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Abstract

In existing research on Chinese as a second language (CSL) acquisition in Hong Kong, the
Cantonese oral proficiency of non-Chinese speaking (NCS) students receives far less attention
than the challenge of developing their literacy skills in standard written Chinese (SWC). This study
focuses on the second language (L2) Cantonese oral language abilities of NCS students with
advanced speaking proficiency, describing several salient linguistic features in their Cantonese
speech based on elicited oral narrative speech data. The test group comprises 16 senior secondary
students of Pakistani heritage recruited from a single school in Hong Kong (mean age = 16.44
years), with an average duration in formal Cantonese learning experience of 12.50 years. Students’
oral performance was assessed through a storytelling task using the wordless illustrated storybook
Frog, Where Are You? (Mayer 1969). Prominent linguistic features observed from audio recording
transcriptions include the extensive blending of SWC elements across various lexical and
morphological categories, English code-mixing retaining source-language morphosyntax, and a
limited inventory of classifiers. Comparison with native Cantonese speaker controls reveals
systematic errors (Corder 1967) involving such features, suggesting the emergence of a new
interlanguage variety of spoken Cantonese among South Asian NCS students in Hong Kong. The
findings of this study offer valuable insights regarding how advanced adolescent CSL learners in
Hong Kong simultaneously acquire multiple Chinese varieties in their formal education. This
research carries significant implications for pedagogy and curriculum design that aims to improve
Cantonese oral proficiency among this group of learners.
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1. Introduction

Within the Hong Kong school system, non-Chinese speaking (NCS) students of minority ethnic
backgrounds face the challenge of simultaneously developing different language abilities in two
distinct varieties of Chinese, namely vernacular Cantonese for listening and speaking, in addition
to standard written Chinese (SWC) for reading and writing (Chan 2019). Existing research
recognizes that a discrepancy exists between the oral and literacy abilities of NCS students learning
Chinese as a second language (CSL), with such students generally achieving greater proficiency
in listening and speaking, given the prevalence of vernacular Cantonese in society (Census and
Statistics Department 2022, Ku et al. 2005). Nevertheless, CSL acquisition remains an under-
researched topic in the Hong Kong context, with more publications placing greater emphasis on
issues including learner identities, learning motivations, and language policy (Gao et al. 2019,
Wang and Tsung 2022). Even among acquisition-oriented studies, less attention has been paid to
the Cantonese oral skills, particularly those of adolescent NCS learners who may have achieved
advanced speaking proficiency through social immersion and formal education.

Following the approaches developed through the body of “frog story” research pioneered by
Berman and Slobin (1994), this study explores the second language (L2) Cantonese speaking
abilities of NCS students in Hong Kong through an analysis of oral narratives based on the story
of Frog, Where Are You? (Mayer 1969). Employing a case study approach, it reports preliminary
findings from an experiment conducted on adolescent L2 learners undergoing secondary education.
Specifically, this study seeks to address the following research questions:

1. What are the salient linguistic features present in the spoken Cantonese of NCS students

with advanced or near-native speaking proficiency?

2. Which of the above features are unique to NCS students?

3. Which of the above features are not found among NCS students (or other L2 Cantonese

learners) with elementary proficiency?
The findings show that respondents exhibited a series of distinct errors in their spoken Cantonese,
with these patterns suggesting the emergence of a new interlanguage variant among certain South
Asian users of Cantonese in Hong Kong. The use of errors here refers to Corder’s (1967:167)
“systematic errors of the learner from which we are able to reconstruct his knowledge of the
language to date, i.e., his transitional competence,” as opposed to simply mistakes in performance.

This study is organized as follows. The following section reviews existing research on CSL
acquisition in Hong Kong, as well as previous studies on the oral narrative abilities of L2
Cantonese learners and the linguistic features of their spoken Cantonese. Section 3 describes the
methodology of this study, while Section 4 presents the results of the current analysis. Section 5
closes with a discussion of the findings and offers concluding remarks.

2. Previous research

2.1 CSL acquisition in Hong Kong

For NCS students, the specialized learning of distinct Chinese varieties based on different usage
domains—Cantonese for oral communication, SWC for written communication—in an
environment where Cantonese is the majority language means a higher chance of achieving better
performance in the former. Previous surveys support this tendency, having consistently found that
among the predominant South Asian ethnic minority groups in Hong Kong (Pakistanis, Indians,
Nepalese, and Filipinos), Chinese language abilities in reading and writing are generally poorer
than in speaking (Census and Statistics Department 2022, Ku et al. 2005, Li and Chuk 2015).
However, these surveys make this claim based on qualitative data—particularly self-reported
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questionnaire responses by NCS learners—rather than empirical performance measures for
evaluating their language skills. In addition, discussions of the linguistic abilities of NCS students
are often framed in terms of benchmarking their performance against some abstract proficiency
levels, rather than scrutinizing the actual linguistic outputs they produce.

Furthermore, as mentioned above, research on CSL acquisition in Hong Kong has largely
centered on the development of literacy skills among NCS students to close the gap with their
relatively advanced oral skills, with the primary emphasis being frameworks for facilitating
effective Chinese reading and writing performance among NCS students (Tang 2018, Wang and
Tsung 2022, Wong 2010). Conversely, few studies have probed the oral language performance of
these students further, much less investigated whether they have successfully mastered vernacular
Cantonese, or continue to carry certain errors in their speech. This study aims to substantiate this
body of research by presenting an error analysis of the Cantonese speech of more advanced NCS
learners.

