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Abstract 

 Motion is experienced by humans around the world, but this experience can be 
expressed in diverse ways in different typological languages, namely verb-framed languages, 
satellite-framed languages, and equipollently-framed languages (Talmy 1985; Slobin 1996). 
The typologically different languages encode motions differently in terms of the use of verb 
types (i.e. Manner (M), Path (P), Deixis (D)), verb tokens, and verb constructions, which 
shape language-specific characteristics. It has been suggested that Mandarin, an 
equipollently-framed language, is characterized by the following patterns: the types of 
Manner are more than those of Path; the tokens of Manner are more than those of Path, and 
M+P+D is the most common construction (Chen, 2005). Children, when describing motions, 
must learn the language-specific patterns along the course of language acquisition. Previous 
studies have demonstrated that language-specific patterns could be found in young children 
(e.g. Choi & Bowerman, 1991). However, studies seem to present conflicting results 
regarding Mandarin-speaking children’s motion expressions in different discourse genres. 
These studies showed that children narratives, but not their conversations, demonstrated 
equipollently-framed-language patterns (Guo & Chen, 2009; Huang, 2012). While previous 
studies have implied that children’s language expressions could be different in narration and 
conversation, few studies have examined how genre differences may affect children’s motion 
encoding. Therefore, the study aims to investigate how Mandarin-speaking children aged 3, 4 
and 5 encode motion events in conversation and narration, and whether their use of the 
expressions differs in the two genres. 
 Conversation and narration data were collected from children of three age groups (3 
to 5). In the mother-child conversation data, 401 motion clauses were collected from 8 
children with a total data length of 4 hours. In the narration data, 402 motion clauses were 
collected from 22 children with a total data length of 1.5 hour. Three categories of motion 
verbs (i.e. M, P and D) and 9 categories of motion constructions (e.g. P, M+P, P+D, M+P+D) 
were coded. The data were analyzed in terms of the use of verb types, verb tokens, and 
motion constructions. 
 The results show that, in both genres, children in all age groups used more types of M 
than P, and that they preferred M+P+D constructions more than any other types of 
constructions, indicating that children’s motion expressions in both genres present the 
characteristics of equipollantly-framed language. Although the patterns of the two genres 
showed some variations (such as the use of more diverse types of M and simpler motion 
constructions in conversation than in narration), the children’s motion encodings were 
consisted with Mandarin’s language-specific characteristics. That language-specific patterns 
were observed in both genres supports Slobin’s (1996) “Thinking for Speaking” theory. In 
addition, the variations found in the comparison suggest that the different communicative 
goals of different genres could affect children’s motion expressions to some extent. This 
study has provided a more comprehensive understanding of how language-specific 
characteristics are manifested in children’s motion expressions, and how genres are related to 
the patterns of children’s motion expressions. 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國⽴立政治⼤大學研究所碩⼠士論⽂文題要 
研究所別: 語⾔言學研究所 
論⽂文名稱: 漢語兒童在對話與敘事中的動態事件表達 
指導教授: ⿈黃瓊之博⼠士 
研究⽣生: 鄭宇涵 
論⽂文提要內容: 

世界各地的⼈人們在⽣生活中皆能觀察到各種動態事件 (Motion events)，然⽽而，不
同類型的語⾔言卻使⽤用不同的表達⽅方式來描述這種經歷。︒｡這些不同的語⾔言可以分成動
詞框架（Verb-framed）語⾔言、︑､衛星框架（satellite-framed）語⾔言，以及均衡框架
（equipollently-framed）語⾔言（Talmy 1985; Slobin 1996）。︒｡不同類型的語⾔言習慣使⽤用
不同的動詞種類（例如：⽅方式動詞（Manner verb, M）、︑､路徑動詞（Path verb, P）、︑､
指⽰示動詞（Deixis verb, D））、︑､動詞數量、︑､動詞組合等⽅方式表達動態事件，⽽而這些
⾯面向的不同造就了每種類型語⾔言特殊的特徵。︒｡被歸類為均衡框架語⾔言的漢語，具有
以下特徵：以動詞種類（type）來說，⽅方式動詞種類多於路徑動詞種類；以動詞數
量（token）來說，⽅方式動詞數量⼤大於路徑動詞數量；以動詞結構（construction）來
說，M+P+D是最常⾒見的結構（Chen, 2005）。︒｡當兒童在語⾔言習得的過程中，必須學
會以該類型語⾔言獨特的⽅方式描述動態事件。︒｡前⼈人研究中指出，在相當年幼的兒童語
⾔言中就可以發現語⾔言特殊的特徵（e.g. Choi & Bowerman, 1991）。︒｡然⽽而，對於漢語兒
童動態事件表達的研究似乎仍然存有衝突。︒｡敘事性語料中能觀察出均衡框架語⾔言的
特徵（Guo & Chen, 2009），但在這種特徵在對話性語料中並不明顯（Huang, 
2012）。︒｡雖然某些前⼈人研究暗⽰示兒童的語⾔言表達在敘事和對話中的確會呈現不同的
特徵，但是很少研究關注語體（genre）如何影響兒童的動態事件編碼。︒｡因此，本研
究⽬目的是探討三、︑､四和五歲漢語兒童在對話與敘事中如何表達動態事件，並研究漢
語兒童在兩種語體中，動態事件的表達有何異同。︒｡ 

本研究從三⾄至五歲兒童中蒐集兩組語料。︒｡第⼀一種語料從8位兒童與母親⽇日常對
話中蒐集401句動態⼦子句，語料時數達4⼩小時。︒｡第⼆二種語料從22位兒童之敘事語料中
蒐集402句動態⼦子句，語料時數達1.5⼩小時。︒｡語料編碼⽅方⾯面，動態動詞分為三種（Ｍ，
Ｐ與Ｄ）；動態結構分為九種（例如：P, M+P, P+D, M+P+D等等）。︒｡語料以動詞
種類、︑､動詞數量、︑､動態結構等三⽅方⾯面進⾏行分析。︒｡ 

本研究結果發現，在兩種語體中，所有年齡層的兒童都使⽤用較多種類的M，較
少種類的P，⽽而他們也偏好使⽤用M+P+D動態結構。︒｡這種特性顯⽰示出兒童在兩種語體
的動態事件表達皆保有均衡框架語⾔言的特徵。︒｡雖然本研究也發現，兩種語境中的動
態事件表達存在某程度的差異性（例如：在對話中找到⽐比敘事中更多種類的M，且
動態結構在對話中⽐比在敘事更簡易），但是漢語兒童的動態事件編碼仍然與均衡框
架語⾔言的特徵⼀一致。︒｡⽽而語⾔言特殊特徵無論在何種語體中都保有⼀一致性的觀察，⽀支持
了Slobin（1996）的 “Thinking for Speaking” 學說。︒｡同時，本研究觀察到的差異性也
暗⽰示，不同語體裡不同的溝通⽬目的，在某種程度上能夠影響兒童的動態表達。︒｡本研
究對於語⾔言特殊特徵在兒童動態事件描述的展現有更深⼊入的了解，並且對於探討語
體如何影響兒童動態事件表達的議題具有價值性。︒｡ 

!viii

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i Univ

ers
i t

y



Chapter 1  

Introduction 

1.1 Background 

Motion is a universal phenomenon that humans around the world speaking all 

kinds of languages experience every day. However, the ways in which this 

experience is encoded in different languages can vary in typologically different 

patterns (Talmy 1975, 1985; Aske 1989; Slobin 1996). A motion event is “a situation 

containing movement or the maintenance of a stationary location” (Talmy, 1957). In 

a motion event, six motion semantic components are involved: “Motion”, “Path”, 

“Figure”, “Ground”, “Manner”, and “Cause”. Languages encode motion semantic 

components into different surface elements which include “verbs”, “adpositions", 

and “subordinate clauses”. Some languages tend to encode Path into verbs, such as 

Spanish (e.g. El chico entró el cuarto “The boy entered the room”). Other languages 

tend to express Path with adpositions, such as English (e.g. The boy walked into the 

room). Talmy (1985) classified these languages into two different categories : Verb-

framed languages (V-framed languages), which tend to encode Path with the verbs. 

Such languages include Spanish, French, Arabic, and Japanese; and Satellite-framed 

languages (S-framed languages), which tend to encode Path with a satellite 

component adhering to the main verb. Such languages include English, German, and 

Mandarin. Because Verb-framed languages and Satellite-framed languages are 

typologically different, speakers of these languages focus on different semantic 

components to encode motion. 

!1
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In addition to the typological differences found in encoding motion events, 

many studies have also been conducted on children’s motion expressions across 

different languages (Choi & Bowerman 1991; Özyurek & Özçaliskan 2000; 

Parafragou et al. 2002; Hickmann & Hendriks, 2010). Each language trains its young 

learners to attend to a particular dimension in the course of language acquisition 

(Slobin, 1996). Thus, when learning their native language, children must determine 

which aspects of their mental representations they should focus on, and which 

aspects can be realized through the grammar of their native language. Two questions 

continue to intrigue researchers: “When do children learn to think and speak in a 

language-specific way when they talk about motion?” and “how do children acquire 

adult-like and language-specific rhetorical style in motion encoding?” Many 

researchers have reported that the motion expressions of children learning different 

languages begin to show some language-specific fashion early on (Choi & 

Bowerman 1991; Özyurek & Özçaliskan 2000; Parafragou et al. 2002). Children start 

to encode the semantic elements of motion lexically and syntactically in accordance 

to their native languages allow them to. As children grow older, their motion 

expressions continue to be affected by the language-specific rhetorical style and 

become more adult-like. 

The typology of Mandarin in motion events has been investigated by many 

researchers. Talmy (1991) suggested that Mandarin is an S-framed language. Tai 

(2003) suggested that Mandarin more closely resembles a V-framed language. Other 

researchers have argued that Mandarin falls within neither of these frameworks and 

should be classified as an equipollently-framed language, a third type of motion 

!2
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encoding category (Slobin, 2004; Chen, 2005; Chen & Guo, 2009). The way 

Mandarin-speaking children express motion has attracted the interest of many 

scholars (Chen, 2005; Guo & Chen, 2009; Lin, 2006; Huang, 2012). Research on 

Mandarin speaking children’s motion expressions has focused almost exclusively on 

children’s motion expressions when narrating stories (Chen 2005, Guo and Chen 

2009, Lin 2006). Chen (2005) and Guo and Chen (2009) studied Beijing Mandarin 

speaking children’s narration of the Frog Story, and found that children’s linguistic 

constructions of motion tended to become more equipollently-framed as the language 

learner grows older and contends that both Manner and Path are salient in children’s 

encoding. In another study, Lin (2006) used animated motion pictures to elicit 

Taiwanese Mandarin children’s motion narration, and found that Manner played an 

important role in motion event expressions. Among all these studies, only Huang 

(2012) conducted research on the way Mandarin speaking children encode motion in 

daily conversation rather than in narration. In her study, she investigated children’s 

language in daily conversation, and found that Path was the most productive verb. 

The results of these studies above on Mandarin children’s motion acquisition 

are somewhat inconsistent because their findings were different in the aspect of the 

use of motion verbs and the constructions in children’s motion encoding. First, 

Manner verbs were more frequently used by children in the studies with narrative 

data, while Path verbs were more frequently used in the study with conversational 

data. Second, the preferable motion construction was three-verb construction 

(Manner + Path + Deictic) in the studies with narrative data, but one-verb 

construction in the study with conversational data. Previous studies seem to present 

!3
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conflicting results on how Mandarin speaking children learn to express motion 

events in different discourse genres. 

In fact, some previous studies have implied that children’s language 

expressions could be different in narration and conversation (MacLachlan & 

Chapman, 1988; Dollaghan et al., 1990; Wagner et al., 2000), such as fluency, 

syntactic complexity and mean length of utterance (MLU). This begs the question of 

whether children’s expressions of motion event also show different characteristics in 

certain aspects. While most researchers have collected data of children’s motion 

expressions from elicited narratives (Slobin 1996; Özyurek & Özçaliskan 2000; 

Chen 2005; Parafragou et al. 2006), only a small number of them have collected data 

from natural conversations (Choi & Bowerman, 1991; Zheng & Golding-Meadow, 

2002; Hohenstein, 2013), and even fewer have studied the ways in which genre 

differences may affect children’s expressions of motion events. In one study, Selimis 

and Katis (2010) examined the role of context in acquisition of motion encoding, and 

found that both English-speaking and Greek-speaking children used more types of 

manner verbs in conversation than in narration when encoding motion events. 

Selimis and Katis have proposed that Manner might be more prominent in 

conversation. However, more studies are needed to support this claim. 

In conclusion, previous research have studied the emergence and the 

development of children’s language-specific patterns of encoding motion. However, 

few studies have examined how genre difference affects the development of 

children’s motion encoding, as implied by the inconsistency in the studies of 

Mandarin-speaking children. Previous studies on how Mandarin-speaking children 
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encode motion have not included both narration and daily conversation in their data 

sets, and the coding and the organization of the data is not consistent. This has 

yielded conflicting conclusions, and whether children express motion differently in 

different genres still remains unclear. The aim of this study is to achieve a more 

comprehensive understanding of how Mandarin-speaking children encode motion by 

re-examining and comparing children's motion expressions in conversation and 

narration. This study is also valuable in examining how strong language-specific 

patterns in children’s motion expressions reveal in different discourse genres. 

1.2 Purpose 

The purpose of the present study is to examine Mandarin speaking children’s 

motion expressions by investigating children’s speech in both conversation and in 

narration. Since a speaker’s language choices can vary widely within different 

discourses, it is necessary to examine utterances not only from elicited narration but 

also from spontaneous speech in conversation. The research questions of the present 

study are: 

1) How do Mandarin-speaking children ages 3, 4 and 5 encode motion events 

in natural conversation? 

2) How do Mandarin-speaking children ages 3, 4 and 5 encode motion events 

in elicited narration? 

3) How do the motion encoding of Mandarin-speaking children ages 3, 4 and 

5 differ in conversation and in narration? 
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To answer the first question, children’s motion expressions in natural 

conversation with their caregiver will be collected and analyzed. The second question 

will be answered by eliciting children’s narrative expressions of motion events using 

Frog Story, a wordless picture book. The third question will be answered by 

comparing the findings from the first two research questions.  

