
A story-writing based study about the acquisition of aspect in 

Spanish by Mandarin Chinese learners 

In this paper we analyze the acquisition of the Spanish aspectual past tenses by Mandarin 

Chinese learners of Spanish through the use of the aspectual semantic classes (states, 

activities, accomplishments and achievements) by Vendler (1957).  Specifically, we analyze 

the production of these semantic classes in past context in order to investigate the choice of 

pretérito indefinido and pretérito imperfecto. The objective is to investigate if the results 

support, first the hypothesis of the discourse function of aspect (Salaberry 2003) and second, 

the role of the L1 linguistic typology on the L2. Concretely, we analyze the role of the specific 

combination of aspectual semantic classes and the morphological markers (perfective and 

imperfective forms) between Spanish and Mandarin Chinese reflected in a set of semi-

guided story-writing tasks. 

In order to elicit data, we used three semi-guided story-writing produced by two groups of 

B1 and B2 Spanish learners (CEFR, 2000) plus a control group of Spanish native speakers. 

Participants were provided with three story scripts containing a balanced number of 

infinitive forms belonging to each of the four semantic classes. Following Verkuyl (1996) and 

De Swart & Verkuyl (1999), the infinitive forms were constrained syntactically (Direct Object 

in plural, bare nouns, etc.) in order to favor the selection of one of the two targeted past 

tenses. The participants were 6 non-native learners of B1 level and 6 of B2 level at Nanjing 

University Jinling College in China. Therefore, this is a quasi-longitudinal study about the 

acquisition of these aspectual tenses. A control group of 6 native speakers from the Pompeu 

Fabra University in Spain took the same tests. 

Results show that a clear pattern emerges for the B1 group: they use indefinido for all the 

semantic classes (be it correct or not), while for B2 group, the pattern favors imperfecto. This 

suggests that for the B2 group, there is a reanalysis phase of the L2 rules but the result of 

their production is still distinct from that of native speakers in control group, which can be 

attributed partly to the L1 and partly to the process of the acquisition about the coding of 

the aspectual classes by the learners, who in this stage focus more on the contextual 

characteristics (the optionality, definiteness, number, etc. of the arguments) which influence 

more the compositional aspect than the lexical grammar characteristics.   
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