2.2 Oral narrative abilities of L2 Cantonese learners

From as early as the preschool stage, narrative storytelling represents an important learning activity
in language education. Oral narration is thus a familiar and accessible discourse genre for learners
of all ages, and represents a valuable medium for eliciting extended, naturalistic speech data for
assessing the oral abilities of L2 learners (Berman and Slobin 1994, Gagarina et al. 2016, Klamer
and Moro 2020). Moreover, the particular discursive purpose of conveying information about a
sequence of events in a narrative task allows for the study of L2 learners’ ability to implement
various pragmatic language skills, including linguistic devices of evaluation and coherence
(Fernandez 2011).

In the 21 century, several studies have employed spoken narratives to investigate the oral
language proficiency of NCS students in Hong Kong. For instance, Cheung (2019) uses data from
a story-retelling task to explore whether the age of arrival in Hong Kong among South Asian NCS
students correlates with narrative performance. Next, drawing on the traditions of “frog story”
research (Berman and Slobin 1994), Zhu (2019) examines both the macrostructural and
microstructural narrative performance of Primary 6 NCS students, making comparisons among
low-performing NCS, high-performing NCS, and native Chinese-speaking (CS) students.
Likewise, Chan et al. (2023) analyze both levels of narrative performance among a group of Urdu-
Cantonese bilingual primary school children, reporting on the associations between both levels in
both languages. However, no studies thus far have investigated the oral narrative abilities of more
advanced NCS learners, specifically secondary school students, some of whom may have achieved
a speaking proficiency approaching the level of native Cantonese speakers. This study addresses
this research gap by reporting on the characteristics of NCS secondary students’ spoken language,
as demonstrated through their performance in oral narration.

2.3 Linguistic features of NCS students’ L2 spoken Cantonese

Lastly, another area that remains under-studied in research on NCS students is the specific features
at various levels of linguistic structure that are present in their L2 spoken Cantonese. A recent
study by Yu et al. (2021) reports that South Asian NCS students have a reduced tone system
smaller than the standard six-tone inventory of Hong Kong Cantonese, with tone mergers
occurring in both perception and production. Oral narrative studies investigating NCS students’
Cantonese (Chan et al. 2023, Cheung 2019, Zhu 2019) have also remarked on the use of elements
such as classifiers, connectives, manner modifiers, and relative clauses as part of the analyses
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concerning microstructural performance overall. Nevertheless, these studies lack more
comprehensive descriptions of the lexical items and grammatical structures produced by NCS
students. This study thus seeks to contribute a substantial descriptive analysis of NCS students’
spoken Cantonese through reporting prominent linguistic features encountered throughout their
oral narrations.

3. Methodology

3.1 Participants

NCS test group participants were recruited from a mainstream government-sub-vented secondary
school in Hong Kong in July 2023, with 24 students participating. The school uses Cantonese as
the medium of instruction supplemented with English; in addition, senior secondary students
receive instruction in Putonghua from Form 4 (10" grade) onwards. Among the participants, 19
Pakistani students, representing the predominant ethnicity among the participants (79.17%) were
selected for analysis; three were excluded due to incomplete narrations, leaving 16 (including one
mixed-ethnicity Pakistani-Filipino student) who completed the experimental task. The final test
group was roughly balanced in terms of grade level (nine Form 4 students, seven Form 5 students),
but not in terms of gender (11 males, 5 females). Participants’ ages ranged between 15 and 19
years, with the average age being 16.44 years (¢ = 1.09).

Regarding the language environments of test group participants, 13 reported speaking Urdu at
home as a family language. Five were born in Hong Kong and thus exposed to Cantonese as the
majority language since birth, while six reported speaking Cantonese at home as an additional
language alongside Urdu or English. Participants’ formal Cantonese learning experience through
schooling ranged between 6 and 16 years, with an average duration of 12.50 years (¢ = 2.76). In
particular, 13 participants (81.25%) reported learning Cantonese for at least 10 years.

To enable comparison with CS students, a control group was recruited from another private
secondary school in September 2023, with 11 students participating; all completed the
experimental task and are included in the current analysis. Due to offering both the local Hong
Kong Diploma of Secondary Education (HKDSE) curriculum and the International Baccalaureate
Diploma Programme (IBDP) curriculum, the school adopts both Cantonese and English as
mediums of instruction; Putonghua is offered as a second language alternative to Cantonese in the
Mandarin ab initio course for students pursuing IBDP qualifications. The control group was
roughly balanced in terms of gender (6 males, 5 females), but not in terms of grade level (two
Form 1 students, two Form 2 students, seven Form 3 students). Participants’ ages ranged between
11 and 15 years, with the average age being 13.36 years (c = 1.12). All spoke Cantonese at home,
while their formal Cantonese learning experience ranged between 9 and 14 years, with an average
duration of 12.50 years (c = 1.96).