1.3 Organization 

The current study is divided into six chapters. Chapter 1 provides background 

information on motion encoding of language in children and explains the purpose of 

this current research. Chapter 2 is a literature review of relevant studies on the 

discussion of the typology of motion events, the acquisition of motion events, and the 

difference between children’s expressions in narration and conversation. Chapter 3 

elaborates the research methods used in this study. Chapter 4 presents the findings of 

the study, including the analysis on motion verbs and motion constructions. Chapter 

5 is the discussion on the findings. Finally, a conclusion is presented in Chapter 6. 
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Chapter 2 

Literature review 

2.1 Motion events encoding 

2.1.1 Motion event typology 

The expressions of motions in various languages have drawn the attention of 

many researchers for the past few decades (Talmy, 1975, 1985, 1991, 2000; Berman 

& Slobin, 1996, 2004). Talmy (1975) was the first to address the issue of the relation 

between the semantic structures and the lexical patterns in motion events. A motion 

event is defined as “a situation containing movement or the maintenance of a 

stationary location alike” (Talmy 1985, p.60). He categorized the semantic elements 

into several categories, including “Motion”, “Figure”,  “Ground”, “Path”, “Manner”, 

and “Cause”. The lexical elements, or surface elements, include “verb”, “adposition”, 

and “subordinate clause”. “Motion” refers to its presence per se in motion events. A 

motion clause consists of at least one linguistic unit describing the Figure changing 

its location in the time period under consideration, including the Figure moving 

between two macro-locations, changing posture, disappearing or appearing with 

respect to the ground, and engaging or disengaging to or from the ground (Talmy, 

2000; Guo & Chen, 2009). “Figure” refers to the entity that moves or is located. 

Figure can move autonomously or be caused to moved. “Ground” is the referent 

object or referent point with respect to the Figure’s movement. “Path” is the course 

that Figure follows when moving or that Figure occupies with respect to the Ground. 
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Path is the core element in a motion event, since there must be a course when the 

Figure moves in every motion event. The example (1) presents an example with these 

four basic elements encoded in an English sentence: 

(1) The man came  into the house. 

 [Figure] [Motion] [Path] [Ground] 

The last two semantic elements “Manner” and “Cause” are considered to be the 

external semantic elements, since they may not be mentioned in a motion event. 

“Manner” is the way in which the figure moves. It’s the co-events of motion. Slobin 

(2004) mentioned that Manner indicates “motor pattern, rate, rhythm, posture, affect, 

and evaluative factors” that modulate Motion. Pourcel (2003) mentioned that   

Manner also includes force dynamics, attitude, and encoding instrument that 

concerns Motion. “Cause” is the external force that moves the Figure. The example 

is shown in (2) (Talmy, 1985):   

(2) The pencil rolled   off the table. 

   [Manner] 

 The pencil blew   off the table. 

   [Cause] 

Talmy compared the lexicalization structures across different languages, and 

found that Motion, as a universal phenomenon, could be expressed in different ways 
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in typologically different languages. The typological characteristics occurred 

frequently and pervasively in colloquial style. Different language families tended to 

conflate Motion with different semantic elements and different surface element as 

well. The most distinct character was that “Path”, the core semantic element, was 

encoded in syntactically different fashions (Talmy, 1985, 1991). In some languages, 

Path was encoded in the main verb, occupying the main position of a sentence. Such 

languages included Spanish, Turkish, and Hebrew. These languages were categorized 

as verb-framed languages (V-languages). In other languages, Path was expressed by 

a subordinate component as a satellite element associated with the verb (e.g. 

prepositions or particles). These kinds of languages included English, Russian, and 

German. They were called satellite-framed languages (S-languages). 

For example, when describing the motion event of a balloon (Figure) moving 

upward (Path) through the chimney (Ground) by floating (Manner), a Spanish (V-

language) speaker normally makes a sentence as (3) (Talmy, 1985): 

 (3) El globo subió por la chimenea (flotando). 

     the balloon rose through the chimney (floating) 

In Spanish, Path (moving upward) is encoded in the main verb subir (rise). The 

verb subir clearly indicates the meaning of moving upward. Manner, on the other 

hand, is expressed by a dispensable particle flotando (floating). As for English, an S-

language, the same motion event is often encoded as: 
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 (4) The balloon floated up through the chimney. 

Different from Spanish, Path in English is encoded in the particle “up”, and the main 

verb “float” bears the meaning of Manner. 

The typological tendencies of motion expressions have aroused the interests of 

many other researchers. Slobin (1996, 2000, 2004) believed that motion event 

typology influenced the habitual language use of speakers of different languages. He 

emphasized the importance of “the typologies of language use” (Slobin, 2004). That 

is, linguistic patterns occurred in dynamic and interactive situations when language 

was used. Therefore, it was necessary to study actual language use in a diversity of 

languages and with different types of data. Slobin (2004) examined children and 

adults’ narratives elicited from the wordless picture book Frog, where are you? 

(Mayer, 1969) in different languages, and found several differences in their rhetorical 

style. First, the usage of Manner was different in type and frequency. S-language 

speakers tended to use more diverse lexicon of Manner than V-language speakers. S-

language speakers also mentioned Manner more frequently than V-language 

speakers. For example, in Frog story, there was a scene where an owl emerges from 

the tree. English (S-language) speakers used Manner verb to describe the scene, such 

as: An owl popped out (Slobin 2004, p.224). Spanish speakers use Path verb 

describing the same scene, such as: Sale un buho “Exits an owl”. Second, different 

languages differed in the packaging of Path components. S-language speakers 

seemed to encode more Path segments per sentence by using multiple Path satellites 

prepositions, e.g. The frog crawled out of the jar and through the window into the 
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woods. (Slobin, 2004). On the other hand, V-language speakers encoded Path by 

using one bare verb per clause, such sentences translated in English would be like: 

The frog exiled the jar, passed through the window, and entered the woods (Slobin, 

2004). Third, the description of Ground was different. S-language speakers provided 

more elaborated Ground information, and provided such information more frequently 

than V-language speakers. Finally, Slobin (2004) suggested that the motion 

expressions could be affected by other factors beyond the typological one. Those 

possible factors included patterns of motion expression which arise in language use, 

in the culture, and in the communicative aims of the speakers. Slobin believed these 

factors above all contributed in shaping the motion encoding among different 

languages but he had not mentioned further evidence supporting how communicative 

aims could affect motion event expressions. 

2.1.2 The acquisition of motion events encoding  

Along with the discussion of motion event typology, the interest in how 

children come to learn the expressions of motion event appeared. Researchers have 

investigated the development of children’s motion expressions in various languages. 

The issues frequently addressed in previous studies were whether children’s motion 

expressions had language-specific patterns from the beginning of children’s language 

acquisition, and how the language-specific patterns affect children’s motion 

expressions as they grow older. The different language-specific patterns of motion 

encoding found in previous studies include the typological differences suggested by 
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Talmy’s, the differences of the rhetorical style suggested by Slobin (1996), or other 

more specific usages of motion verbs and prepositions different from language from 

language. Such studies often compare two or more typologically different languages. 

Choi and Bowerman (1991) studied how Korean and English children lexicalized 

motion events with the aim of examining the language-specific factor played an 

important role in children’s language expressions from early on. They discovered that 

children are sensitive to the language-specific patterns since the age of two. For 

example, English children could master the particle use of Path such as up and down 

in both spontaneous and cause motion, and Korean children are able to distinguish 

verbs used for spontaneous and cause motion. Özçaliskan and Slobin (1999) studied 

English, Spanish and Turkish children’s motion verbal expressions. They found that 

from the age of three, children talked about motions in distinct ways that are specific 

to their native language. English (S-language) children preferred to use more Path 

verbs, while Spanish and Turkish (V-language) children had the preferences of using 

more Manner verbs. Allen et al. (2003) examined English and Turkish children’s 

motion expressions, and discovered that children from the age of three encoded 

motion with language-specific patterns. English-speaking children did not use two 

separate verbs to encode Manner and Path, while Turkish children did. Hickmann 

and Hendriks (2010) compared English and French children’s motion expressions. It 

was found that the English children utterances showed higher semantic density than 

French children. Also, French-speaking children express both Manner and Path with 

verbs, while English-speaking children usually express only Path with verbs. As 
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these previous studies suggest, children learning different languages encoded motion 

events in a language-specific way from early on, around the age of two to three. 

The studies of children’s motion expressions also concern the issue of Slobin’s 

(1991, 1996b) “thinking for speaking” hypothesis. Slobin proposed a dynamic 

approach to deal with the relation between thought and language. “Thinking for 

speaking” was a special form of thought. It was an on-line mental activity, which 

took place while one formulated utterances. When we spoke, the grammar of the 

language guided us the speaker to take a language-specific perspective of what we 

experienced. The grammatical structure of language provided “a set of options for 

schematizing experience for the purpose of verbal expression” (Slobin,1996b). In 

other words, the patterns of our utterances were the realization of the thinking 

process. It was the communication purpose that characterizes the nature of thinking 

for speaking. Because of the need to communicate, the special form of thought was 

accessed and mobilized for language use.  

The evidence of thinking for speaking is found in several areas, such as the 

language use of different genres, the use of gestures when speaking, and language 

acquisition (Slobin, 2000; Kita and Özyürek, 2003; Stam, 2006). Slobin (1996b) 

pointed out the issue of learning to think for speaking. Since thinking for speaking 

required the speakers to pick “those characteristics of objects and events that (a) fit 

some conceptualization of the event, and (b) are readily encodable in the language” 

(1996b, p.76), he hypothesized that children needed to learn to think in accordance 

with how their native language allowed them to speak. Children were guided by the 

semantic distinctions and preferred constructions of their native language to attend to 
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the specific features of events when they spoke. If true, the typological differences of 

motion encoding could affect children’s “thinking for speaking” as well.  

Slobin (1991, 1996) examined thinking for speaking theory through the study 

of the motion expressions of children learning typologically different languages. He 

found systematic contrasts between English and Spanish children’s utterance. The 

contrasts reflected that children had different thinking for speaking patterns in 

respect to their mother tongue. Children attended to the particular aspect they needed 

to focus on in order to encode their experience of the world into language. 

Furthermore, thinking for speaking functioned in various genres. Slobin (2000) 

tested the theory in pervasive genres. In his study, the expressions of motion events 

were examined in narrative, fiction, and conversation. The result showed that the 

motion encoding of different languages remained their own typological patterns 

regardless of the contexts. For example, S-language speakers always used more 

Manner token than Path token while V-language speakers always used more Path 

token than Manner token in all genres. In this present study, accordingly, it is 

assumed that children’s motion expressions should present the same typological 

character in different genres. 

2.2 Motion events encoding of Mandarin Chinese 

2.2.1 Motion encoding typology of Mandarin 

The typology classification of Mandarin has been a dispute over the years. 

Talmy (1991) classified Mandarin as an S-language. S-languages is said to encode 
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Path in a satellite position in a sentence. He argued that Path verbs did not usually 

function as full verbs and that Path verb type was rather limited. Therefore, he 

believed that, in Mandatrin, the second verb (usually a Path component) of the 

motion serial verb was generally viewed as the satellite part of the serial verb, so 

Manner was the more significant component. Such argument was supported by 

scholars such as Chao (1968) and Li and Thompson (1989), who also regarded the 

second verb “Path” as a  complement to the first verb “Manner”. However, later Tai 

(2003) proposed that the second verb (Path) was the center of predication, or the 

head of the serial verb construction. He argued that because the second verb referred 

to the foreground information, it should be considered more important than the first 

verb (Manner) of the serial verb. This means that Mandarin should be considered a 

V-language, since V-languages encode Motion mainly in Path verbs. The argument of 

which segment takes the primary position has long been discussed until Slobin 

(2004) proposed an alternate view on Mandarin’s categorization. He believed that 

Mandarin belonged to the third type — equipollently-framed languages. He believed 

that V1 (Manner) and V2 (Path) were equally important in its morphosyntactic 

status, because it was very natural for the Mandarin speakers to express Motion with 

either Path or Manner verbs, and they appeared “to be equal in force or 

significance” (Slobin, 2004). Chen (2005) and Guo and Chen (2009) supported this 

view by examining Mandarin speakers’ use of motion verb type and the encoding of 

Ground information. They found that the rhetorical style behaved not so much like V-

languages nor S-languages. Therefore, they believed that Mandarin indeed belonged 

to another type — the equipollently-framed language. 
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In Mandarin, Path, Manner and Deixis are all allowed to be coded individually 

or jointly in a serial verb (such as: ⾶飛上 fei shan, “fly up”; 跑出來 pau guo lai, “run 

out over”). Path verb is coded simultaneous with the semantic element of Motion and 

Path. Furthermore, Path can appear alone (e.g. 進 jing “enter”), or be combined with 

other Path, Manner or Deictic verbs. When it appears in a serial verb, it may occupy 

the first slot of the verb (e.g. 進來 jing lai “come in”). But most of the time, it 

occupies the second slot of the serial verb (e.g. 跑進 pao jing “run in”). Manner verb, 

naturally, is encoded with the semantic element of Manner and Motion. Manner verb 

is one of the principle linguistic devices for expressing Manner of motion events in 

Mandarin (Chen, 2005). Like Path verbs, Manner verbs can be used individually (e.g. 

跑 pao “run”). When it is used jointly with Path or/and Deixis, it always stays in the 

first slot of the verb (e.g. 跑掉 pao diao “run away”; 跑出來 pao chu lai “run out”). 

Deixis verbs indicate whether the Figure moves away or toward the speaker. There 

are two kinds of Deixis in Mandarin: 來 lai “come” and 去 qu “go”. Deixis can either 

be used alone, or combined with Path or Manner in the final slot of the serial verb 

(e.g. 跑來 pao lai “run near”; 跑出來 pao chu lai “run out toward”). One of the 

language-specific characteristics of Mandarin was that Manner, Path and Deixis 

verbs could occur simultaneously in a serial order to form serial verb (Chen, 2005). 

Naturally, the three categories of the motion verbs can generate several combinations 

of different constructions. However, among all the constructions, Manner + Path 
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(+Deixis) was the most common construction found in Mandarin speakers’ motion 

encoding (Chen, 2005; Guo & Chen, 2009).  

