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(A CORPUS-BASED STUDY ON EFL LEARNERS’ USE OF TRANSITIVE
CONSTRUCTIONS USING A COGNITIVE LINGUISTICS APPROACH)
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As most English verbs are flexible and they can be used both transitively and
intransitively, using transitive constructions can be difficult for EFL learners. In
cognitive linguistics, transitivity is considered as a gradable concept and the
prototypical transitivity represents the maximal distinction between the agent and the
patient. Taking a cognitive linguistics approach, the author seeks to discover the
linguistic features in the uses of transitive constructions by Chinese EFL learners, and
to study the conceptual features and mechanisms that underlie their linguistic features.

The study is conducted through a series of comparisons, which consists of two
parts: 1) the comparison between LOCNESS, a NS corpus, and SUBWECCL, a NNS
corpus; 2) the comparison between three different levels of Chinese EFL learners. There
are six types of transitive constructions studied, including: transitive constructions with
prototypical transitive verbs, with affected agents, with volitional undergoers, with
neutral participants, with effected patients and with ergative verbs. The comparison
involves both the syntactic patterns and their arguments in transitive constructions. The
findings reveal that there are major differences in the use of transitive constructions

between Chinese EFL learners and native speakers. In comparison with native speakers,
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Chinese EFL learners are constrained by the prototypical transitive construction in their
uses. The comparison between different levels of Chinese EFL learners shows a large
amount of similarities in their uses of transitive constructions, suggesting little change
in their conceptualization of transitivity.

The author argues that the features in Chinese EFL learners’ use of transitive
constructions are the result of prototypical effects. They are more dependent on
prototypes and are bound by them in conceptualization, leading to a more prototypical
use of transitive constructions with less deviations and flexibility. Their heavy reliance
on prototypical transitive constructions can lead to fossilization in English learning.
Chinese EFL learners should be encouraged to use transitive constructions flexibly with

different syntactic patterns so that they can gain a native-like proficiency.
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