To report findings without revealing personal details, participants were each assigned a code
including their school (SA for the test group, SC for the control group), ethnicity (Ch = Chinese,
Pa = Pakistani, Ph = Filipino), and gender (M/F). Table 1 provides more detailed information about
the demographic characteristics of both participant groups.
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Table 1. Demographic characteristics of sample participants.

Test group (NCS, n=16)

Control group (CS, n=11)

Age
Range, years 15-19 11-15
Mean 16.44 (c = 1.09) 13.36 (c = 1.12)

Grade distribution

Form 4: 9 (56.25%)
Form 5: 7 (43.75%)

Form 1: 2 (18.18%)
Form 2: 2 (18.18%)
Form 3: 7 (63.64%)

Gender
Male 11 (68.75%) 6 (54.55%)
Female 5(31.25%) 5 (45.45%)
Language environment
Born in Hong Kong 5(31.25%) 9 (81.81%)

Cantonese spoken at home

6 (37.50%)

11 (100.00%)

Urdu spoken at home 13 (81.25%) 0 (0.00%)
Cantonese learning experience
Range, years 6-16 9-14
Mean, years 12.50 (o =2.76) 12.50 (o = 1.96)
>10 yrs. 13 (81.25%) 8 (72.73%)

3.2 Materials and procedures

Following the approach of Berman and Slobin (1994), examiners interviewing the participants
instructed them individually to tell the story depicted in the wordless illustrated storybook Frog,
Where Are You? (Mayer 1969) in Cantonese. In order to reduce the burden of memorization and
elicit more spontaneous responses, participants first looked through all the images once to
familiarize themselves with the story, before narrating the story while going through the images
again one by one. During narration, examiners kept verbal feedback to a minimum to avoid
influencing participants’ individual expressions of the story.

The third author then transcribed audio recordings of the narrations for further analysis. In the
process of reviewing the transcripts, various lexical, morphological, syntactic, and pragmatic
features observed as salient across the narratives of multiple participants were tallied. In particular,
occurrences of the following features were counted for each narrative: (a) SWC lexical items, (b)
English lexical items, (c) classifiers, and (d) connectives.

4. Results

4.1 Narrative performance

In terms of general narrative performance measures, the performances of both the test and control
groups were rather similar. Looking at duration, the values for the NCS students ranged between
2:44 and 5:17, with the average duration being 4:04. Similarly, the values for the CS students
ranged between 2:21 and 5:20, with the average duration being 4:24. The averages for both groups
are also comparable to the overall sample average (4:21) for the cohort of Primary 6 students
discussed in Zhu (2019). Turning to unfiltered token count—which includes elements such as
“filled pauses, repetitions, reformulations, and interjections” (Zhu 2019:71)—the values for the
NCS students ranged between 322 and 911 tokens, with an average of 552 tokens. Similarly, the
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token counts for the CS students ranged between 319 and 962 tokens, with a slightly greater
average of 653 tokens.

4.2 SWC code-mixing

The most notable discovery of this study is that NCS students incorporated SWC elements in
vernacular Cantonese speech, a tendency rarely discussed among this group. Within the current
sample, Twelve NCS participants (75.00%) featured SWC elements in their narrations, compared
to nine CS participants (81.81%). However, the nature and extent of the blending between SWC
and Cantonese is different between both groups. Table 2 shows that among the 11 distinct
categories of SWC elements that emerged through the process of transcript annotation, three were
observed exclusively among the test group, while another three were observed exclusively among
the control group. This section presents a selection of examples that best illustrate the distinctive
uses of SWC elements by NCS students.

Table 2. SWC categories observed in Cantonese narrations.!

Participants SWC categories

Both groups Nouns, verbs and adjectives, adverbs; diminutive affixes
Directional verbal particle - I (-kaa6), postverbal particle -15 (-
dakl), linking particle ] (dikl), adverbializing suffix -} (-dei6)
CS only Locatives, prepositions, aspectual markers

NCS only

With respect to lexical categories, SWC lexical items produced by NCS students were attested
across the major categories of nouns, verbs, (predicative) adjectives, and adverbs. For nouns, the
lexical set of SWC items across nine participants (56.25%) included time nouns used as temporal
adverbials, such as B¢ _I (maan5soeng6) for night in (1), along with family and kinship terms, such
as little brother to refer to the boy, as in (2). Among predicative elements, the lexical set for four
participants (25.00%) primarily consisted of verbs, with the exception of one adjective  H
(hoibpaa3) for scared as in (3).

(1) 2WefE Pt s 23] (S o
il-go3 ngoS5-dei6 tai2-dou2 hai6 maanSsoeng6.
this-CL  1PL see-can  be  night
“This we can see is nighttime.” (SAPa2M, 1. 3)

(2) 2%% L e e e e,
?dai6dai6 hei2sanl go2-zan6 si4 nel,
little.brother wake.up that-CL  time TOP

‘When little brother woke up,” (SAPal8F, . 15)

! Cantonese examples are transcribed using the Jyutping romanization scheme developed by the Linguistic Society of
Hong Kong (LSHK), available online at: jyutping.org/en/jyutping/. Abbreviations that deviate from Leipzig glossing
rules: ADVZ=adverbializer; CL=classifier; DIM=diminutive; DIREC=directional verbal particle; INT=interjection;
LP=linking particle, PERS=perspective verbal particle; SFP=sentence final particle.


https://jyutping.org/en/jyutping
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(3) MER il deer #  4F  FHH B Wi,
?daan6hai6 go3 deer doul hou2 hoi6épaa3 keoi5 laal,
but CL deer also very scared 3G SFP
‘But the deer was also very scared of him,” (SAPal3M, l. 40)

For little brother in particular, the participant (SAPal8F) shifts between the standard
pronunciation dai6dai6 as in (2), where both syllables have a low-level tone, and the vernacular
pronunciation dai4dai2 as in (4), where a diminutive tone change applies to the second syllable
and it is realized with a high-rising tone. In (4), the participant manages to self-correct from the
standard pronunciation to the vernacular one.