Apart from encoding simultaneously Manner and Path (including Deixis) into a 

construction of serial verb, there are some other language-specific features of 

Mandarin in coding motion events mentioned by scholars such as Chen (2005). Chen 

discussed adults’ motion encoding in the aspects of motion verb token, motion verb 

type, Ground description, motion segment across sentences, and static settings versus 

dynamic movement. According to his study, in verb type usage, Mandarin speakers 

used a lot more types of Manner verbs (including transitive and intransitive ones) 

than Path verbs (45 vs. 16). As for verb token usage, Manner frequency is a lot 

higher than that of only Path (65% vs. 26%). As for Ground information, 52% of 

their motion expressions were found with at least one type of ground information. 

Furthermore, the Mandarin speaking adults used 3.5 event segments on average in 

the deer scene. Last, the speakers tended to describe more physical settings than 

dynamic movement. 

In sum, there are several features in Mandarin’s motion encoding: 1) 

Construction: Manner+Path (+Deixis) can all be coded into a serial verb, and are the 

most common motion construction. 2) Verb type: Manner lexicon was larger than 

Path lexicon. 3) Verb token: Manner usage was more frequent than Path. 4) Ground: 

Ground information occurs in high frequency, about half of the time. 5) Multiple-

action clauses are used in a complex event. 6) Descriptions of physical settings are 

frequent. These characteristics above are not entirely applicable to either S-language 

or V-language, thus Mandarin appears to be a unique language type in motion events 
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encoding, and remains to be studied more. This present study focused on the analysis 

of the verbs, thus 1), 2) and 3) were used altogether as the criteria to examine the 

language-specific patterns of the motion verbs. 

2.2.2 The acquisition of Mandarin speaking children’s motion encoding 

Several scholars have carried out much research on Mandarin children’s 

development of motion expressions (Chen, 2005; Guo & Chen, 2009; Lin, 2006; 

Huang, 2012). These researchers examined many aspects of the motion expressions 

of children, including verb type, verb frequency, verb construction, and syntactic 

construction. However, the results of different genres of data seem to contradict one 

another. Most of the studies investigated narrative data (Chen, 2005; Guo & Chen, 

2009; Lin, 2006). Chen (2005) elicited children’s narration by using the picture book 

Frog, where are you (Mayer, 1969), and found that children used more types of 

Manner verbs than Path verbs starting from the age of three, and that the frequency 

of Manner was higher than that of Path in all age groups. The frequency of Ground 

information was lower than that of the adults, but would increase with age. Guo and 

Chen (2009) used the same method to collect their data, and found similar results, 

which is that Manner prevailed Path with respect to verb type. They have also 

investigated children’s motion constructions, and found the frequency order 

resembled to that of adults, and that M+P(+D) was the most productive construction 

from the age of three. Lin (2006) used animated films to collect Taiwanese children’s 

narrative data. The results of verb type and token concurred with that of Chen (2005) 

and Guo and Chen (2009). Motion construction is similar to the results of Guo and 
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Chen, presenting M+P+D to be the most productive construction. These three studies 

above suggested that children tended to use Manner more frequently and more 

diversely than Path, and the frequency and diversity of Manner increased with age. 

Also, the construction of M+P+D occurred with high frequency in children’s speech. 

This construction is a typical characteristic of the equipollentlly-framed language, 

since Manner, Path and Deixis are all used in this construction. 

However, the study with conversational data provided results with different 

patterns. There has been few studies that focus on conversational data concerning 

Mandarin-speaking children’s motion expressions. So far, there has been one study 

of Huang’s (2012) which investigated the motion expressions in daily conversation 

of Taiwanese children. In terms of motion verbs, she found that Manner occurred 

more frequently at the very beginning with the one-year-old children. Nonetheless, at 

the age of two, the frequency of Manner dropped, and that of Path and Deixis raised. 

After the age of two, Path began to prevail Manner in frequency, and thus Huang 

proposed that Path was the most productive motion verb. On the other hand, with 

regard to motion construction, the results showed that children began to use M+P+D 

more and more often starting from the age of two. However, children of all ages 

seemed to prefer the single M or P construction, followed by two-verb construction 

P+P or M+P, and M+P+D construction came the last. Huang hence suggested that 

children were prone to use one-verb constructions in conversation when encoding 

motion events. The frequent usage of Path led Huang to propose that Mandarin 

children’s motion encoding was inclined to the typology of V-languages. Her results 

showed that, in conversation, the language-specific patterns related to typology were 
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not obvious. This contradicted to the previous studies which suggested that language-

specific patterns were frequently found in children’s  speech. 

It seems that previous studies have shown that Mandarin-speaking children’s 

motion expressions collected from different genres would present different patterns. 

The first difference can be found in verb token. In the previous studies of narrative 

data, it was suggested that Manner was more salient in children’s motion 

expressions. However, the study with data on natural conversation suggested that 

children did not prefer Manner but Path in terms of verb token. The second 

difference can be found in verb construction. In narration, M+P+D construction was 

the preferred construction, similar to the tendency of adults. Nevertheless, children 

preferred one-verb construction in conversation. Huang (2012) herself made some 

speculations to account for the different results she found between the conversational 

data and narrative data. First, she suggested that in natural conversation, there were 

less actual activities displayed in front of the speakers, while in book-reading 

sessions, the context of the motion was more exact with pictures provided. As a 

result, the difference of the visibility of motion led to the focus on different 

semantical components. Second, the reason that the one-verb construction was 

frequently found in conversation was due to economic cost in language processing. 

That is to say, children might choose to produce simpler constructions to reduce the 

processing time in order to interact more smoothly with their interlocutors. 

However, although Huang (2012) has made some comparison between the 

results obtained from her study using conversational data and those obtained from 

other studies using narrative data (Guo & Chen, 2009; Lin, 2006), it seems that her 
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comparison still remains somewhat inaccurate. The first reason is that motion verb 

classification in her analysis and the other studies with narrative data are not 

consistent. In the narrative studies, Chen (2005) classified motion verbs into three 

categories: path verbs (including deictic path verbs and non-deictic path verbs), 

manner-of-motion verbs, and non-motion neutral verbs. Guo and Chen (2009) 

classified motion verbs into four categories: Manner verbs (including the co-event of 

motion: cause), Path verbs, Deictic verbs, and Neutral verbs (the verbs that “do not 

express any translational motion in the normal context” but “acquire the function and 

meaning of Manner verbs”(p. 198) ). Lin (2006) coded motion element, instead of 

motion verbs, into five categories: manner, path, deixis, source, and goal. On the 

other hand, in the conversational study, Huang (2012) classified the verbs into three 

verbal elements: manner verb, path verb, and deictic verb. However, in her study, 

Huang also combined path and deictic path together in part of her analysis for the 

purpose of cross-linguistic comparison. It shows that the motion verb classification 

in previous studies is quite inconsistent, which makes it harder to compare. 

Another reason for the inaccurate comparison of Huang’s results to the results 

of previous studies with narrative data is that each of the studies concerned different 

aspects of motion expressions, resulting in the comparison to be somewhat 

incomplete. Some aspects, such as the analysis of verb token and verb type, were 

mentioned by all of the studies. However, some aspects were discussed either in the 

studies with conversational or narrative data, but not in both data. For instance, the 

analysis of the number of verb in motion constructions was discussed in Huang’s 

(2012) study of conversational data but was not mentioned in most of the studies 
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with narrative data.  Thus, a more systematic and careful comparison taking genre 

difference into account has not yet been done. 

In order to clarify how language-specific properties affect the course of 

learning to describe motions in conversation and narration, the current study re-

examined 3- to 5-year-old children’s motion encoding in these two genres   

respectively to answer the first two research question: “How do Mandarin-speaking 

children ages 3, 4 and 5 encode motion events in natural conversation?” and “How 

do Mandarin-speaking children ages 3, 4 and 5 encode motion events in elicited 

narration?” To summarize, the language-specific patterns of Mandarin include: 1) 

Verb type: the types of Manner verbs is more versatile than those of Path verbs; 2) 

Verb token: Manner tokens is more frequent than Path tokens; and 3) Construction: 

MPD is the most common construction. Since previous studies with narrative data 

suggest that children’s motion expressions started to show some language-specific 

patterns similar to that of adults (Slobin, 1991; Choi & Bowerman, 1991; Özçaliskan 

& Slobin, 1999; Allen et al., 2003; Lin, 2006; Guo & Chen, 2009; Hickmann & 

Hendriks, 2010), it is expected that in Mandarin-speaking children’s motion 

encoding these above patterns will start to appear even in the youngest group of 

children in the genre of narrative. 

2.3 Children’s language performance in conversation and narration 

Previous studies on children’s motion encoding have employed conversational 

and narrative data respectively to analyze children’s language patterns with different 

purposes. Narrative data is the most extensively used data in studying motion 
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encoding. The researchers used either wordless picture books or motion pictures to 

elicit children’s motion expressions (Slobin 1996, 2004; Özyurek & Özçaliskan 

2000; Chen 2005; Pourcel 2005; Parafragou et al. 2006; Lin 2006; Guo & Chen 

2009; Hickmann 2006). These studies usually concerned different language-specific 

speech patterns — including the typological issue — and “thinking for speaking” 

issue. On the other hand, conversational data can also be found in several studies 

over the years (Choi & Bowerman, 1991; Slobin, 2003; Zheng & Golding-Meadow, 

2002; Hohenstein, 2013). The researchers analyzed children’s spontaneous use of  

language in daily conversations. One of the advantages of using conversational data 

is that it is a more effective way to collect the speech of those children younger than 

three years old (Choi & Bowerman, 1991; Slobin, 2003; Hickmann & Hendriks, 

2010). Conversational data can also be used to collect motion expressions from deaf 

children (Zheng & Golding-Meadow, 2002) or the motion expressions in child-

directed speech (Hohenstein, 2013). It seems that narrative and conversational data 

both have their advantages with respect to studying different aspects of children’s 

motion encoding. The disadvantage, however, is that it is unclear if the language 

patterns found in one genre can also be observed in another. The factor of genre  

remains to be a potential variable that might affect the results of the studies. 

There are few studies that focus on the factor of genre in children's motion 

encoding. Slobin (2000) examined adult’s motion expressions in conversation and 

narration in order to elaborate the theory of “thinking for speaking”. It was found that 

adults of different languages encoded motion event construction in an identical way 

in narration and conversation in terms of verb type usage. He found consistent results 
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for the S-language adult speakers (in the study, English speakers) who used more 

types of Manner verbs than Path verbs in both narration as well as conversation. 

Similarly, how children talked about motion has also been studied by Slobin. Two of 

Slobin's study (1996b; 2000) collected children’s narrative data and conversational 

data respectively. The first study of Slobin’s (1996b) applied narrative data, and it 

was found that children’s motion verb type was consistent in conversation and 

narration. V-language children used fewer types of Manner verbs, while S-language 

children use more. These results with narrative data are comparable to Slobin’s 

second study (2000) with conversational data, in which he compared the Manner 

verb type of children speaking typologically different languages in conversation. In 

other words, according to two of Slobin's study (1996b; 2000), S-language children 

used more types of Manner verbs and V-language children used more types of Path 

verbs in both conversation and narration. These two studies have implied that 

children’s narrative and conversational motion encoding both showed language-

specific characteristics in terms of verb type. Although the purpose of Slobin’s 

studies did not aim to solve the issue of genre differences in motion encoding, he did 

pin out the importance to examine actual language use in different genres, and his 

studies have proposed that certain similarity, namely verb type usage, might be found 

in the children’s expressions of motion events in both genres. 

Another study of Selimis and Katis (2010) takes the genre differences of 

speech into account as a factor of affecting children’s motion expression’s usage. The 

researchers studied English-speaking and Greek-speaking children’s motion 

expressions by examining the data collected from three different methods: picture 
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narratives, film narratives, and spontaneous conversation. They found that, despite 

that Greek and English are typologically different languages, children in both 

language groups used more types of Manner lexeme in conversation than in 

narration. Therefore, they claimed that Manner is more salient in conversation than 

narration. According to Selimis and Katis's study, it is expected in the current study 

that more Manner types can be found in conversation than in narration in Mandarin 

children’s motion expressions. 

The above two studies of Slobin (1999b, 2000) and Selimis and Katis (2010) 

only examined the usage of verb type. However, the analyses concerning the speech 

habit of motion encoding from other previous studies were not confined to the usage 

of verb type. The usage of verb token and verb construction has also been analyzed 

in other previous studies on motion expressions. In fact, a language-specific 

characteristics of motion expressions was said to be even stronger when verb token 

was being analyzed. For example, Özçalışkan and Slobin (1999) found systematic 

differences in verb token between V-languages and S-languages, but not in verb type. 

Therefore, in this current study, in addition to verb type, verb token and verb 

construction are also included and analyzed. 

Although few studies discuss the differences of motion verb token in 

conversation and narration, previous studies did imply that children’s linguistic 

expressions can vary in some respects. Selimis el al.(2010) has pointed out that 

speaker’s habitual speech “can vary depending upon factors such as the type of 

discourse, its context and content”. There are several differences between 

conversation and narration. The first difference is that the two discourses demand 
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different communication responsibilities. Narration demands greater communication 

responsibility as opposed to conversation (Logan et al., 2011). In conversation, there 

is at least one interlocutor interacting with the target child, while in narration, the 

participation of the other interlocutors, if any, is little. The joint participation in 

message development will influence children’s language use (Logan et al., 2011).  

The second difference is the degree to which the motion element can be 

inferred. In conversation, children may talk about the current motion that can be 

observed by both the speaker and the listener. However, in narration, the motion that 

the children talk about is depicted in pictures, in which the motions are not shown in 

real world. The way speakers talk about motions seems to be influenced by whether 

the motion is presupposed or not by the audience. For example, Papafragou et al. 

(2006) found that when Manner was not inferable by the hearer, Greek speakers were 

more likely to mention this element, even though Greek is a V-framed language that 

prefer to use Path. If so, then the difference of  the visibility of motion in narration 

and conversation might affect how children talk about Path and Manner. 

