
Can L2 Speakers Acquire New Morphological Distinctions? Evidence From Temporal 

Morphological Production In Mandarin Speakers Of English 

 

Adult second language learners exhibit inflectional variability in L2 production, especially 

those whose L1 does not use inflectional morphology, e.g. Mandarin Chinese (Lardiere, 

1998; Hawkins & Liszka, 2003). Previous linguistic accounts of variable inflectional 

production have pointed towards missing L2 representations (predicting absolute omission), 

difficulties in realising L2 surface morphology, and L1 prosodic constraints (Hawkins & Chan, 

1997; Prevost & White, 2000; Goad White & Steele, 2003). The complexity of inflectional 

features has also been proposed to contribute to the frequency of inflectional errors 

(Hawkins, 2007; Chondrogianni & Marinis, 2012). L2 inflectional errors can also be explained 

via Levelt’s (1989) model of language production. According to this model, L2 inflectional 

errors can be attributed to conceptualisation errors, insufficient activation of morphological 

representations or articulation.  

We used scene description tasks to investigate variability of inflectional production amongst 

adult Mandarin learners of English, whose L1 does not mark tense using inflectional 

morphology. In Experiment 1, 42 native Mandarin speakers of English (IELTS 6.5+, AoA 8+) 

and 36 native English speakers produced spoken descriptions. We used visual stimuli, which 

included calendar pictures as temporal cues, singular and plural subjects and specific 

transitive verbs to elicit temporal adverbials and the appropriate inflectional markings (3SG -

s (3rd person singular -s) & past -ed). In Experiment 2, 48 native Mandarin speakers of 

English (IELTS 6.5+, AoA 5+) and 45 native English speakers completed the same 

production task but producing written descriptions instead. 

As expected, English speakers performed at ceiling levels in terms of inflectional accuracy. 

Surprisingly, Mandarin speakers of English were also sensitive to temporal cues and 

produced the correct inflections in both spoken and written tasks (spoken: Present Habitual: 

49.34%, Past: M= 56.62%; p <.001***; written: Present Habitual: M=58.35%, Past: 

M=72.12%; p =.005**). Importantly, participant’s error patterns did not change across 

production modalities. 3SG -s was most likely to be omitted in both spoken and written 

production. 

These findings showed L2 speakers’ sensitivity to L2 specific temporal cues in production, 

which argues against the theory of missing representations. The fact that spoken production 

did not show greater proportion of inflectional errors indicates a minor influence of 

articulatory prosody, and that production modality was not a significant contributor in the 

frequency of L2 inflectional errors. The featurally more complex inflection, 3SG -s, coding 

person, subject number and tense was especially prone to inflectional omission. This 

supports the idea that the complexity of inflectional markings contributes to L2 production 

difficulties. Overall, our findings showed L2 inflectional errors in production are most likely to 

be the result of processing difficulties in realising L2 morphology, and not a consequence of 

missing L2 representations or prosodic constraints. From a Leveltian perspective, our 

findings point towards a processing account of L2 production errors i.e. insufficient activation 

of L2 morphological representations. They also argue against conceptualisation and 

articulation as the main contributors of L2 inflectional errors in production. 
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