4) mg o MEga o SRR woos e s
gam2 go2-go3 dai6dai6 doul wui5 hou2... daiddai2
then that-cL little.brother also would very little.brother\DIM
M
hou2 naul,
very  angry

“Then that little brother would also [get] very... (restart) little brother [got] very angry,’
(SAPal8F, 1. 19)

Turning to morphological phenomena, salient SWC features observed among NCS students
include the diminutive affix /]>- (siu2-), the adverbializing suffix -} (-dei6), the linking particle
1] (dikI), and the directional verbal particle - | (-haa6), the latter three only occurring among the
test group. Regarding diminutives, whereas certain participants in both the NCS and CS groups
(three each) used siu2- with nouns referring to the primary characters (the boy, the dog, and the
frog), only those in the test group applied siu2- to the near-total exclusion of the vernacular
diminutive affix (DIM) -{J* (-zai2), with the latter entirely absent from the narration of one NCS
student (SAPal3M). For this set of NCS participants, the standard diminutive forms for certain
nouns (e.g., /M siu2-gau?2, little dog) have supplanted the corresponding vernacular forms (e.g.,
4T gau2-zai2, doggie) as the default, if not the sole option for referring to certain characters with
diminutive affect, as in (5) through (7).

(5) 1A Ny # USSR
go3 siu2-niu5 doul hou2 naul
CL DIM-bird FOC very —angry
‘The little bird was also very angry’ (SAPal3M, L. 33)

(6) 1EHT /N D 7 ISR 273 /g W,
cungd4cind zau6 jauS go3 siu2-naamd4-haai4 giu3 siu2-ming4 laal,
Formerly then have CL DIM-male-child call SiuMing  SFP
‘Once upon a time there was a little boy called Siu Ming,” (SAPaPhlF, 1. 2)
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(7) ERAE B 7] flll /N N L FIIE
ganlzyu6 keoi5 tung4 go3 siu2-gau2 zau6 jatlcai4 fan3gaau3.
then 3G with CcL DIM-dog then together sleep

“Then he slept together with the little dog.” (SAPaPhlF, 1. 4)

Similarly, for four NCS participants (25.00%), the standard adverbializing suffix (ADVZ) -dei6
represented the default derivational strategy for adverbs derived from adjectives, as opposed to the
vernacular suffix M (-gam2),? as in (8) and (9).? The realization of slowly as maan6maan2-dei6 in
(8) is particularly remarkable for juxtaposing the standard suffix with the vernacular diminutive
tone change on the adjectival root, thus representing a standard/vernacular blend occurring below
the word level.

(8) 2ERAE (B AN, T 15 %
?ganlzyu6 keoiS-dei6 sai3-sengl-dil, maan6~maan2-dei6 ceotl-heoi3.
then 3pPL small-voice-bit slow~slow\DIM-ADVZ out-go

‘Then they slightly more quietly, slowly went out.” (SAPa2M, 1. 36)

9) 2% Bl i JE Ak
?hou2 hoilsaml-dei6 faanl uklkei2
very happy-ADVZ return home
‘Very happily returned home’ (SAPa3M, 1. 39)

Next, one participant (SAPa2M) featured a single instance of the standard linking particle (LP)
dikl, which appears between a noun and its preceding modifier. In (10), the particle appears
between the noun {37 (wai2, place) and the preceding relative clause (RC) containing the verb il
% (fan3gaau3, sleep) to mark the former. However, the participant also has the vernacular linking
particle Mf (ge3) in his lexicon, given that it occurs immediately before the relative clause linking
it to the possessor determiner phrase (DP) {58t (keoiSdeib, they). Indeed, immediately after first
uttering the relativized noun phrase (NP), the participant is able to self-correct and restate the
construction with the vernacular linking particle.

(10) BRAE {E B B L5 Fall 52 DN VALS
ganlzyu6 keoi5-dei6 tai2  keoi5-dei6 ge3 fan3gaau3 dikl wai2...
Then 3pPL look 3PL LP sleep LP  place
Fall 52 % (VAN k.
fan3gaau3 ge3 wai2 wan2 cinglwaal.
sleep LP place find frog

‘Then they looked at their place where they sleep... place where they sleep to find the
frog.” (SAPa2M, L. 6)

2 However, other homonymic forms of gam?2 represented by the same character were observed in the narrations of
these participants, including one form serving as a connective. See Section 4.4 for a discussion on this category.

