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L1 Semantic Transfer in the Acquisition of L2
Chinese Vocabulary by Advanced Learners

Helen H. Shen
The University of lowa, USA

Abstract The present study examines the role of English L1 (first language) semantic
transfer in the acquisition of Chinese L2 (second language) productive vocabulary by
advanced learners, the strategies for productive use of L2 words, and Chinese L2 learners’
perceptions of their L1’s role in L2 productive vocabulary learning. The results of this study
suggest that advanced Chinese L2 students still rely heavily on their L1 for mediation in the
productive use of Chinese L2 words. Compared with native Chinese speakers, L2 Chinese
speakers use fewer strategies and rarely strategies that require L2 word knowledge of the
semantic, syntactic, and pragmatic domains in productive vocabulary use. Although L2
Chinese learners have developed awareness of the mismatch between the L1 and L2
syntagmatic domains, they believe that their L1 still plays a fundamental role in their L2
word acquisition.

Keywords lexical development, Chinese words, Chinese vocabulary acquisition
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