Finally, it was found that children produced more complex utterances in 

narration than in conversation (Dollaghan et al., 1990). For example, children’s MLU 

was higher in narration, and the frequency of bound morphemes was also higher in 

narration, compared to conversation (Leadholm & Miller, 1992). Therefore, it is also 

expected to find difference between the motion construction in narration and in 

conversation in this current study. In terms of motion construction, it is possible that 

children might use more complex construction, i.e., more number of verbs, in 

narration than in conversation. 
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A language like Mandarin, in which Manner and Path are equally encodable, 

allows children to have more freedom to choose what to mention and what not to. 

With the freedom provided by Mandarin, what affect children to attend to certain 

aspect of motion might lie in context and in language use, just like the previous 

studies on Mandarin children’s motion expression mentioned in section 2.2.2 

suggested. Although previous studies suggested that there have been some 

distinctions in Mandarin children’s motion expression patterns in different genres, 

the comparison needs to be done in a more consistent way. 

In sum of section 2.3, how context in different genres affects children’s motion 

expressions does not seem to have a consistent and extensive conclusion, no matter 

in Mandarin or other languages. In order to cope with this issue, the current study re-

examined and compared the results collected from conversation and narration data 

respectively. The comparison aims to answer the last research question “How do the 

motion encodings of Mandarin-speaking children ages 3, 4 and 5 differ in 

conversation and in narration?” The possible differences might be found based on the 

suggestions of previous studies. First, in terms of verb type, previous studies have 

shown that children used more types of Manner verbs in conversation than in 

narration. Second, children’s motion expressions can be different because of the 

following characteristics: the communication responsibility is higher in narration, 

and the salience of the motion elements is higher in conversation. Last, in terms of 

motion constructions, previous studies suggested that children’s utterances were 

more complex in narration, so more complex motion construction might be observed 

in narration in the current study. 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Chapter 3 

Method 

As mentioned in Chapter two, previous studies concerning children’s motion 

expressions collected data from two genres: eliciting narration and spontaneous 

conversation. In this current study, with the purpose of examining children’s 

expressions of motion events in these two different genres in a consistent way, both 

types of the data will be collected, namely the conversational data from natural 

spontaneous interactions and the narration data elicited by story-telling.  

3.1 Subjects 

The information of the subjects and the data are presented in Table 1. The age 

range of the participants chosen was between 3 and 5 considering children under 

three lacking the ability to narrate a whole story. Children under the age of 5 have 

been widely used as a sample in other studies, which means it is possible to compare 

the data found in this study with those works. Therefore, the three age groups of 

participants are 3, 4 and 5 years old. In conversational data, 8 children in total 

participated. In the group of age 3, there were 2 females and 1 male; age 4, 1 female 

and 1 male; age 5, 1 female and 2 males. The data length of each age group was 

roughly three hours. In accordance with the participants in natural conversation, 

children of 3, 4 and 5 years old were participated in narrative data. 22 children 

participated in total. In the group of age 3, there were 3 females and 4 males; age 4, 2 

females and 5 males; age 5, 4 females and 4 males. The data length of each age 
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group was about 30 minutes. The data length from the two genres was determined by 

the motion clauses collected. The number of motion clauses from conversational data 

and narrative data reached a comparable quantity. The motion clauses from these two 

set of data can be found in Table 2 and Table 7 respectively. All the participants and 

their caregivers in both conversational and narrative data are native Taiwanese 

Mandarin speakers. The main language the children use at home and at school is also 

Taiwanese Mandarin. All the participants live in Taipei City. 

3.2 Data collection 

3.2.1 Motion expressions in natural conversation 

The data was from the Language Acquisition Lab in the Graduate Institute of 

Linguistics in National Chengchi University directed by Professor Chiung-chih 

Huang. The data was collected in daily interaction between mother and child at 

home. The observer went to the participant’s house and recorded the natural 

interaction between mother and child with little intrusion. The situations include the 

Table 1. Information of subjects and data length

Genre Conversation Narration

Age 3 4 5 3 4 5

No. of 
participants

3  
(2 females,1 

male)

2  
(1 females, 

1 male)

3  
(1 female, 2 

males)

7  
(3 females, 
4 males)

7  
(2 females, 
5 males)

8 
(4 females, 
4 males)

Age mean 3;2 4;1 5;1 3;6 4;5 5;4

Age range 3;1 - 3;5 4;0 - 4;5 4;11 - 5;3 3;0 - 3;10 4;2 - 4;7 5;0 - 5;9

Data 
length

3 hours 8 
minutes

2 hours 56 
minutes

3 hours 9 
minutes

32 minutes 30 minutes 28 minutes
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child playing with toys, helping the mother with house chores, drawing pictures, etc. 

The story-reading sessions were excluded from the conversational data. Each session 

lasted around one hour. All sessions were video-taped and transcribed in accordance 

with the CHAT Transcription Format. 

3.2.2 Motion expressions in elicited narration 

The data on elicited narration was also from the Language Acquisition Lab in 

the Graduate Institute of Linguistics in National Chengchi University. The wordless 

picture book Frog, where are you? (Mayer, 1969) was used to elicit children’s 

narration. The book has been widely used in eliciting motion expressions from adults 

and children of different languages (Berman & Slobin, 1994), since the storyline 

includes many movements of the characters. The book is about a boy and his dog 

finding a pet frog which escapes from his house. The data collection process 

followed these steps as follow: first, the picture book was shown to the child from 

the start to the end. Second, the researcher turned to the first page of the book and 

asked the participant to tell the story from the beginning. The observer only gave 

minimal instruction to encourage the child to speak more or to continue speaking, 

such as saying “And then?”, “What about the boy/the dog?” or “What happens 

here?” Each participant was tested individually. The whole process was recorded and 

the utterances were transcribed in accordance with the CHAT Transcription Format. 

3.3 Coding 
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Before coding, motion clauses were first identified in the transcription. All the 

motion clauses contain either one motion verb or a motion serial-verb, and it is either 

a Path verb, a Manner verb, a Deictic verb or a combination of any of the two or all 

three verbs. According to Talmy (2000) and Guo and Chen (2009), a motion clause 

includes that: 

a) The Figure moves between two macro-locations. 

   The sentence below conveys that the Figure “the train” moves from its original 

point to another location “the grass”. 

  ⽕火⾞車    到 草 裡⾯面 了。︒ 

  huoche   dao  cao  limian le 
  train  arrive grass inside PRT 
  “The train goes into the grass.” 

b) The Figure changes posture. 

As illustrated in this example, the Figure “the car” changes its posture by 

turning from one direction to another. 

  汽⾞車 就 轉 過 來。︒ 

  qiche jiu zhuan guo lai 
  car  then turn pass come 
  “Then the car turns over.” 

c) The Figure disappears or appears with respect to the ground. 

The Figure “he” appears from a place that is not specifically pointed out, but it 

is obvious that the motion conveys the beginning point of the change of 

location — here. 

  他 從 這裡 鑽 出 來。︒ 
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  ta cong zheli zuan chu lai 
  he from here dig out come 
  “He digs out from here.”   

d) The Figure engages or disengages to or from the ground.  

In this example, the Figure “the disk” is moved relative to the Ground, which is 

implied from the Path verb huí “return”. 

  把 光碟         放 回 去。︒ 

  ba  guangdie     fang  hui  qu 
  BA disk          put return go 
  “Put the disk back.”  

After the motion clauses were identified, the main verbs of each motion clause 

were examined. Previous studies often analyzed children’s motion expressions in 

several aspects: motion verbs, motion constructions, and motion syntax. This current 

study focuses on children’s motion verbs and motion constructions. Each motion 

verb and motion construction was coded. The coding categories and examples are 

presented below. 

3.3.1 Motion verbs 

After the identification of the motion clauses, the main verbs of each clause 

were coded. As mentioned in Chapter 2, previous studies on Mandarin-speaking 

children’s motion expressions coded motion verbs in different ways. In the current 

study, three categories of motion verbs are coded, namely Manner, Path, and Deixis.  

The coding system of the current study is closer to the coding scheme of Huang’s 

!32

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y



(2012) study. However, Huang’s coding scheme was not explained and illustrated 

clearly enough, and further analysis in her study did not conform to the origin coding 

system. There are some reasons for the classification of the motion verbs in the 

current study. First of all, Manner included Cause and neutral verbs. The reason why 

both Cause verbs and neutral verb were both coded as Manner verbs was that there 

were not so many Cause verbs and neutral verbs in the data, and it was more 

convenient to combine them into one category to compare with Path. Cause was 

combined into Manner because Manner and Cause are both the co-event of motion, 

and both indicates how the Figure moves. Also, neutral verbs are merged into 

Manner because what Chen (2005) and Guo and Chen (2009) coded as a neutral verb 

acquires “the function and meaning of Manner verbs” (p. 198). For example, wen 聞 

“smell” in wen chu qu 聞出去 “smell-pass-go” illustrates the Figure exiting with the 

manner of smelling. Since Cause and neutral verbs all share certain quality of 

Manner of motion, there was no need to further categorize them into smaller 

categories. Second, Deixis was coded separately from Path, because it is an 

important motion verb appearing frequently and productively in Mandarin serial 

verbs (Guo & Chen, 2009). Since the current study focused solely on Mandarin, 

Deictic became a rather important category. The examples and definition of each 

verb category are illustrated as follows: 
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a) Manner (M): the way the Figure moves, the co-events of motion  (e.g 跑 pao 

“to run”, 跳 tiao “to jump”, ⾶飛 fei “to fly”, ⾛走  zou “to walk”, 掉  diao “fall”). 1 2

Other verbs such as Cause verbs are the external force that moves the Figure 

(e.g. 拿 na “to take”, 放 fang “to put", 丟 diou “to throw”).  

b) Path (P): the route that the Figure follows with respect to the Ground (e.g.上 

shang “to rise”, 下 xia “to descend”, 進 jin “to enter”, 出 chu “to exit”, 回 hui 

“to return”, ⾛走 zou “to leave”, 掉 diao “leave”). 

c) Deixis (D): Li and Thompson (1989) mentioned that Deixis’ were used “when 

reaching a destination is implied”. It indicates the Path by implying what 

direction the Figure moves in, whether it is towards the speaker 來 lai “to 

come” or away from the speaker 去 qu “to go.  

3.3.2 Motion constructions  

The types of serial-verb constructions were coded and further categorized by 

number of the verbs based on all the constructions found in our data. The main verbs 

of a motion clause can be constructed with one to three verbs. The number of verbs 

 The word zou ⾛走 “walk”  in some cases conveys the meaning of 離開 “away from” or “leave” 1

(教育部國語辭典). Therefore, some ⾛走 are coded as M if they actually mean “walk” (e.g. zou 
qu xuexiao ⾛走去學校 “walk to school”) and some are coded as P if they lose the meaning of the 
actual manner of moving slowly with feet (e.g. women zou ba 我們⾛走吧 “Let’s go.”).

 The word diao 掉 can either mean “fall”  or “leave, away” (教育部國語辭典). When it means 2

“fall”, it occupies the first slot of the serial motion verbs (e.g. diaoxialai 掉下來 “fall down”) 
and is coded as M. When it means “leave” or “away”, it occupies the second or third slot of the 
serial motion verbs (e.g. ta paodiao le 他跑掉了 “He ran away”) and is coded as P.
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and the types of verb construction are both coded. The examples are presented below:

a) One-verb construction: Deixis, Manner and Path are all allowed to exist alone 

as the main verb. 

  
 a.1) D: 貓 去 學校      上課  囉！ 

   Mao qui  xue xiao    shangke   lo 
   cat go  school       attend-class PRT 
   “The cat goes to school!” 
 
  a.2) M: ⼩小 兔⼦子 跳 跳 跳。︒ 
   xiao  tuzi tiao tiao tiao 
   little  rabbit jump jump jump 

  “The little rabbit jumps and jumps.” 
   
  這個 放 那裡。︒ 

  zhege fang nali 
  this put there 
  “Put this over there.” 
  
 a.3) P: 管理員 跟著  他。︒ 
  guanliyuan genzhe  ta 
  guard  follow-ASP he 
  “The guard is following him.” 

b) Two-verb construction: the first slot of the two-verb structure is either Manner 

or Path, while the second slot is restricted to Deixis or Path. There are four 

combinations as below: 

 
  b.1) MD: 烏克麗麗 寄來  了。︒ 

   wukelili ji lai  le 
   ukelele  send-come PRT 
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   “The ukelele was sent over.” 
 

  b.2) MP: ⼩小狗  跑⾛走  了。︒ 

   xiaogou paozou  le  
   puppy  run-go  PRT 
   “The puppy runs away.” 
 

  b.3) PD: 叫 爸爸 出來。︒ 

   jiao baba chulai 
   call father out-come 
   “Call father out.” 
 

  b.4) PP: 終於  停下  了。︒ 

   zhongyu tingxia  le 
   finally  stop-down PRT 
   “Finally (it) stops.” 

c) Three-verb construction: this construction usually contains the three verbs in 

the order of Manner, Path, and Deixis. Path occupying the first two slots of the 

three-verb construction is also found. Hence, two types of three-verb 

construction are found as follows: 

 
  c.1) MPD: 等⼀一下 就 會 吐出來   了。︒ 

   dengyixia jiu hui tuchulai   le 
   later  just will spit-exit-come   PRT 
   “(It) will spit it out later.” 

 
  c.1) PPD: 停下來  了。︒ 

   tingxialai  le 
   stop-down-come PRT 
   “(It) stopped.” 
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Chapter 4 

Results 

The results are presented with the analysis of motion verbs and motion 

constructions. Under the results of motion verbs, token and type will both be 

presented. The results of motion constructions are presented with the tokens of each 

construction and also the analysis of number of verbs in motion construction. Based 

on findings from previous studies, Mandarin-speaking adults’ language-specific 

motion encoding patterns that are related to motion event typology include 1) Verb 

type: more types of Manner are used than those of Path; 2) Verb token: Manner 

frequency is higher than Path frequency; and 3) Construction: MPD construction is 

the most common construction. As previous studies suggested, children’s motion 

event expressions would start to share some similarities as those of adults’ (Choi & 

Bowerman, 1991; Özyurek & Özçaliskan, 2000; Parafragou et al., 2002). It is 

expected in the current study to find these patterns in children’s speech in both 

conversation and narration data. 