3 Adverbializing -dei6 was observed for one CS student in the construction #F 8 $h3t (hou? zi6dung6-dei6, “very
automatically;” SCCh11F, 1. 53). As this was an isolated occurrence, the use of -dei6 is not considered to be systematic
among the control group.
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Lastly, two NCS participants (12.50%) expressed downward motion in certain instances using
only the standard directional verbal particle (DIREC) -haa6, as in (11) and (12). While permissible
in writing for some contexts, in vernacular Cantonese the corresponding directional particle % (-
lok6) must be followed by a perspective particle (PERS), either % (heoi3, “go”) or B (lai4,
“come”) to indicate the speaker’s perception of the motion event. Of the two participants, only
one (SAPa2M) managed to self-correct and restate the verb with both particles, as in (12).

(I =z &l FAr #o R 7
*zilhau6 go naam4-zai2 doul faai3-dil tiu3-haa6,
then CL boy-DIM also fast-bit  jump-DIREC

Intended: ‘Then the boy also quickly jumped down,” (SAPallF, L. 16)

(12) *gRAE MafE  bee mnest ke  BROE -
*ganlzyu6 go2-go3 bee nest dit3... dit3-zo2-haa6...
then that-CL bee nest fall fall-PFV-DIREC
RS M !

dit3-zo2-lok6-lai4 aa3!
fall-PFV-DIREC-PERS SFP
Intended: ‘Then that bee nest fall... fell down... fell down!” (SAPa2M, 1. 20)

4.3 English code-mixing

Anticipating that some NCS students may not recall or even know certain Cantonese lexical items
pertinent to the story, such as i (luk2) for deer or W& (funglcaaud) for beehive, participants
had permission to use English lexical items in those specific instances before resuming their
narration in Cantonese. Ultimately, 11 NCS participants (68.75%) featured at least one substantive
English lexical item? in their narratives, including three who uttered over 20 English tokens
throughout their narrations. The number of English lexical items appearing in a narration ranged
between 0 and 26 tokens, with the average being 9.00 tokens (¢ = 9.42). These English tokens
accounted for between 0.00% and 7.12% of the total tokens in a narrative, with the average ratio
being 1.74% (o =2.17%). In total, 39 English word types were observed across the NCS narratives,
of which 26 (66.67%) were nouns and 10 (25.64%) were verbs. Notably, 5 participants (31.25%)
used the English word fiog rather than the Cantonese item 1 (cing/waal) in their narrations,
despite the examiners priming the use of the latter during the initial instructions® given to
participants. Other word types attested across multiple NCS participants include (rein)deer,
climb(ing), hole(s), bee(s), (bee)hive, cliff, jar, tree, forest, pet, rock, and squirrel.

Interestingly, whereas CS participants only incorporated the root forms of English lexical items,
NCS participants also produced forms employing additional morphology. For instance, both
singular nouns, such as tree and hole, as well as plural nouns such as holes, were observed across
the narratives of four NCS participants, as in (13) and (14). Regarding verbs, both bare infinitive
and inflected forms were borrowed and then combined with Cantonese elements to encode

4 Excluding items such as BB, a colloquial abbreviation of “baby,” along with the filler words OK and what.

S TWREA —AE. EHB k. WEANEE —E BT e R, e, A
M fREE] . HFIREE—X, RS IEE. BTzig, HafEiidARaE. | (“Here is abook. This book
tells a story about a boy [point to picture on cover], a dog [point], and a frog [point]. First, you will look at all the
pictures. Pay attention to each picture. After that you will tell the story.”) (Zhu 2019:66)
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aspectual meanings. In (15), the present participle form of climb follows the copula 1& (hai6) to
express the present progressive action “is climbing.” In the following examples, the participant
(SAPal7M) first utters the past participle form grabbed as in (16); he then repeats the statement
with the bare infinitive form grab followed by the Cantonese aspectual marker s (zo2) as in (17),
thus mapping the perfective aspect to the latter instead of the English suffix -ed.

(13)  2eRfE M 1 7w % N tree A\ ff
?ganlzyu6  go2-go3  zai2  hai6 heoi3  hou2-daai6-go3 tree jap6-bin6
Then that-CL kid be go very-big-CL tree in-side
i — 1l hole.
tai2 jatl-go3  hole.
look one-CL hole

‘Then that kid is going inside a very big tree to look at a hole.” (SAPa2M, 1. 22)

(14) AWk My holes [
jap6-zo2  go2-dil holes-dou6
enter-PFV  those-CL  holes-LOC

‘Went into those holes’ (SAPa4M, 1. 22)

(15) ERAE B f& climbing —flf  {g RS fr Ko
ganlzyu6 keoi5 hai6 climbing jatl-go3 keoi5 gok3dakl hai6 jatl-go3 muké6.
then 3SG be climbing one-CL 3SG think be one-CL  wood

“Then he is climbing what he thinks is a wood [=tree].” (SAPa2M, 11. 27-28)

(16) fA 1LY Ht  grabbed f{# AR AT
go3 dungbmat6 zau6 grabbed go3  sai3lou6-zai2
CL animal then grabbed CL kid-DIM

‘The animal [=deer] then grabbed the little boy’ (SAPal7M, Il. 25-26)

