjects were native Chinese speak­
ers and studied at universities in the USA. The information on the sub­
jects is presented in Table 1. 

3.2. Procedure Subjects were given written instructions and asked to 
write eight sentences based on the eight noun phrases provided to the 
subjects by the researcher (see Appendix). The instructions included: 
"Below is the information of a town library. Please write eight sen­
tences based on the given information. You may use the same sentence 
structure repeatedly. There are no relationships among the sentences 
you write. Please use 'that library' in every sentence that you write." 
The locative "that library" was used to elicit existential sentences, and 
also to help the researcher locate the topic of the sentence'. The subjects 
were encouraged to write as fast as possible so that their wri t ing would 
be spontaneous and natural. They were also encouraged to use the same 
structure as many times as possible, so that they would use the structure 
with which they felt most comfortable, and not be forced to use different 
structures for the sake of variation. The frequency of the structure used 
by the subjects provides a clue to what structure is the easiest and most 
preferred by students. 

4.0Residts 
4.1 . The subjects produced 607 sentences based on the given informa­
tion. Each subject produced 7.85 sentences on average. A l l the sen­
tences are categorized into five types: 

Type I . Locative - I - Existential V -i- NP. 
Type I I . Locative + Positional V + Aspect + NP. 
Type I I I . Existential V + NP -i- Locative. 
Type I V . NP -f- Locative. 
Type V . Non-existential sentences 
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Table 2 and Table 3 show the frequency numbers and the percent­
ages of the productive sentence types respectively. Figure 1 shows the 
percentages of the five sentence types for the four proficiency levels. 
Chi- was used to determine i f there were significant differences among 
subjects of different proficiency levels, and differences between the 
production of learners of Chinese and native Chinese speakers. First, 
the results of Chi^ indicated that there was no significant difference 
among students of different proficiency levels w i th the frequencies of 
Sentence Types I , I I , and V . However, there were significant differ­
ences among students at different proficiency levels with the frequen­
cies of Sentence Types I I I and I V . Each of the five types of sentences is 
discussed below. 

4.2. Type I. Locative -i- Existential Verb -i- NP. 
5. Nage tushuguan you shiba ben Zhongwen shu. 

That library exist eighteen M . Chinese books. 
There are eighteen Chinese books in that library. 

This type is a typical Chinese existendal sentence. It has a topic-
comment structure, and topic is a locadve at the beginning of the sen­
tence. Although Type I is grammatical in English, it is rarely used in 

Table 2. Frequency of productive .sentence types 

Levels Sentence 

I // III IV V 

1 123 6 18 18 26 

2 139 0 10 11 32 

3 109 6 2 3 24 • 

Nat ive Chinese 66 4 2 0 8 • 

Tota l 437 16 32 32 90 

Table 3. Percentage of productive sentence types 

Levels Sentence types 

I I I HI IV V 

1 64.4 3.1 9.4 9.4 13.6 

2 72.4 0 5.2 5.7 16.7 

3 75.7 4.2 1.4 2.1 16.7 

Chinese 82.5 5.0 2.5 0 10 

Tota l 72.0 2.6 5.3 5.3 14.8 
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0 

• 

Type I 
Type II 
Type III 
Type IV 
Type V 

2 0 40 6 0 8 0 100 120 

Figure 1. Percentages of productive sentence types by levels 

I , CFL students at low proficiency level; 2, CFL students at intermediate level; 

3, CFL students at advanced level; 4, Chinese native speakers 

English. The frequency of Type I pattern is the highest among all the 
patterns produced by students of all proficiency levels: 72% of the total 
productive sentences (See Tables 2 and 3). The frequency of Type I for 
the first year students is 64.4% o f their total production. Chi- results 
indicated that there were no significant differences in producing Type I 
patterns among students at all proficiency levels. (Chi^ = 4.679, df = 3, 
P<.05). Therefore, the results suggest that English-speaking learners of 
Chinese acquire the most canonical existential sentences at the early 
stage of their learning. No evidence of typological transfer was found in 
the production o f the most canonical existential sentences by English-
speaking learners of Chinese at any proficiency level. 

4.3. Type 11. Locative -t- Positional Verb -i- Aspect -i- NP. 
Type I I is a second canonical existential sentence in Chinese. The loca­
tive is the topic at the beginning of the sentence. The information (eight 
nouns) given to the subjects when they did the test can be used in either 
Type I or Type I I patterns. Sentences 6a and b present both types re­
spectively. 