4.1 Children’s motion event expressions in conversation 

This section presents the results of the development of children’s motion event 

encoding in conversational data. The results aim to answer the first research 

question: “How do Mandarin-speaking children ages 3, 4 and 5 encode motion 

events in natural conversation?” The following subsections talk about the general 

results, motion verbs, and motion constructions respectively. 
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4.1.1 General results 

About three hours of data was collected in each age group (ages 3, 4 and 5) for 

a total of nine hours of data. Within this data, 401 motion clauses were identified, 

constituting 5.7% of the total of all utterances. The percentage of motion expressions 
!38

Figure 1. Motion frequency in conversation
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Table 4. Token and percentage of motion verb in conversation

Verb M P D Total verbs

Age token % token % token % token %

3 76 35.0% 60 27.6% 81 37.3% 217 100%

4 68 34.3% 71 35.9% 59 29.8% 198 100%

5 85 29.8% 105 36.8% 95 33.3% 285 100%

Total 
verbs

229 32.7% 236 33.7% 235 33.6% 700 100%
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from each age group fluctuated between 5% to 6%. The results suggest that children 

have already begun to talk about motion as young as three years old. Generally 

speaking, the percentage of motion expressions in children’s utterances was not high. 

The result is conceivable. This is possibly due to the nature of natural conversations. 

Because natural conversations could vary widely in topic and context, children are 

not necessarily compelled to talk about motion events. Table 2 demonstrates the 

number of utterances, the number of motion clauses, and the percentage of motion 

clauses in total utterances. 

 3

There were several situations in which children talked about motion events. 

Children might talk about the motions that they wanted somebody to do. In example 

(1), the mother (with the code MOT) of a three-year-old child wanted her daughter to 

draw a cat. The child CHI asked the mother to do the motion of “throwing” the paper 

toward her, so that she could draw with it. 

Table 2. The number and percentage of motion clauses of children in conversation

Age Number of utterances3 Number of motion 
clauses

Percentage of motion 
clauses in utterances

3 2022 125 6.2%

4 2020 115 5.7%

5 3029 161 5.3%

Total 7071 401 5.7%

 The utterances included clausal utterances, which were defined as a group of words containing 3

a noun and a verb in a subject-predicate relationship (Crystal, 1979). Ellipsis of the noun or/and 
verb in such relationship were also included as an utterance. However, utterances which 
contained only interjection or a discourse marker (i.e ok “好” ok; “對” right, etc.) were 
excluded.
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Example (1)       [3-year-old] 

*MOT: 你 畫 ⼀一隻  貓 給 我 看 
  ni hua yizhi  mao gei wo kan 
  you draw one-CLF cat for I look 
  “Draw me a cat for me.” 
  好不好? 

  haobuhao 
  good-not-good 
  “Alright?” 
%act: MOT takes out several pieces of paper 
*CHI: 丟過來. 

  duiguolai 
  throw-pass-come 
  “Throw it over.” 
  

Sometimes children described motions which they observed in the 

environment. In example (2), the mother asked the four-year-old child XUN about 

what people did in the zoo. The child replied with a general motion he observed from 

an elephant: it could roll things up with its nose. 

Example (2)      [4-year-old] 

*MOT: 我們  在 動物園 幹嘛? 
  wuomen zai donwuyuan ganma 
  we  at zoo  do-what 
  “What do we do at the zoo?” 
*XUN: ⼤大象  會 把 你 捲 -: 起來. 

  daxiang hui ba ni juanqilai 
  elephant will BA you roll-rise-up 
  “The elephant would roll you up.” 

Still another situation was when the child indicated what others should do or 

asked others to do something. In example (3), the mother and five-year-old child 
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LEE were playing card game. The mother said she had put out six cards on the table. 

The child tried to tell her mother about how the game worked by telling her to take 

back the cards she didn’t like on the table. 

Example (3)      [5-year-old] 

*MOT: 我 出 完 六張  了 耶. 

  wu chu wan liozhan  le ye 
  I exit finish six-piece ASP PRT  
  “I have finished putting out six cards.” 
*LEE: 然後   再 把    你    不 想要       的 趕快    收回來. 

  ranhou   zai ba     ni     bu xiangyao   de gankai    shouhuilai 
  then  again BA   you  not want             hurry      take-return-back 
  “And then take back those that you don’t want.” 

4.1.2 Motion verbs 

In this section, number of types and number of tokens of motion verbs are both 

investigated. The total number of verb types used by children of each age group is 

shown in Table 3. 

Table 3. Total number of types of motion verb in conversation

Age M P D

3 25 13 2

4 33 13 2

5 33 14 2

Total Mean 30.3 13.3 2.0
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Overall speaking, Manner types outnumbered Path types irrespective of age. 

Three-year-old children used more types of Manner verbs than Path verbs. Four-

year-old children used even more types of Manner verbs than the three-year-olds, 

while they used the same amount of Path types. Five-year-old children used the 

almost the same amount of Manner and Path types as the four-year-olds. Comparing 

with adults’ usage of verb types, children’s usage in all age groups was similar to 

adults’, meaning that the types of Manner were more than the those of Path. Some of 

the Manner verbs that were often found in children’s speech are zou ⾛走 “walk”, pao 

跑 “run”, tiao 跳 “jump”,  shen 伸 “stretch”, luo 落 “fall”, diao 掉 “fall”, etc. 

Frequently used Path verbs include chu 出 “exit”, hui 回 “return”, zou ⾛走 “leave”, 

dao 到 “arrive”, dao 倒 “fall”, qi 起 “rise”, etc. The full list of verb types in 

conversation can be found in Appendix I.  

According to Log Poisson Regression model, it was presented that an increase 

of types of Manner verbs and Path verbs was not significant (b = 0.35, Z = 1.93, p>.

05). In other words, the developmental changes in verb type usage was not obvious. 

However, the overall results of verb type implied that children’s motion verb types 

did present language-specific patterns at an early stage in conversation, which is that 

the type of Manner verbs were more than Path verbs. 

In addition to verb types, verb token was also examined. Each motion verb in 

each motion clause was coded. The results of the number of tokens of verbs and the 

percentage of motion verbs in conversation are presented in Table 4. Three-year-old 

children chose to mention M, P and D with similar frequency, which is between 
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27.6% and 37.3%. According Ch-square test, there were no significant differences 

between M, P, and D in three-year-old group, X2 (2, N = 217) = 3.46, p < .05; four-

year-old children also used M, P and D with similar frequency, between 29.8% and 

35.9%; there was no significant differences between M, P, and D, X2 (2, N = 198) = 

2.17, p < .05. In five-year-old group, the preference of the motion verbs in frequency 

was similar to that of the other age groups. The frequency of the three motion verbs 

was between 29.8% and 36.8%; there were no significant differences between M, P, 

and D in the age five group, X2 (2, N = 285) = 2.17, p < .05. In sum, within each age 

group, the choices of the motion verbs were not significantly different. It seems that 

children in each age group had no particular preferences for M,P, or D. 

The developmental curves of the usage of each category of verb also showed 

little differences. The curves of the developmental changes are presented in Figure 1. 

No significant differences were found between 3-, 4-, and 5-year-old groups in the 

choice of M, X2 (2, N = 229) = 0.51, p < .05. No significant differences were found 

between 3-, 4-, and 5-year-old groups in the choice of P,  X2 (2, N = 236) = 1.61,  p 

< .05. Last, no significant differences were found between 3-, 4-, and 5-year-olds in 

the choice of D, X2 (2, N = 235) = 0.88, p < .05. 

In sum, children’s verb token usage did not seem to behave like the adults’. 

According to Chen (2005), Manner frequency and Path frequency were 65% and 

26% in adults’ utterances. However, children in the current study used only 32.7% of 

Manner, but 61.3% of Path and Deixis in their total motion encoding in conversation. 

Furthermore, the developmental changes of verb token were not obvious between the 

ages of 3 to 5. 
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4.1.3 Motion constructions  

In this section of motion constructions, the number of verbs in the motion 

constructions and the tokens of each construction are presented. The number of verbs 

in motion constructions was first presented in Table 5. The results showed that 

children’s patterns were similar throughout all three age groups. Three-year-olds 

used one-verb constructions in over half of the motion constructions (51.2%), 

followed by three- and two-verb constructions (25.6% and 23.2%). Four-year-olds 

also used one-verb constructions the most (47.0%), followed by three- and two-verb 

constructions (28.7% and 24.3%). Five-year-olds still favored one-verb constructions 

the most (47.8%), followed by two- and three-verb constructions (26.7% and 25.5%). 

It shows that one-verb constructions were always the most frequently used 

construction in children’s speech in conversation (between 47.0% and 51.2%) 

compared to two- and three-verb constructions (between 23.2% and 26.7%) across 

age groups. The results coincide with Allen el al. (2003), who also found in his study 

that three-year-old children used one-verb constructions more. 

Table 5. Token and percentage of number of verbs in motion verb  
in conversion

No. of 
verbs One Two Three Total

Age token % token % token % token %

3 64 51.2% 29 23.2% 32 25.6% 125 100%

4 54 47.0% 28 24.3% 33 28.7% 115 100%

5 77 47.8% 43 26.7% 41 25.5% 161 100%

Total 195 48.6% 100 24.9% 106 26.4% 401 100%
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Figure 2 presents the developmental changes of each construction. It seems that 

the changes remained mild. No significant differences were found in one-verb 

constructions across age 3, 4 and 5, X2 (2, N = 195) = 0.21, p < .05. No significant 

differences were found in two-verb constructions across age 3, 4 and 5, X2 (2, N = 

100) = 0.26, p < .05. No significant differences were found in three-verb 

constructions across age 3, 4 and 5, X2 (2, N = 106) = 0.18, p < .05.  
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The findings of each motion constructions are presented in Table 6. The top 

three motion constructions that the three-year-olds opted for were MPD, D and M. A 

Chi-square test presented that there was no significantly difference among the three 

most used constructions, X2 (2, N = 125) = 0.27, p>.05. Example (1) is when the 

three-year-old child YIN used MPD construction. The child was playing at home 

with her mother. The child pretended to cook something on the toy oven, so she 

pretended to turn on the switch of the oven and talked about the motion at the same 

time. 

Example (1)     [3-year-old] 

*YIN: 把 按鈕 +… 
  ba annio 
  BA button 
  “the switch…” 
*MOT: 把按鈕 +… 

  ba annio 
  BA button 
  “the switch…” 

Table 6. Token and percentage of motion construction in conversation

Age D M P MD MP PD PP MPD PPD Total

3 30 28 6 7 9 12 1 32 0 125

24% 22% 5% 6% 7% 10% 1% 26% 0% 100%

4 21 20 13 2 19 4 3 32 1 115

18% 17% 11% 2% 17% 3% 3% 28% 1% 100%

5 27 22 28 7 15 20 1 40 1 161

17% 14% 17% 4% 9% 12% 1% 25% 1% 100%

Total 78 70 47 16 43 36 5 104 2 401
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*YIN: 然後  再 轉過去. 

  ranhou  zai zhuanguoqu 
  then again turn-pass-go 
  “then switch it over.” 
%act: pretending to turn on the switch of the toy oven 

The construction which the four-year-olds preferred the most was MPD, 

significantly more then other constructions, X2
 (1, N = 115) = 4.36, p <.05. The 

constructions followed MPD construction were D, M, and MP, without significant 

difference between them, X2 (2, N = 125) = 0.27, p>.05. For instance, in Example 

(2), the four-year-old child KUO used MPD construction when she was doing a 

jigsaw puzzle of the cartoon Aladdin. She mumbled about the motion she was doing 

when she was putting together the puzzle pieces. 

Example (2)      [4-year-old] 

*MOT: 那 你 先 把 阿拉丁 找出來. 

  na ni xian ba aladin  zhaochulai 
  then you first BA Aladdin find-exit-out 
  “Find out Aladdin first.” 
*KUO: 拼上去. 

  pinshanqu 
  puzzle-up-go 
  “Put it together.” 
*KUO: 弄上去. 

  gongshanqu 
  do-up-go 
  “Make it together.” 
%act: mumbling while putting together the pieces of puzzle 
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The five-year-olds still used the most MPD, followed by P and D. Example (3)  

illustrates the five-year-old QIN using MPD. QIN was playing with a puppet frog. 

He put the puppet frog on a toy car, and described that he was able to perform the 

motion “to put it up on the toy car” to the Figure “the puppet”. 

Example (3)      [5-year-old] 

*QIN: 也 是 當成  他 +… 

  ye shi dangchen ta 
  also is pretend -as he 
  “pretend this also to be his…” 
*QIN: /ei/?  
  INT 
%act: putting the puppet frog on the toy car 
*QIN: +, 他的 廚房  然後    +//. 

      tade       chufang ranhou 
       his  kitchen  then 
  “his kitchen and then…”   
*QIN: /ei/ #  坐 得 上去  /ye/! 

  ei zuo de shanqu  ye 
  INT sit able rise-go  PRT 
  “(it) can sit on (the car)!”  

For children of all groups, MPD was their preferred construction type. The 

developmental change of the use of MPD construction was insignificant across all 

age samples, X2
 (2, N=104) = 1.2, p>.05. The token of MPD suggests that children 

are capable of constructing motions that are semantically condensed by adding 

different categories of motion verbs in serial verbs. The frequent use of MPD is also 

found in adults’ motion expressions (Guo & Chen 2009; Lin 2006). Therefore, it is 

possible that children had learned this language-specific construction from at least 

age three and widely used this construction in conversation. 
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In conclusion, the results of motion constructions in conversation of children 

from age 3 to 5 shared a similarity to adults’ choices: MPD was a very productive 

construction. However, our results of number of verbs in motion constructions 

implied that although children were capable of encoding motion events with various 

motion verbs, their optimal construction of encoding motion events in conversation 

was still the simple ones. In this respect, children started to use MPD construction 

frequently, but not as frequent as the adults did. They still preferred one-verb 

constructions more in conversation. 

In the section of 4.1, children’s motion expressions in conversation were 

studied, and the results answer the first research question of how Mandarin-speaking 

children ages 3, 4 and 5 encode motion events in natural conversation. It showed 

that, first, children used more type of Manner verbs than Path verbs just like the 

adults do starting from age three. Also, Manner types increased in four- and five-

year-old groups. Second, children of all age groups used Manner, Path, and Deixis 

token with similar frequency, which was different from the Manner prominence in 

adults’ motion encoding. Last, children of all age groups used one-verb construction  

the most (including D, M, and P), but MPD alone was still the most common 

construction in children’s speech, which was similar to adults’ usage. The results of 

verb type and verb construction were similar to what was expected, while verb toke 

was not. 