(17) Ml ) Ht grab W& MAfE A AT
go02-go3 dungbmat6 zau6 grab-zo2 go2-go3 sai3lou6-zai2
that-CL  animal then grab-PFV that-CL  kid-DIM
‘That animal [=deer] then grabbed that little boy’ (SAPal7M, Il. 27)

The particular example of English code-mixing presented in (18), where the intended utterance
is “a beehive,” is especially remarkable for flouting the grammatical rules of both English and
Cantonese. First, the English compound noun beehive is broken up by the Cantonese linking
particle ge3. Second, English plural morphology is realized on bees to mark a collective referent,
which would be unnecessary for the corresponding Cantonese item %4 (mat6fungl) provided
that it is quantified by a collective classifier; however, the classifier immediately preceding bees
is the general sortal classifier il (go3) that is actually quantifying over Aive, resulting in a difficult-
to-parse expression equivalent to “a hive of bees.” The occurrence of such an expression, an
example of shift-induced interference (Thomason and Kaufman 1988), indicates that the
participant remains at an interlanguage stage in developing Cantonese as a target language,
continuing to apply English syntagmatic relations to Cantonese lexical items.
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(18) ERAE B WE N G B —f§  bees M hive.
ganlzyu6 keoi5 ge3 siu2-gau2 zau6 faat3jin6 jatl-go3 bees ge3 hive.
then 3G LP DIM-dog then  discover one-CL bees LP hive

“Then his dog discovered a bees’ hive.” (SAPal3M, 1. 22)

4.4 Classifiers

Given the multifarious complexity of the Cantonese classifier system (Erbaugh 2002, Matthews
and Yip 2011:109, Tse et al. 2007), the acquisition of classifiers poses a formidable challenge to
achieving native-like proficiency for NCS students. Examining the context of oral narratives in
particular, Zhu (2019:177-8) finds among Primary 6 NCS students classifier repertoires smaller
than that of their CS counterparts; the number of classifier types observed among the lower- and
higher-performing NCS groups were four and six respectively, compared to 14 for the CS group.
In this study, the classifier inventory across all test group participants included 10 types, roughly
half of the 19 found for the control group. While the larger figure among the NCS participants here
compared to Zhu’s (2019) groups indicates further acquisition overall beyond the primary school
level, individual repertoires remain significantly limited; the average size for test group
participants was 2.63 types, much lower than the average of 6.91 types for the control group. In
particular, two NCS participants (SAPa2M, SAPal6M) used only go3 throughout their narratives,
while another five used only go3 and the general collective classifier "] (dil, some). Notably, only
three participants (SAPa7M, SAPal7M, SAPaPh1F) had in their repertoires the sortal classifier £
(zek3) for animate referents such as animals; even then, this specific classifier competes with go3
among noun phrases individuating the animal characters in the story.

In agreement with previous studies investigating classifier acquisition among L1 and L2 child
learners alike (Tse et al. 2007, Wei and Lee 2001, Zhu 2019), the current study recognizes the
overgeneralization of go3 among NCS students, to the extent that it serves as the only classifier
for two participants. Moreover, this study observes certain instances of redundant classifiers,
previously mentioned in Tse et al. (2007), occurring with certain nouns among three participants
(SAPa5M, SAPa9M, SAPallF), where go3 appears superfluously before the classifiers
specifically associated with those nouns, as in (19) and (20). Regarding the sole case found in their
data, as reproduced in (21), Tse et al. (2007:509) analyze it as an instance of self-correction, with
the participant beginning the utterance with go3 and reiterating until eventually arriving the target
classifier gaanl for “shop.” However, the NCS participants in this study consistently add go3 only
before the target classifier-noun (CL-N) pairs shown in (19) and (20), i.e., “a tree” is always
realized as *go3 pol-syu6,® without doing so elsewhere. A possible explanation is that for these
participants, the CL-N pair has been incorrectly acquired as an entire, inseparable lexical unit for
representing the noun referents, which they then enumerate using go3.

(19) =*m  Weg— i YN
*gam?2 nil-jatl-go3-fukl toud jap6-bino,
then  this-one-CL-CL picture in-side

Intended: ‘So inside this picture’ (SAPa9M, 1. 1)

® The character representing the sortal classifier # pol for trees may also be realized using the pronunciation fo2, as
is adopted in Tse et al. (2007). Zhu (2019) represents the former pronunciation using the alternate character 5.
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(20) *#r K g e 1] A5 i)
*hou2 daai6-lik6  jukl-gan2 go2-go3-pol syu6
very  big-strength move-PROG that-CL-CL tree
Intended: ‘Very vigorously moving that tree’ (SAPallF, 1. 23-24)

@y ~F - FH o fEH = UEES WE s MR o
*jau5 go3... jau5S go3-gaanl maai5 tongdgwo2 ge3 dim3  hai2dou6.
have cCL have CL-CL buy candy LP shop LoC

Intended: ‘There is, there is a shop [for] buying candy there.” (Tse et al. 2007:509)

4.5 Connectives

Given the importance of cohesion as a skill reflecting a speaker’s ability to organize content at the
macrostructural level of the entire narrative discourse (Chan et al. 2023, Fernandez 2011, Zhu
2019), this study examines NCS students’ production of connectives (sentential conjunctions) to
establish logical relations between clauses and form links between events in the story. Referring
to the functional classification system for connectives developed in Halliday and Matthiessen
(2014), the current analysis groups the connective types found throughout the narrations into five
categories: additive, adversative, causal-conditional, clarifying, and spatio-temporal. On average,
NCS students produced slightly more connective tokens than CS students (27.69 vs. 23.54). This
is not entirely surprising given that Cantonese does not always require connectives to link clauses
together, with the logical relations between them instead inferred from context. Consequently,
connective use may actually be expected to decrease as proficiency increases.