6a. Nage tushuguan you liangzhang Zhongguo ditu. 
That library exist two M . Chinese map. 
There are two Chinese maps in that library, 

b. Nage tushuguan de qiangshang gua zhe liangzhang Zhongguo 
ditu. 
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That library Possessive wall hang aspect two M . Chinese 
map. ; ^ . 
There are two Chinese maps hanging on the wall of that library. 

Both 6a and 6b-are topic-comment structures with the locadve at the 
sentence-inidal position. Although semantically 6a and 6b are differ­
ent, the semantic differences are not the concern of this study. Sentence 
6b is more difficult than 6a because of the variations of positional verbs 
and the aspect marker in 6b. Sentence 6a is more canonical, easier, and 
used more frequently than 6b. Thus, sentence 6a, that is, TypC I pattern, 
was preferred by all the subjects, including the native Chinese speakers. 
The frequencies of Type I is 72%, and Type I I is 2.6% of the total pro­
duction. On the other hand, first-year students already produced Type I I 
sentences. This indicates that topic-comment structures of Chinese ex­
istential sentences appear at an early stage of interlanguage of learners 
of Chinese. 

4.4. T jpe / / / . Existential Verb-t-NP-H Locative. 
This is another existential sentence wi th a topic-comment structure. 
The verb phrase is the topic because it shares the properties of the topic 
proposed by L i and Thompson (1981). I t is in the sentence-initial posi­
tion and can be separated from the rest of the sentence (the comment) by 
a pause or a pause particle. The locative is the comment in the sentence-
final position. There is a pragmatic difference between Type I I I and 
Type I sentences, as presented in sentences 7 and 8 respectively. The 
topic in sentence 8 is a locative. The existence of the locative "that l i ­
brary" is already established in the discourse context. Sentence 8 can be 
used to answer the question of sentence 9, and can be extended into 
sentence 10. 

7. You sanshiwu ben Zhongwen shu zai nage tushuguan. 
Exist thirty-five M . Chinese book in that library. 
There are thirty-five Chinese books in that library. 

8. Nage tushuguan you sanshiwu ben Zhongwen shu. 
That library exist thirty-five M . Chinese books. 
There are thirty-five Chinese books in that library. 

9. Nage tushuguan you shenme? 
That library exist what? 
What is there in that library? 

10. Nage tushuguan you sanshiwu ben shu, haiyou shi ben 
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Zhongguo cidian. 

That library exist 35 M . books, also exist ten M . 
Chinese dictionary. 

There are 35 books and 10 Chinese dictionaries in that library. 
The topics in sentences 8, 9, 10 are identical, "that library". How­

ever, sentence 7 has a different topic. Thus, it is pragmatically inappro­
priate to use sentence 7 to answer the question of sentence 9 in a dis­
course context-. Sentence 7 can be extended into sentence 11. The 
topic of sentence 11 is a verb phrase in sentence-initial position. 

11. Y o u sanshiwu ben Zhongwen shu zai nage 
tushuguan, qizhong 
Exist 35 M . Chinese books in that 
library, among which 
shiben shi guanyu Zhongguo lishide, ershiwu ben shi guanyu 
10 M . be on Chinese history, 25 M . be on 
Zhongguo wenhua de. 
Chinese culture. 
There are 35 Chinese books in that library, among which 10 
books are on Chinese history and 25 on Chinese culture. 

The word order of Type I I I parallels English existential structure as 
presented in sentences 12 and 13. 

12. There are thirty-five books in that library. 
13. You sanshiwu ben shu zai nage tushuguan. 

Exist thirty-five M . books in that hbrary. 
Type I I I sentence is grammatical in Chinese. There were two possi­

bilities when students produced Type I I I sentences. One is the direct 
translation of their first language to their target language. In this case, 
they produce the sentence wi th the same word order as that of their first 
language. The other possibility is to directly master the topic-comment 
structure wi th no transfer from their first language. The first possibility 
indicates that students use the direct translation strategy in acquiring the 
existential sentence. Since there is no dummy subject in Chinese, it is 
automatically left out. As a result of direct translation, the verb phrase 
is in the sentence-initial position and the locative is i n the sentence-final 
position. The second possibility suggests that students are able to ac­
quire the topic-comment structure at the early stage of their Chinese 
language acquisition. 