4.2 Children’s motion event expressions in narration 
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This section presents the results of children’s motion event expressions in 

narration. This section focuses on children’s motion expressions in narration to 

answer the second research question: “how do Mandarin-speaking children age 3, 4 

and 5 encode motion events in elicited narration?”. It is expected to find some 

language-specific patterns suggested by previous studies on Mandarin’s motion event 

typology in children’s motion expressions starting from age three. Also, the 

language-specific patterns were expected to be found more obvious among older 

children. 

4.2.1 General results 

The data were solicited from seven to eight children from each age group. The 

results are presented in Table 7. In the group of three-year-olds, 322 utterances were 

found, of which there were 111 motion clauses. In the group of four-year-olds, 315 

utterances were elicited, and 115 motion clauses were identified. Finally, in the group 

of the five-year-olds, there were 532 utterances, and 176 motion clauses were coded. 

A total of 1169 utterances were found in their Frog Story narratives, and 402 clauses 

were identified as motion clauses, constituting 34.4% of total utterances. The 

percentages of motion clauses in the three age groups were similar. 

Table 7. The number and percentage of motion clauses of children

Age Number of utterances Number of motion 
clauses

Percentage of motion 
clauses in utterances

3 322 111 34.5%

4 315 115 36.5%

5 532 176 33.1%

Total 1169 402 34.4%
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The following examples present how 3-, 4- and 5-year-olds described the 

motion events in one particular scene in the Frog Story where an owl flies out of a 

tree hole and scares the boy off the tree. In example (1), the three-year-old child 

YUN mentioned the existence of the owl (which he mentioned as an eagle the first 

time), and used only one motion clause with MD construction ⾶飛去 “fly over” with a 

non-specific Ground 這邊 “here”. The child did not mention what happened to the 

boy. 

Example (1)      [3-year-old] 

*YUN: 然後   有 ⼀一個  ⽼老鷹. 

  ranhou    you  yige  laoying  
  then    exist  one-CLF eagle 
  “then there is an eagle.” 
*YUN: 就 ⾶飛去  這邊     有 ⼀一個     貓頭鷹    的 時後. 

  jiu feiqu zhebian    you yige     maotouying    de shihou 
  then fly-go here     exit one-CLF   owl     COP time 
  “then (it) flies to here, when there is an owl.” 
*YUN: 這邊  就 有 ⼀一個  狗狗  了. 

  zhebian jiu you yige  gougou le 
  here  then exist one-CLF dog  PRT 
  “then a dog is here.” 

The four-year-old child ZDE used two motion clauses to describe the same 

motion event. As shown in Example (2), first ZDE mentioned an owl ⾶飛出來 “flies 

out” with MPD construction, and then she described the boy 掉...來 “fall down”, 
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using a MD construction with a non-specific Ground information 這裡⾯面 “inside 

here”. 

Example (2)      [4-year-old] 

*ZDE: 貓頭鷹 就 ⾶飛出來 了. 
  maotouying jiu feichulai le 
  owl  then fly-exit-out PRT 
  “Then the owl fly out.”  
*ZDE: 然後    他 就 掉 這 裡⾯面 來. 

  ranhou    ta     jiu diao zhe limian lai 
  then    he    then fall this inside come 
  “Then he falls inside here.” 

The five-year-old child LYU described the owl scene with two motion clauses 

just like the four-year-old child ZDE, as illustrated in Example (3). The child used 

two MPD constructions, and added more adverbs such as 突然 “suddenly” in the 

first sentence, and more specific Ground information 從樹上 “from the tree”. 

Example (3)      [5-year-old] 

*LYU: 突然  有 ⼀一隻  貓頭鷹 ⾶飛出來. 

  turan  you yizhi  maotouying feichulai 
  suddenly exist one-CLF owl  fly-exit-out 
  “Suddenly, an owl flies out.” 
*LYU: 然後 ⼩小男孩 從 樹上  跌下去       了.  

  ranhou xiaonanhai cong shushang diexiaqu       le 
  then little-boy from tree-up  fall-descend-go    PRT 
  “Then the little boy falls down from the tree.” 
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As the above examples present,  children’s expressions in motion events could 

vary from child to child, from age to age, even though the percentages of motion 

clauses in the three age groups have little difference. 

4.2.2 Motion verbs 

The motion verbs analysis includes the analysis of the number of types and the 

number of tokens of motion verbs. The results of number of types of motion verbs in 

narration are shown in Table 8. Three-year-old children used more types of Manner 

than Path (18 vs. 11). Four-year-olds’ speech also showed more types of Manner than 

Path (17 vs. 12). Five-year-olds still used more types of Manner than Path, but the 

quantity of Manner and Path types had an obvious increase (29 vs. 17). As for Deixis 

types, there was only two types (lai “come”, and qu “go”) and they were fully used 

by children since age three. The Manner verbs that were often found in children’s 

narration of the Frog Story are pao 跑 “run”, diao 掉 “fall” fei ⾶飛 “fly”,  nong 弄 

“do, make”, die 跌 “fall”, etc. Common Path verbs were chu 出 “exit”, dao 到 

“arrive”, xia 下 “decend”, jing 進 “enter”, etc. The full list of verb types in narration 

can be found in Appendix I. 

Table 8. Total number of types of motion verb in narration
Age M P D

3 18 11 2

4 17 12 2

5 29 17 2

Total Mean 21.3 13.3 2.0
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From these results, several observations can be made. First, children’s verb 

type choices in the youngest group already resembled the patterns of the Mandarin-

speaking adults. The pattern of more types of Manner than Path in children’s speech 

resembled to adults’ motion verb type usage. Second, according to Log Poisson 

Regression model, it was presented that the increase of types of Manner verbs and 

Path verbs was not significant,  b = 0.35,  Z = 1.93, p >.05. This means that the 

developmental changes of the verb type usage was not obvious. In short, children’s 

verb types in narration presented language-specific patterns (i.e. the types of Manner 

verbs were more than those of Path) from age three, and their usage did not seem to 

changed much between the age of 3 to 5. 

The other part of the motion verb analysis is motion verb token, or motion verb 

frequency. The results are presented in Table 9. Overall speaking, Manner and Path 

frequencies were both equally high with no significant differences, X2 (1, N = 610) = 

0.02, p >.05, and Deixis was significantly less than Manner and Path, X2 (2, N = 812) 

= 6.06, p<.05. In the three-year-old group, 36.7% of the verbs were Manner, 37.6% 

were Path, and only 25.7% were Deixis. In the four-year-old group, 37.4% of  the 

verbs were Manner, 36.2% were Path, and 26.4% were Deixis. In the five-year-old 

group, 37.6% of verbs were Manner, 39% were Path, and 23.4% were Deixis. In 

total, the frequencies of Manner and Path were close (37.3% for Manner and 37.8% 

for Path), and the frequency of Deixis was only around 25%. 
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The developmental curve of verbs across age is presented in Figure 3. It shows 

that the development of Manner, Path and Deixis did not have significant difference 

across different age groups. According to Chi-square test, for the frequency of M, 

there were no significant differences between 3-, 4-, and 5-year-old groups, X2 (2, N 

= 303) = 0.03, p <.05. For the frequency of P, there were no significant differences 

Table 9. Token and percentage of motion verb in narration

Verb M P D Total

Age token % token % token % token %

3 80 36.7% 82 37.6% 56 25.7% 218 100%

4 88 37.4% 85 36.2% 62 26.4% 235 100%

5 135 37.6% 140 39.0% 84 23.4% 359 100%

Total 303 37.3% 307 37.8% 202 24.9% 812 100%
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between 3-, 4-, and 5-year-old groups, X2 (2, N = 307) = 0.12, p <.05. Last, for the 

frequency of D, no significant differences between 3-, 4-, and 5-year-old group were 

found, X2 (2, N = 202) = 0.21, p <.05. 

It seemed that children’s verb token choices were different from that of adults. 

Children paid equal attention to Manner and Path, but adults would choose to 

mention more Manner than Path. Also, the developmental curve of the verb token 

was moderate, indicating that the developmental changes of verb token were 

insignificant. 

4.2.3 Motion constructions 

Motion constructions were divided into three categories according to the 

number of verbs, and the results are presented in Table 10. It was found that children 

used the three categories of constructions with no significant difference. Three-year-

olds used the same amount of one-verb constructions and three-verb constructions 

(both 35.1%), and a little less two-verb constructions (29.7%). Four-year-olds used 

three-verb constructions (36.5%) a bit more than two-verb constructions (32.2%) and 

one-verb constructions (31.3%). Five-year-old used a bit more two-verb 

constructions (36.9%) than three-verb constructions (34.7%) and one-verb 

constructions (28.4%). According to log likelihood ratio test, no significant 

differences were found among one-, two-, and three-verb constructions in the three-

year-old group (X2 (2, N = 111) = 0.46, p <.05), the four-year-old group (X2 (2, N = 

115) = 0.56, p <.05), or the five-year-old group (X2 (2, N = 176) = 2.13, p <.05). 
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The development of motion construction in narration is illustrated in Figure 4. 

The developmental changes of the constructions of motion verbs were insignificant. 

According to log likelihood ratio test, no significant differences were found among 

three-, four-, and five-year-old groups in using one-verb constructions (X2 (2, N = 

125) = 0.46, p <.05), two-verb constructions (X2 (2, N = 135) = 0.55, p <.05), and 

Table 10. Token and percentage of number of verbs in motion constructions  
in narration

No. of verb One Two Three Total

Age token % token % token % token %

3 39 35.1% 33 29.7% 39 35.1% 111 100%

4 36 31.3% 37 32.2% 42 36.5% 115 100%

5 50 28.4% 65 36.9% 61 34.7% 176 100%

Total 125 31.1% 135 33.6% 142 35.3% 402 100%
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three-verb constructions (X2 (2, N = 142) = 2.14, p <.05). In other words, children of 

all age groups used one-, two- and three-verb constructions with similar frequency. 

The tokens of each type of motion constructions are presented in Table 11. 

Three-year-olds used MPD, MP and M the most. Within these three types of 

constructions, MPD was significantly higher than MP (X2 (2, N = 111) = 5.68, p<.05) 

and M (X2(1, N = 111) = 4.97, p<.05). Example (1.1) illustrates the three-year-old 

child YUN describing the scene, where the boy picks up his pet dog, with MPD 

construction. Example (1.2) presents the MP construction used by YUN when he 

mentioned that the boy stuck his head into a boot to look for his runaway pet frog. 

Example (1.3) is an example of the usage of construction M. The three-year-old child 

LYC described the scene where the boy found many frogs by a wood log. 

Example (1.1)      [3-year-old] 

*YUN: 然後   就 抱起來      了. 

Table 11. Token and percentage of motion constructions in narration

Age D M P MD MP PD PP MPD PPD Total

3 7 21 11 1 20 9 3 38 1 111

6% 19% 10% 1% 18% 8% 3% 34% 1% 100%

4 7 19 10 4 24 9 0 41 1 115

6% 17% 9% 3% 21% 8% 0% 36% 1% 100%

5 6 29 15 1 44 16 4 61 0 176

3% 16% 9% 1% 25% 9% 2% 35% 0% 100%

Total 20 69 36 6 88 34 7 140 2 402
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  ranhou    jiu baoqilai     le 
  then    then hug-rise-come     PRT 
  “Then (he) pulls (the dog) up. ” 

Example (1.2)      [3-year-old] 

*YUN: 他 就 穿進  這個 ⼩小縫縫 裡. 

  ta jiu chuanjin zhege xiaofengfeng li 
  he then pass-enter this little-gap in 
  “Then he puts (his head) into this little hole (of the boots).” 

Example (1.3)      [3-year-old] 

*LYC: 好多  青蛙  喔. 

  haoduo  qingwa  o 
  so-many frog  PRT 
  “There are so many frogs.” 
*OBS: 哦 好多. 

  o haoduo 
  INT many 
  “Oh there are so many.” 
*LYC: ⼀一隻  是 跳的. 

  one-CLF is jump-ADJ 
  “One is jumping.” 
*OBS: 對. 

  dui 
  right 
  “Right.” 
*LYC: 牠 在     跳. 

  ta zai     tiao 
  it PROG     jump 
  “It is jumping.” 

Four-year-olds also used MPD, MP and M the most. Within these three types of 

constructions, MPD was significantly higher than MP (X2 (1, N = 111) = 8.26, p<.05) 
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and M (X2 (1, N = 111) = 4.5, p<.05); MP and M had no significant difference (X2 (1, 

N = 111) =0.02, p>.05). Example (2.1) presents the four-year-old XUA using MPD 

construction 跑下去 “run-descend-go” to describe the motion events where the boy 

went out of the house to find the frog. In example (2.2), XUA used MP construction 

跑到 “run-arrive” to describe the scene where the boy went to the back of the wood 

log to look for the frog. In example (2.3), XUA used construction M, 掉 “fall”, to 

describe the boy falling down into a pond. 

Example (2.1)       [4-year-old] 

*XUA: 然後    他  跑下去  找. 

  ranhou    ta paoxiaqu  zhao 
  then   he run-descend-go search 
  “Then he runs down to search.” 

Example (2.2)       [4-year-old] 

*XUA: 然後     ⼩小男孩 就 跑到  後⾯面  了.  

  ranhou     xiaonanhai jiu paodao  houming le 
  then     little-boy then run-arrive back  PRT 
  “Then the little boy runs to the back.” 

Example (2.3)       [4-year-old] 

*XUA: 然後 ⼩小男孩 就 掉 池塘  裡 了. 
  ranhou xiaonanhai jiu dao chidang li le 
  then little-boy then fall pond  in PRT 
  “Then the little boy falls into the pond.” 
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Five-year-olds still used MPD, MP, and M the most, just like the two younger 

groups. The use of MPD was not significantly higher than MP (X2 (1, N = 176) = 

2.76, p<.05) but was significantly higher than M (X2 (1, N = 176) = 11.63, p<.05). 

Example (3.1) illustrates the child LXI using MPD construction 跑出來 “run-exit-

come” to describe the motion event where the frog jumped out of the bottle, and she 

even added an adverb 偷偷地 “sneakily” to the motion clause. The next example 

(3.2) presents LXI using MP construction 跑⾛走 “run-leave” to describe the scene 

where the boy found that the frog had gone away. Example (3.3) presents another 

child ZYI using the simple M construction 跑 “run” to describe the motion of the dog 

running away from the chase of some bees. 