Table 3 presents the relative frequencies of connective categories averaged across the
narratives for participants in each group. For both the test and control groups, most connectives
were spatio-temporal types such as FR{T (ganlzyu6, next), Z 1% (zilhau6, afterwards), and M
(gam?2, then). The predominance of spatio-temporal connectives may be attributed to the nature of
the narrative task. Given that participants were instructed to narrate the story one page at a time,
they may feel obliged to explicitly indicate the transitions between events depicted on separate
pages using connectives as literary devices for expressing cohesion.

Table 3. Relative frequencies of connective categories in Cantonese narrations.

Connective category (Halliday Test group (NCS) (%) Control group (CS) (%)
and Matthiessen 2014)
Additive 12.18 6.12
Adversative 15.67 9.70
Causal-conditional 7.86 7.84
Clarifying 1.85 3.84
Spatio-temporal 62.44 72.50

5. Discussion

5.1 Proficiency level of NCS students

Based on both general narrative performance measures and salient linguistic features observed
across narrations, this study determines that the current group of NCS students comprises
advanced-level speakers. Using the performance descriptors in the American Council on the



64

Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL) proficiency guidelines for speaking as a reference, they
are able to complete an oral narration over a sustained time period of several minutes, during which
they demonstrate some control over time frames using aspect and deployment of pragmatic
language devices to produce connected discourse throughout the narrative. Nevertheless, the
occurrence of extended mazes in some participants—including hesitations and self-corrections as
they seek to retrieve appropriate vocabulary and grammatical structures—signals lower fluency
compared to the most advanced speakers. In addition, both the use of English code-mixing to
express unknown or unrecalled vocabulary items, and the limited repertoire of classifiers,
demonstrate incomplete mastery of the target language lexicon. Nevertheless, their performance
achievements align them with at least the Advanced Low level for speaking in the ACTFL
guidelines (2024:18).

5.2 Prevalence of SWC code-mixing

Of the various linguistic features reported in this study, the manifestation of numerous types of
SWC phenomena among a majority of NCS students is remarkable as an indicator of an
interlanguage stage in their L2 Cantonese learning. The blending of SWC elements in their speech
indirectly demonstrates that their CSL learning has progressed beyond the elementary stage, given
that beginner Cantonese learners in the process of acquiring basic speaking competencies would
not yet be receiving significant exposure to standard and literary language from written texts.
Interference from speaking knowledge of Putonghua (Mandarin) is largely ruled out, given that
except for one participant (SAPaPhlF) who successfully completed the narrative task in
Putonghua, all NCS students in the test group failed to formulate even basic sentences in
Putonghua, leaving the written language as the primary source of SWC elements.

Of course, the incorporation of SWC in Cantonese speech also occurs among the CS students
in the control group, and in neither of the groups do SWC elements make up the entirety of their
narrations. However, unlike native Cantonese speakers in Hong Kong who consciously
differentiate between vernacular Cantonese and SWC, these NCS students do not distinguish
between the two varieties, perceiving both to be part of a unified “Chinese” (H 3, zunglman2)’
that they are learning, and thus creating unconscious standard/vernacular blends in their speech.
Furthermore, even as some of the NCS students in this study displayed some awareness of
alternations between vernacular Cantonese and SWC through self-correction (examples (4), (10),
and (12)), the chances of committing such blending errors will only increase as they encounter
more SWC through learning the written language. Still, the fact that a minority of NCS students
could narrate the story without invoking any SWC elements shows that attaining such native-
speaker intuitions remains possible despite the learning challenges.

5.3 Emergence of new interlanguage varieties of spoken Cantonese

The systematicity of linguistic features such as SWC elements and a limited classifier inventory
among the Pakistani students of the test group suggest the emergence of new interlanguage
varieties of spoken Cantonese among South Asian NCS students more broadly. The blurring of
boundaries between vernacular Cantonese and SWC in these new interlanguage varieties
necessitates discussion of how the involuntary language mixing of NCS students in Hong Kong
differs from the discretionary movements between varieties by native Cantonese speakers.

7 In fact, the authors note that when asked about the languages they spoke at home, NCS students typically responded
first with “Chinese,” resulting in the need for clarifying whether they were indicating Cantonese or Putonghua.
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Figure 1 illustrates the relations between the different established varieties of Chinese in Hong
Kong. The linguistic environment of native Cantonese speakers in Hong Kong with limited
proficiency of Putonghua is unique in the world (except for neighboring Macau) in that it includes
both the local vernacular (III) alongside a regional spoken realization of the national standard
written language (II), which takes the form of SWC spoken using Cantonese pronunciations (IV).
Such a rich linguistic repertoire is not available to CSL learners elsewhere in the world, where the
target varieties of spoken Putonghua and SWC all originate from the same standardized stratum,
without direct lexical and grammatical input from other regional Chinese varieties such as
Cantonese (Yue) or Fujianese (Min). In the figure, the separate expressions for the third-person
plural pronoun them, in both their spoken and written forms, reveal the intricacies of Cantonese
and SWC coexisting as parallel strata within the geographical variety of Hong Kong Chinese (%

AL, gong2sik] zunglman2; Shi et al. 2006).

