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Although First Language (L1) influence is a widely-known factor affecting second language acquisition, its extent and what is transferred from it still remain at a high level of confusion. Optimality Theory (OT) has been attested to be a powerful framework for explaining theoretical problems on different linguistic levels as well as problems with First Language Acquisition. However, its power on the explanation of Second Language Acquisition has not been explored so adequately. This dissertation aims to explain how Mandarin influences the acquisition of English articles from OT perspectives. 

This dissertation at the beginning describes the errors made by a group of Mandarin-speaking learners of English at different stages of development, and the extent of L1 influence is investigated with the help of a model. Then the rest of the dissertation explains, within the framework of Optimality-theoretic Syntax (OT-LFG), how English article errors are committed by Mandarin-speaking learners. The problem of how Mandarin-speaking learners acquire English articles, and the problem of how Mandarin influences the acquisition of English articles are investigated and addressed. 

The extent of L1 influence was investigated by collecting longitudinal data from 40 compositions written by 40 Mandarin-speaking learners of English studying at a High School in Harbin, Heilongjiang Province of China. The findings indicated that 58% of errors attested in the compositions were caused by interference from Mandarin; after one year, the influence from Mandarin got reduced to 38%, which is still very high. 
Through linguistic analyses of English and Mandarin noun phrases, a comparative study of the noun phrase in English and Mandarin was done both syntactically and semantically. Based on the comparative study, errors of English articles were analyzed within Optimality-theoretic Syntax. Six constraints were identified and their interaction showed that it was the ranking of *FunctN higher than FDR and FPL higher than *PLMorph that was transferred from Mandarin. Besides the ranking of these four constraints in Mandarin, the high position of the constraints (↑Num)=SG – FunctN and *Def/[-Fam] in English was another underlying factor for article errors. The competition among these constraints was used to show how English articles were learnt by Mandarin-speaking students with the principle of Constraint Demotion and authentic article usage elicited from a cloze test and a translation task. The results of the tests indicated that it was within the generic context [-SR,+HK] the learners made more errors on the usage of articles. The learners had fewer problems with the usage of the indefinite article than with the usage of the other two articles. The translation task identified the learners’ tendency of using demonstratives as markers of definiteness instead of articles. 

This dissertation fills a gap in L1 extent studies which did not address questions such as what are transferred and how L1 influences the acquisition of L2. It also contributes to the development and application of Optimality-theoretic Syntax to language acquisition research.
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