Example (3.1)       [5-year-old] 

*LXI: 青蛙  就  也 偷偷地 跑出來. 

  qingwa  jiu ye toutoude paochulai 
  frog  then also sneakily run-exit-come 
  “The frog then runs out sneakily.” 

Example (3.2)       [5-year-old] 

*LXI: 到 了 第⼆二    天  

  dao le dier    tian 
  arrive PRT second    day 
  “When the next day comes,” 
  他 看到   青蛙  怎麼 又 跑⾛走  了. 

  ta kandao  qingwa zenme you paozou   le 
  he see   frog  why again run-go   PRT 
  “He sees that the frog has run away again.” 
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Example (3.3)      [5-year-old] 

*ZYI: 狗狗  ⼀一直  很 怕 蜜蜂. 

  gougou yizhi  hen pa mifeng 
  dog  continuously very scare bee 
  “The dog is scared of the bee all the time.” 
*ZYI: ⼀一直  跑. 

  yizhi  pao 
  continuously run 
  “(it) keeps running” 

It seemed that among all the constructions, the most common one in children’s 

utterances was the MPD construction. Furthermore, the usage of MPD construction 

increased between age 4 and 5 (X2 (1, N = 140) = 3.95, p <.05). MP was another 

frequently used construction among all age group. The usage of MP construction 

increased between age 4 and 5 (X2 (1, N = 88) = 5.97, p <.05). The frequent usage of 

MPD and MP construction can also be found in previous study on children and 

adult’s narrations. MPD or MP was said to be the typical construction in Mandarin 

Chinese (Slobin, 2004; Chen, 2005). The frequent usage of MPD or MP construction 

suggested that children’s motion constructions present language-specific 

characteristics since the age of three. This language-specific construction was also 

frequently found among children of older groups. 

A brief summary of children’s motion constructions in narration shows that, in 

terms of the number of verbs in motion construction, the three-verb construction was 

not particularly preferred by children at the age of three to five. However, if one 
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analyzed each category of construction, it was apparent that children did used MPD 

frequently, which was consistent with the language-specific characteristic observed 

in adults’ speech. In sum, although the number of verbs in motion construction was 

not similar to the adults’ habitual speech of motion events encoding, the frequent 

usage of MPD construction indicated that the motion constructions of three-, four- 

and five-year-old children has presented the prototype usage of adults’. 

In section 4.2, children’s motion expressions in narration were studied, and the 

results answer the second research question of how Mandarin-speaking children ages 

3, 4 and 5 encode motion events in elicited narration. It showed that in terms of verb 

types, children of all three age groups used more types of Manner verbs than Path 

verbs, and this pattern was similar to adults’ verb type usage. Next, the verb token 

usage of children did not resemble adults’ pattern. Children of all age groups used 

similar token of Manner, Path, and Deixis, while adults used more Manner token 

than Path and Deixis token. Last, children of all age groups used similar amounts of 

one-, two- and three-verb constructions. However, MPD is still the most common 

construction in children’s speech, which is similar to that of adults. In narration, the 

results of verb types and verb constructions were similar to what was expected, but 

verb toke was not. 

4.3 The comparison of children’s motion event expressions in 

conversation and narration 

This section compares the results from the above two sections on children’s 

expressions of motion events in conversation and narration. Base on previous studies,  
!63

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y



verb types were suggested to be different in conversation and narration (Selimis & 

Katis, 2010). On the other hand, there has not been any study suggesting any 

differences of verb tokens and verb constructions between conversation and 

narration. However, the differences of characteristics of the two genres, such as the 

communication responsibility and the salience of the motion, suggest that it was 

possible that different patterns of motion expressions might be found in the two 

genres. Also, it was suggested that children’s speech were more complex in narration 

(Dollaghan et al., 1990), so it was expected that the complexity difference can also 

be found in children’s motion encoding. The following sections present the details of 

the comparisons of motion verbs types, motion verbs tokens, and motion 

constructions. 

4.3.1 Motion verbs in conversation and narration 

The results of the comparison of number of motion verb types are presented in 

Figure 5. The similarity in verb types in both genres was that the types of Manner 

verbs outnumbered those of Path across all age groups. The difference was not 

obvious in terms of the types of Path and Deixis. Path in both genres showed a slow 

growth, while Deixis was already fully explored and did not change since age three. 

Moreover, it was found that Manner type usage was different in the two different 

genres. According to Log Poisson Regression Model and the test of goodness-of-fit, 

Manner lexicon in children’s speech was found significantly larger in conversation 

than in narration in all age groups (b = -1.38, Z = -8.46, p <.05). These results 

showed that children from age three to five used more types of Manner in 
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conversation than in narration. These results confirmed Selimis and Katis’s study 

(2010), in which they found more types of Manner in conversation than in narration 

in both V- and S- framed languages. It seems that the pattern can also be found in 

equipollently-framed language as well. 

The other part of the comparison on motion verbs is the comparison of motion 

verb tokens/frequency. The results are shown in Figure 6. It seems that verb token 

usage had no significant difference between conversation and narration regardless of 

age. M had no significant difference between conversation and narration in three-

year-olds (X2 (1, N = 156) = 0.04, p <.05), four-year-olds (X2 (1, N = 156) = 0.13, p 

<.05), and five-year-olds (X2 (1, N = 220) = 0.9, p <.05). P had no significant 

difference between conversation and narration in three-year-olds (X2 (1, N = 142) = 

1.53, p <.05), four-year-olds (X2 (1, N = 156) = 0, p <.05), and five-year-olds (X2 (1, 
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N = 245) = 0.06, p <.05). D had no significant difference between conversation and 

narration in three-year-olds (X2 (1, N = 137) = 2.14, p <.05), four-year-olds (X2 (1, N 

= 121) = 0.2, p <.05), and five-year-olds (X2 (1, N = 179) = 1.74, p <.05). It was 

found that children aged 3 to 5 used similar frequencies of M, P and D in both 

conversation and narration. 

4.3.2 Motion constructions in conversation and narration 

This section is about the comparison of the motion constructions in 

conversation and narration. The comparison focuses on the comparison of number of 

verbs in motion constructions, and the results are shown in Figure 7. It appears that 

the disparity between one-verb constructions and two-/three-verb constructions was 

larger in conversation. On the other hand, the three categories of motion 
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constructions in narration were evenly distributed with similar frequency. The results 

showed that one-verb constructions appeared significantly more in conversations 

than in narration in the three-year-old group (X2 (1, N = 39) = 3.86, p <.05), the four-

year old group (X2 (1, N = 36) = 3.92, p <.05), and the five-year-old group (X2 (1, N 

= 50) = 4.99, p <.05). The two-verb constructions were not significantly different in 

the three-year-old group (X2 (1, N = 135) = 0.66, p>.05), the four-year old (X2 (1, N 

= 135) = 1.11, p>.05), and the five-year-old group (X2 (1, N = 135) = 1.64, p>.05). 

The three-verb constructions were also not significantly different in three-year-old 

group (X2 (1, N = 135) = 1.49, p>.05), four-year old (X2 (1, N = 135) = 0.93, p>.05), 

and five-year-old group (X2 (1, N = 135) = 1.41, p>.05). In other words, the 

difference of motion constructions in conversation and narration lies in the difference 
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of the usage of one-verb constructions. Children of all age groups used one-verb 

construction significantly more in conversation than in narration. 

In conclusion, similarity and differences of Mandarin-speaking children’s 

expressions of motion events could both be found in conversation and narration. The 

similarity was found in motion verb tokens. Children’s usage of Manner, Path, Deixis 

tokens were found no different in narration and in conversation. The differences were 

found in motion verb types and motion constructions. More types of Manner verbs 

were used in conversation than in narration. Also, one-verb constructions were 

spoken more in conversation than narration. 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Chapter 5 

Discussion 

The discussion is divided into three sections. The first section looks at the first 

research question on developmental patterns of children’s motion expressions in 

conversation. The second section discusses children’s motion event expressions in 

narration with regard to the second research question. The third section is the 

discussion on the differences and similarities found in children’s motion event 

expressions in conversation and narration, with regard to the third research question. 

5.1 Children’s motion expressions in conversation 

Children’s motion expressions in conversation were expected to show some 

language-specific characteristics since age three. Our results showed that children’s 

motion expressions in conversation showed language-specific characteristics in some 

aspects, while in other aspects it didn’t. The language-specific patterns were revealed 

in number of verb types and motion constructions. In terms of number of verb types, 

children in all age groups used more types of Manner verbs than Path verbs, similar 

to what the previous study by Chen (2005) suggested. The pattern was also found in 

Huang’s (2012) results on children’s motion expressions in conversation. Both 

Huang’s study and the current study show that children were prone to use more types 

of Manner than Path in conversation. Furthermore, the number of each type of verb 

continued growing larger between age three to five, especially for Manner types. 

This suggested that the usage of verb type became more adult-like with age.  
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Children’s usage of motion constructions also revealed to have language-

specific patterns. Among the nine types of motion constructions found in our data (D, 

M, P, MD, MP, PD, PP, MPD and PPD), children from age three to five all preferred 

MPD construction the most in conversation. The frequent usage of MPD  

construction was particular in Mandarin, and it was also commonly found in adults’ 

motion expressions (Chen, 2005; Lin, 2006; Guo & Chen, 2009). The results of the 

current study did not conform to Huang’s (2012) study on children’s motion 

expressions in conversation. In Huang’s study, MPD was not the most common 

motion construction in children’s motion encoding in conversation. It was suspected 

that Huang’s combining of D and P when analyzing verb constructions might lead to 

the conflicting result. 

On the other hand, some aspects of children’s motion expressions did not 

present language-specific patterns, namely the usage of verb tokens and the number 

of verbs in motion construction. The result showed that the frequency of Manner, 

Path and Deixis were roughly the same in all age groups. According to previous 

studies, Mandarin has been said to be a Manner prominent language with higher 

frequency of Manner verbs (Slobin, 2004; Chen, 2005, Lin, 2009). However, in the 

current study, Manner only took up one-third of the total verbs, while Path and 

Deixis occupied two-third of the tokens. The results of verb token in conversation in 

the present study were similar to Huang’s (2012) results. Both of the studies with 

conversational data showed that the frequency of Manner was not higher than Path in 

children’s motion expressions in conversation. 
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Compared to the results of previous studies, another difference lies in the 

patterns of the number of verbs in motion constructions. The results of the current 

study implied that children’s optimal construction of encoding motion events in 

conversation was one-verb constructions, including the simple M, P, D constructions. 

Although the three-verb construction MPD was the most frequent one when analyzed 

individually, it did not outnumber one-verb constructions when M, P and D 

constructions were categorized together. This result was found in both Huang’s 

(2012) study on children’s speech in conversation and this present study. The 

frequency usage of one-verb constructions seemed to be specific in children’s motion 

expressions in conversation. 

There were two speculations on the discrepancy between children’s patterns 

and the language-specific patterns. One possible reason is that some aspects of 

children’s motion encoding have not yet developed. Guo and Chen (2009) mentioned 

that children’s motion expressions might not follow exactly the typical patterns of 

their native language. Children did not fully develop the typological patterns in their 

motion event description until the age of nine (Chen, 2005). The other possibility to 

account for the differences is that the language-specific characteristics found in 

narration data were not the best criteria to predict the patterns of children’s motion 

expressions in conversation. Children’s speech in conversation was compared to 

adult’s speech in narration in the current study, but it is still unknown if adults’ 

motion event encoding in conversation will show different patterns from those in 

narration. The expressions of motion events have been widely studied, but the 

evidence mostly comes from narrative data. Whether adults use more Path tokens or 

!71

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y



more one-verb constructions in conversation has yet to be examined. The results 

raised a question on whether the language-specific patterns found in narrative data 

could actually apply to conversational data. 

5.2 Children’s motion event expressions in narration 

In the narrative data, children’s motion expressions were expected to show 

some similarities toward the language-specific patterns found in adults’ usage. The 

results showed that children’s motion encoding did present language-specific patterns 

in some aspects, but not in all aspects. The language-specific patterns were found in 

the usage of verb types and verb constructions. In terms of motion verb types, it was 

found that children used more types of Manner verbs than Path verbs since and after 

the age of three. The results were similar to the previous studies on children's motion 

encoding in narrative data (Chen, 2005; Guo & Chen, 2009; Lin, 2006), and also 

comply with adults’ patterns (Chen, 2005; Guo & Chen, 2009). Furthermore, Manner 

types increased a lot more than Path types or Deixis types. It’s worth mentioning that 

Manner types increased a lot more than Path types, and even more than Deixis types. 

This may be due to the different lexicon sizes of M, P and D in Mandarin Chinese. 

Mandarin has a larger Manner lexicon than Path lexicon. It seems that the larger the 

lexicon size is, the more verbs children need to learn.  

Another language-specific pattern was found in children’s verb construction 

usage. Among the nine types of motion constructions (D, M, P, MD, MP, PD, PP, 

MPD and PPD), the usage of MPD and MP constructions were two of the most 

frequent constructions in the motion expressions of three- to five-year-old children’s 
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narration. These constructions of using both Manner and Path in verbs have shown 

the language-specific characteristic of equipollent-framed languages. Children’s 

preference of MPD and MP construction conformed to what previous studies found 

in children’s motion encoding in narration (Guo & Chen, 2009; Lin, 2006). 

Moreover, this construction was also widely found in adults’ motion expressions in 

previous studies (Guo & Chen, 2009; Lin, 2006). 

However, the aspect of verb token usage did not show language-specific 

characteristics. The current study shows that children’s Manner frequency was 

similar to Path frequency, and Deixis frequency was the lowest. The results were 

contrary to what Chen (2005) found in adults’ language. Chen reported that adults 

used Manner more frequently than Path. The reason why Manner frequency was not 

high in children’s speech might be due to its being more cognitively complex than 

Path (e. g. Cifuentes-Férez & Gentner 2006; Pourcel, 2004). Also, it was more 

difficult for children to process and detect Manner than Path (Pruden et al., 2004). 