The distribution of the frequency of Type I I I pattern is that the first-
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year students produced the Type I I I pattern at the highest rate (9.4% of 
the total). As the proficiency level of the students increases, the fre­
quency of producing Type I I I pattern decreases. The production of 
Type I I I by the second-year students is 5.2% and the third year is 1.4%. 
The results of Chi- indicated that the frequency of Type I I I pattern pro­
duced by students of different levels differed significantly. (X^ = 9.567, 
df =3, P<0.05). Thus, it appears that students at a low proficiency level 
were influenced by their first language in acquiring Chinese existendal 
sentences. They sometimes used the direct translation strategy in pro­
ducing Chinese existential sentences, though the percentage of these 
sentences is not large. 

4.5. Type IV. NP - I - locadve 
14. Sanben fawen cidian zai nage tushuguan. 

Three M . French dicdonary in that library. 
There are three French dictionaries in that library. 

Type IV is a subject-predicate structure. It is grammatical but prag­
matically inappropriate in Chinese. The subject of an existential sen­
tence in Chinese must be definite or generic to be appropriately used in 
discourse contexts. Sentences 15a, b, and 16a, b demonstrate the defi­
nite and generic topicalization of sentences respecdvely. 

15 a. Nide na sanben fawen cidian zainar ne? 
Your that three M . French dictionary position where particle. 
Where are your three French dictionaries? 

b. Wode na sanben fawen cidian zai tushuguan. 
M y that three M . French dictionary in library. 
Those three French dictionaries of mine are in the library. 

16a. Fawen cidian zai neige tushuguan? 
French dictionary in which library 
French dictionaries are in which library? 

b. Fawen cidian zai nage tushuguan. 
French dicdonary in that library. 
French dictionaries are in that library. 

The subject in sentence 14 is neither definite nor generic. Therefore, 
sentence 14 has to be changed into 15b or 16b to be used in real dis­
course contexts. Sentence 15b and 16b are topic-comment structures 
because both the sentence-inidal phrases "Wode na san ben Fawen 
cidian" (those three dictionaries of mine) and "Fawen cidian" (French 
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dictionaries) meet the criteria of the Chinese topic proposed by L i and 
Thompson (1981), i.e., definite or generic, and at the sentence-initial 
position. It seems that Chinese existential sentences have to be in topic-
comment form to be pragmatically and appropriately used in the context 
of discourse. The native Chinese speakers did not produce any Type I V 
sentences. The subjects at the low proficiency level produced Type I V 
pattern most. The frequency of producing Type I V pattern is 9.4% of 
the total wi th the first-year subjects, 5.7% wi th the second-year subjects, 
2.1 % wi th the subjects at the advanced level, and 0 with the native Chi­
nese speakers. The results of Chi- indicate that there is a significant dif­
ference in the frequency of producing Type I V patterns among subjects 
at different proficiency levels (Chi- = 8.622, d f = 3, P<0.05). 

As the proficiency level of the student increases, the frequency of 
producing Type IV pattern decreases. This phenomenon suggests that 
students are influenced by their first language at the eariy stage o f acqui­
sition of Chinese existential sentences. When students produced a Type 
I V pattern, they had the typological transfer o f their L I to L2 . As a 
result of transfer, Type I V pattern is in subject-predicate form and prag­
matically inappropriate in Chinese. 

4.6. Type V. Except for the previous four types, all the rest of the sen­
tences produced by the students belong to Type V . They are not exis­
tential sentences. Some of the structures of Type V are in topic-com­
ment (sentence 17) form and the others are in subject-predicate form 
(sentence 18). 

17. Zai nage tushuguan, wo kanle shiwuben riwen shu. 
In that library, I read P. fifteen M . Japanese books. 
I read 15 Japanese books in that library. 

18. Nage tushuguan de zhuozi, yizi dou hen dou. 
That library particle table, chair all very many. 
There are many tables and chairs in that library. 

Type V sentences frequently appear after Type I sentences in the 
producdon of subjects, especially with the higher-level students. I t 
seems that in discourse, students produce Type I patterns (the topic-
comment structure) in the first few sentences and then switch to Type V 
patterns (the subject-predicate structures) as exemplified in sentence 19 
a-d. 

19a. Nage tushuguan you shiba ben Zhongwen shu. 