I. Written
Yue/Cantonese: & 3¢

(jyutéman2) (Lau et al.
2022)

II. Standard Written
Chinese (SWC): 12 #

E®3% (biulzeon2

syulmin2jyus)

“taalmund”

11T, Vize/Cant P IV. SWC with Cantonese
. Yue/Cantonese: & 3%
pronunciation: € ¥

(iyut6jyus) ~ Fk R3& % @3 (yutsjaml
(gwong2dunglwaa?2) syulmin2jyus)

Figure 1. Established and hybrid varieties of Chinese in Hong Kong.

Additionally, the two arrows represent distinct movements across pairs of varieties in the same
usage domain, resulting in admixtures in the in-between spaces. The green arrow represents the
vernacularization of written Chinese, where written forms of colloquial Cantonese lexical items
and grammatical structures are incorporated into SWC (Chan 2019, Chan et al. 2019). On the other
hand, the purple arrow represents movement in the reverse direction among the spoken varieties
as observed for the NCS students in this study, tentatively labeled as “SWC blending in Cantonese,”
where the spoken forms of SWC elements are infused into colloquial spoken Cantonese. The
difference lies simply in which domain these blends are realized. For instance, the phrase “their
things” is {EBiEMT (keoiSdei6 ge3 je5) in Cantonese and f i ¥ 5 VY (taalmund dikl dunglsail)
in SWC, both having the structure [3PL-LP-thing]; however, the blends 2EBiME & 7G (?keoisdei6

ge3 dunglsail) and 1AM M (?taalmun4 dikl je5) are both possible in writing and speech alike.
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In the past, movements between varieties in a usage domain by native speakers have not been
discussed seriously because of the assumption that they know to separate the varieties, only
performing code-mixing purposefully to serve particular pragmatic functions. Such movements
are even more under-studied among NCS students, who perform them unintentionally, with only
a few projects and publications (Chan 2019, Chan et al. 2019) exploring the interlanguage space
these students create through the vernacularization process of written Chinese. The occurrence of
unconscious SWC blending in Cantonese among NCS students even with advanced proficiency,
then, means that it is now imperative to examine the mutual interactions between the two oral
varieties in their speech, and the resulting interlanguage spectrum that is currently developing
among NCS students of different ethnic and educational backgrounds across schools in Hong Kong.

6. Conclusion

This study described salient linguistic features in the spoken Cantonese among a group of South
Asian NCS secondary students with advanced oral language proficiency, observing certain usage
patterns in their oral narrative speech data that distinguishes this group from both elementary L2
Cantonese learners and native Cantonese speakers. Focusing on a feature analysis of oral language
output, the current analysis encompasses a broad scope, reporting on various phenomena ranging
from the lexical and morphological to the syntactic and pragmatic levels. A further advantage of
the research design is the inclusion of a control group for comparison, enabling the determination
of certain features and patterns as being exclusive to NCS students in the test group. Further studies
ought to investigate whether such features are also abundant in their spontaneous speech outside
of the oral narration context.

The discovery of extensive SWC blending in the Cantonese speech of NCS students revealed
various idiosyncratic, systematic errors that point towards the formation of at least one new
interlanguage spoken variety of Chinese among South Asian NCS students in Hong Kong, with
the vernacular Cantonese substrate being influenced by the importation of SWC lexical items and
morphosyntactic strategies. Such interlanguage varieties emerge because NCS students lack the
awareness to distinguish consciously between the Cantonese and SWC strata in their target
language education even as they are simultaneously acquiring both, leading to them regarding both
as being the same “Chinese.” This obscurity is further reinforced by the fact that under current
educational practices, neither stratum is acquired completely across all usage domains. Most
mainstream public schools in Hong Kong do not organize a separate “Cantonese language” course
to instruct NCS students explicitly in what counts as vernacular spoken Cantonese, even as
Cantonese is often the primary medium of instruction (MOI), and some schools may identify
Putonghua as a distinct spoken variety of Chinese through offering Putonghua as an additional
language course. Consequently, because of specialized learning based in different domains, NCS
students acquire neither pure Cantonese nor pure SWC, but a hybrid.

The occurrence of SWC blending in NCS students’ spoken Cantonese poses important
implications for both language pedagogy and curriculum development in Hong Kong. On the
pedagogical side, schools may need to review the MOI they select for their NCS students to learn
Chinese in. However, regardless of whether Cantonese or Putonghua is ultimately chosen, the
school should incorporate in their CSL education explicit instruction regarding the differences
between vernacular Cantonese and SWC. Such efforts may be supported by new curriculum
materials, especially targeting NCS students with at least intermediate Cantonese speaking
proficiency who are beginning the simultaneous acquisition of SWC in writing.
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