Therefore, Manner frequency was found to be lower in children’s speech. It seemed 

that in terms of motion verb tokens, children have not adopted the language-specific 

patterns yet. 

No developmental difference was found in the current study. Verb token did not 

show significant changes among all age groups, neither did number of verbs in 

construction. The speculation is that children’s speech has not yet resembled adults’ 

pattern in verb token usage. They probably will adopt adults’ motion verb token 

patterns after age five, and further developmental changes could be found when 

children are older. 
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5.3 The comparison of children’s motion event expressions in 

conversation and narration 

This section discusses the extent to which genre affects children’s motion 

expressions. It was suggested that the language-specific characteristics related to 

typology would not be affected by genre difference. It was found that the language-

specific patterns in the usage of verb types and motion constructions remained the 

same in both genres. Children’s usage of types of Manner verbs were more than Path 

verbs, and MPD was the most productive construction. These characteristics 

conformed to what previous studies suggested when referring to Mandarin’s motion 

typology (Chen, 2004; Guo & Chen, 2009). In other words, the rhetorical style of 

equipollantly-framed language could be found in both conversation and narration 

data. 

The result whereby Manner frequency is similar to Path frequency was the 

same in both genres; however, the pattern did not present typical characteristics of 

Mandarin (i.e. Manner frequency should be higher than Path frequency). It seemed 

that even if children’s verb token usage deviated from the language-specific patterns, 

this kind of verb token usage could still be found in both genres. This means that 

even if typological characteristics were not revealed in children’s motion 

expressions, genre difference still could not account for the difference. Instead, it was 

suspected that age factor or cognitive factor were better explanations for the 

differences, as mention in section 5.2.  

It seems that the patterns in verb type, verb token and construction were found 

to remain the same regardless of genre can support Slobin’s (1996) “thinking for 
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speaking” theory. According to the theory, language provides a set of encodable 

grammatical structure that is accessed and mobilized when we speak. The readily 

encodable objects in language then allow speakers to take on certain perspective on 

the event. In the case of Mandarin, in terms of verb type, Mandarin speakers paid 

more attention to different types of Manner verbs and talked about them, because 

Manner lexicon is larger in the language. Next, in terms of verb token, speakers use 

both Manner and Path verb with high frequency, since the grammar of Mandarin 

allows Manner and Path be easily encodable. Last, with the frequent use of Manner 

and Path, the MPD construction, which allows Manner and Path be encoded 

simultaneously, was consequently widely found in children’s motion expressions. 

Most importantly, children learned to “think for speaking” which is not limited to 

one single genre. Slobin (2000) also found the evidence of children’s motion verb 

type usage in various genres. The current study supported children’s “thinking for 

speaking” with the evidence of not only motion verb types, but also motion verb 

tokens and motion constructions. 

However, does this mean that genre could not influence children’s attention on 

motion events at all? Our results suggested that it was not necessarily true. Genre 

difference did affect children’s motion expressions to some degree. The influence can 

be found in two aspects. The first was verb type. The number of types of Manner 

verbs was found more in conversation than in narration in the current study. This 

result conformed to Selimis and Katis' (2010) study, in which they found that 

children of V- and S-framed languages both used more types of Manner lexeme in 
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conversation than in narration. Base on the result of verb types, Selimis and Katis 

proposed that Manner was more salient in conversation for children.  

Noted that this claim of Manner salience in conversation for children was 

confined in the aspects of verb type usage, since current study found that Manner 

salience was not found in the usage of verb token. The current study found that 

children’s tokens of Manner verbs in conversation did not exceed those in narration. 

The way of measuring Manner salience can be done through measuring the size (i.e. 

frequency) and diversity (i.e. type) of Manner expressions (Pourcel, 2004). 

Therefore, what Selimis and Katis (2010) suggested on Manner salience in 

conversation may need some refinement. It is proposed in the current study that the 

factor of genre difference on Manner salience was only reflected in verb type, but not 

in verb token. 

The other aspect in which the influence of genre can be found was in the 

number of verbs in motion constructions. In narration, three-verb constructions were 

used the most in all age groups, while in conversation one-verb constructions were 

the most common. This means that children constructed more complex motion 

constructions in narration, and less in conversation. The results were similar to what 

previous studies found that children’s speech in narration is more complex than in 

conversation, such as MLU and the number of morphemes they used (Dollaghan et 

al., 1990; Leadholm & Miller, 1992). It seemed that the degree of complexity of 

children’s speech could also be found in motion expressions. Furthermore, the 

number of verbs in motion constructions implies how much semantic information 

was provided in such construction. It showed that children tended to provide more 
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semantic information in narration than in conversation. They tended to mentioned 

two or three semantic elements in one motion clause, such as the combination of MP, 

PD, or even MPD. However, children preferred mentioning merely one semantic 

element, either M, P or D, in one motion clause. The results can be accounted by the 

difference in communication responsibility in different genres. Previous study 

suggested that communication responsibility is heavier in narration than in 

conversation (Logan et al, 2011). Children might feel compelled to mention more 

semantic components in narration when no other interlocutors would help them 

construct motion events. Therefore, motion constructions in narration were found 

more complex. 

In conclusion, similarities and differences were both found in children’s motion 

expressions in two different genres. The similarities include that types of Manner 

verbs were more than those of Path verbs, Manner frequency was similar to Path 

frequency, and MPD construction was the most productive construction. The 

similarities of the usage of verb types and motion constructions found in both data 

can also be found in adults’ motion expressions, which means that certain 

equipollantely-framed characteristics of Mandarin remain unchanged in different 

genres. Even though the similarity of verb token usage did not present the 

equipollantely-framed patterns, genre was still not a factor. On the other hand, the 

differences found in children’s motion expressions in different genres include that 

Manner types were used more in conversation than in narration, and that one-verb 

constructions appeared more in conversation. These results suggested that genre 
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difference can influence children's motion encoding to some degree, but not to the 

extent that changes the rhetorical style of an equipollently-framed language. 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Chapter 6 

Conclusion 

This current study aims at discussing children’s expressions of motion events 

in conversation and in narration, and further discussing the role of genre in affecting 

children’s motion event encoding. It was expected that under each genre, children’s 

motion expressions would start to resemble some language-specific patterns related 

to Mandarin’s typology observed in adults’ speech, and these patterns would become 

more obvious with age. The language-specific patterns of Mandarin include 1) verb 

type: types of Manner verbs are more than those of Path, 2) verb token: Manner 

tokens are more than Path tokens, and 3) motion construction: MPD is the most 

common type of motion construction. The comparison of children’s motion 

expressions in conversation and narration to Mandarin’s language-specific patterns is 

shown in Table 12. In conversation, the language-specific patterns were found in 

accordance with 1) and 3). In narration, the language-specific patterns were also 

found similar to 1) and 3). The results in both genres all showed that children started 

to encode motion in accordance with language-specific ways in certain aspects, 

namely motion verb types and motion constructions.  

However, children might not have learned the whole system of adults’ patterns 

just yet. For example, children’s verb token usage has not resembled language-

specific patterns. In conversation, children’s motion token usage was different from 

the language-specific pattern 2); children used Manner, Path and Deixis with similar 

frequency. In narration, verb token usage did not show similarity to pattern 2) either: 
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children in narration used Manner and Path with similar frequency while Deixis was 

used with the lowest frequency. Furthermore, the development of motion expressions 

were not obvious for 3- to 5-year-olds in the current study. It was speculated that the 

development might happen in later stages. 

The comparison of the results collected from conversational data and narrative 

data presented some similarities and some differences, and the results are presented 

in Table 13. There are certain aspects in children’s speech that remained similar in 

both genres. Similarities were found in  all three aspects of verb type, verb token, and 

motion construction. In terms of verb type, types of Manner verbs were more and 

those of Path verbs. In terms of verb token, Manner tokens were similar to Path 

tokens. In terms of constructions, MPD was the most common construction. This 

means that even in different genres, certain characteristics remained unchanged. It 

also suggests that the language-specific patterns shown in children’s speech are not 

close to the patterns of either V-framed or S-framed languages. Instead, children’s 

Table 12. The comparison of children’s motion expressions in conversation and 
narration to Mandarin’s language-specific patterns

Verb type Verb token Motion 
construction

Mandarin’s  patterns M>P M>P MPD is the most

Children’s patterns in 
Conversation M>P M=P=D MPD is the most

Children’s patterns in 
Narration M>P M=P>D MPD is the most
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motion expressions certainly share some core characteristics with the equipollently-

framed languages. 

On the other hand, differences were also found in the two genres. The first 

difference was that Manner type usage was more diverse in narration. Second, Path is 

more than Deixis in frequency in narration. Third, one-verb constructions were more 

prominent in conversation. The differences possibly resulted from the different 

characters of the two genres. For one, topic in conversation is more diverse, while in 

narration it is more limited due to the material used in collecting data from narration. 

In other words, children’s manipulation of motion verb lexicon is easier to be 

observed in conversation. For another, communication responsibility is different in 

the two genres. Children provided more complex motion constructions and more 

motion information in narration where communication responsibility was higher. 

The study provides certain implications that future studies could take into 

account when different types of data are used to examine children’s motion 

expressions. It is implied that although the research on children’s motion expressions 

Table 13. The comparison between children’s motion expressions  
in conversation and narration

Verb type Verb token Motion construction

Cmparison Similarity Difference Similarity Difference similarity difference

Conversation

M>P

more M

M=P

P=D
MPD is 
the most

More  
one-verb 

constructions

Narration less M P>D
More  

three-verb 
constructions
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using different data might reveal some variations, such as the diversity of the use of 

verb type, the complexity of motion construction, or the semantic weight in 

children’s motion expressions, the language-specific patterns should correspond to 

each other. As such, future studies on adults’ expressions of motion events would be 

highly beneficial to providing stronger evidence on the effect that genre has on 

motion expressions. Such studies would also be constructive in making the 

comparisons between adults’ and children’s motion expressions more accurate. 
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Appendix I 

Types of Motion verbs 

Types of Manner in conversation: 

zou ⾛走 “walk”, pa 爬 “crawl”, zuo 坐 “sit”, fei ⾶飛 “fly”, pao 跑 “run”, tiao 跳 “jump”, 

diu 丟 “throw”, shen 伸 “stretch”, luo 落 “fall”, diao 掉 “fall”, diao 吊 “hang”, boa 包 

“wrap”, da 打 “hit”, shou 收 “put away”, xi 吸 “suck”, chui 吹 “blow”, nong 弄 “do, 

make”, zhau 找 “find”, zhua 抓 “catch, scrach”, bai 擺 “swing ”, zhe 折 “fold”, tai 抬 

“lift”, chai 拆 “break”, la 拉 “pull”,  ban 拌 “stir”, tuo 拖 “drag”, fang 放 “put”, ping 

拼 “piece”, an 按 “press”,  tiao 挑 “pick”, wa 挖 “dig”, dau 倒 “pour”, na 拿 “take with 

hand, hold”, gai 給 “give”, song 送 “give as a gift, send”, ji 寄 “send”, chuan 傳 

“transit”, dui 堆 “pile”, die 疊 “pile, fold”, dai 帶 “take”,  juan 捲 “roll”, jie 接 “catch”, 

ban 絆 “trip”, tuo 脫 “take off (clothes)”, cha 插 “insert”, tie 貼 “stick”, kai 開 “open”,  

kai 開 “drive”, liou 溜 “slip, glide”, guen 滾 “roll”, tiaowu 跳舞 “dance”, shuai 摔 

“stumble”, gai 蓋 “cover”, si 撕 “tear”, ji 擠 “squeeze”, ca 擦“wipe”, duan 斷 “break, 

cut off”, rao 繞 “coil”, fan 翻 “flip”, zhuan 轉 “turn”, guan 關 “close”, bian 變 

“change”, zuan 鑽 “drill” 

Types of Manner in narration: 

zou ⾛走 “walk”, pa 爬 “crawl”, zuo 坐 “sit”, fei ⾶飛 “fly”, pao 跑 “run”, tiao 跳 “jump”, 

diu 丟 “throw”, shen 伸 “stretch”,  diao 掉 “fall”, dao 倒 “fall”, gou 勾 “hook”, yong 
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⽤用 “make, do”,  nong 弄 “do, make”, zhau 找 “find”, zhua 抓 “catch, scrach”, bao 抱 

“hug”, ba 拔 “plug”, wan 玩 “play”, chuan 穿 “wear”, na 拿 “take with hand, hold”, 

zhan 站 “stand”, zhuai 追 “chase”, tao 逃 “flee”, dai 帶 “take”, gua 掛 “hang”, tuo 脫 

“take off (clothes)”, ding 頂 “push with head”, die 跌 “stumble, trip”, sai 塞 “plug”, 

yao 搖 “shake”, ban 搬 “move something with hand”, duo 躲 “hide”, zai 載 “carry with 

vehicle”, shui 摔 “stumble, throw”, gan 趕 “rush, catch up”, zhuang 撞 “hit”, ju 舉 

“raise with hand”, zuan 鑽 “drill” 

Types of Path in conversation: 

shan 上 “rise”, xia 下 “descend”, jing 進 “enter”, chu 出 “exit”, hui 回 “return”, zou ⾛走 

“leave”, dao 到 “arrive”, dao 倒 “fall”, diao 掉 “fall”, qi 起 “rise”,  ting 停 “stop”, 

dong 動 “move”, tong 通 “pass”,  kai 開 “leave”, gen 跟 “follow”, guo 過 “pass”, 

panxuan 盤旋 “move around” 

Types of Path in narration: 

shan 上 “rise”, xia 下 “descend”, jing 進 “enter”, chu 出 “exit”, hui 回 “return”, zou ⾛走 

“leave”, dao 到 “arrive”, diao 掉 “fall”, qi 起 “rise”,  ting 停 “stop”, kai 開 “leave”, li 

離 “leave”, guo 過 “pass”,  wang 往 “move toward”,  zai 在 “present”, chuxian 出現 

“appear”, bujian 不⾒見 “disappear” 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Appendix II 

Transcription conventions and gloss abbreviation  

Transcription conventions: 

-:  Lengthened 

+… Trailing off 

+, Self completion 

+//. Self-interruption  

Gloss abbreviations 

PRT Discourse particle 

PST Past 

BA Ba construction 

CLF Classifier 

ADJ Adjetive 

PROG Progressive 
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