
PDA Report 

Lan Zhang (lzhang3@memphis.edu) 

Foreign Languages and Literatures 

In spring 2016 I was on Professional Development Assignment which I intended to use to focus 
on research related to student writing skills in Chinese as a second language. This research 
included analyzing students’ essays that I have collected. Specifically, I worked on the following 
two projects: 

1. The first examined the connectives used in students’ writings of the “pear story” 
(http://pearstories.org/).  The connectives in this study include not only conjunctives such as “虽
然…但是…” (even though…but…), but also words such as “…以后” (after…). Both kinds can 
serve the function of connecting clauses in Chinese, with the latter doing so by subordinating a 
clause. I chose this project because of its connection with learners’ overall syntactic maturity. 
Previous research has shown that English learners of Chinese use a higher percentage of 
connective devices than native speakers. According to previous research, unlike languages such 
as English, usage of connective devices in Chinese cannot be used as an indicator for syntactic 
maturity, as it cannot reflect the characteristics of Chinese. Instead, it is suggested null subjects 
and topic continuity should be included in the measurement of syntactic maturity, and it has been 
observed that the usage of null elements only started emerging among learners of high 
proficiency level, and is still less than native speakers group.  

Given this background, the project first examines the density of connective devices used in the 
CFL students’ writing. The density of connective devices is “calculated by dividing the total 
number of each type of cohesive devices by the total number of clauses”. Different from 
previous findings, even though high-intermediate group used higher density of connective 
devices than native speakers, the low-intermediate group did not. The project then looks at the 
usage of null subjects. Consistent with previous research, it is found that both groups of learners 
used less than the native group. However, examining the contexts where the learners have used 
null subjects, it was discovered that almost all of the null subjects appeared where overt 
connective devices were present. This seems to suggest that connective devices served as a clue 
to the students that the clauses can form a topic chain and thus null subjects are allowed. On the 
other hand, students treated the clauses without connective devices as independent ones, and 
each thus had to have its own subject. Pedagogical implications are then suggested: usage of 
connective devices should be encouraged at least at the beginning stage to help the students 
identify topic chains in Chinese. 

This project was presented at the 2nd CLTA International Symposium on Chinese Language 
Teaching and Learning (CLTA-S2), held between April 1st and April 3rd at the University of 
Maryland at College Park. 

http://pearstories.org/


2. The second project examined which nominal forms English learners of Chinese choose to 
introduce as a new referent into discourse, using the narratives elicited from the “Pear Story”. 
The nouns in Chinese can be marked with numeral classifiers, demonstratives or stay bare, each 
serving different referent functions. In addition to marking indefiniteness of the noun, numeral 
classifiers are also used to introduce “a thematically more important NP” into discourse in 
Chinese. There are five referents of different thematic status in the “Pear Story” that appear in 
the narratives: a farmer picking pears, pears that the farmer picked, a boy who stole some pears, 
a girl whom the boy passed by, and a group of boys which the boy who took the pears had 
interaction with. An examination of the nominal forms used to introduce the five referents 
reveals: (1) the native speakers used predominantly numeral classifiers to introduce all the 
referents except for the pears. This confirms the previous proposal that the thematic status of the 
referent plays a role in the choice of nominal forms; (2) All the groups, learners and natives, used 
a bare noun to introduce pears. Syntactic position may have affected the choice in addition to the 
thematic status; (3) Second year students appear not to be as sensitive to the thematic status 
factor since, in terms of all the three single referents, they used a mixture of both bare nouns and 
nouns with numeral classifiers. The difference is statistically significant between the learners and 
the native group for the nominal form used to introduce “the boy” and “the girl”. However, even 
though they have omitted the numeral classifier for the single referents, they did not when 
introducing the group of boys. This indicates number is another factor that affects the choice of 
nominal forms; (4) There is no statistical difference between the third year learners and the 
native group for all the five referents, which suggests that overall proficiency correlates with the 
acquisition of the discourse functions of nominal forms. 

I completed the data analysis and wrote an abstract for the second project during the PDA. I 
submitted it to Boston University Conference on Language Development (BUCLD). 
Unfortunately, it was not accepted but I intend to work on it further. 

In addition to research, I also supervised adjunct faculties in the Chinese program, due to the fact 
that I am the single full time faculty in the program. I also helped recruit for the 2016 summer 
study abroad program in China. Besides working out details with our host university and 
answering students’ inquiries on the program, I held a pre-departure orientation meeting in April 
with the study abroad office. I also led the group of ten students to China at the end of May for 
our summer program.  


