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Abstract This study was motivated by Higuchi (2007), in which many 
advanced learners of Chinese made incorrect responses to seemingly easy 
items in a two-choice cloze-type test of the Chinese numeral classifier se
quence yi ge. In Experiment I, we tested native Chinese speakers as sub
jects, using the same material but allowing three possible choices for each 
item: (1) yi ge, (2) zero, or (3) yi gelzero (Le., either acceptable). The re
sults revealed that there were several items which elicited a yi gelzero re
sponse, thereby indicating that the validity of a two-choice test is question
able. In Experiment 2, both a two-choice and a three-choice test were 
administered to Japanese learners of Chinese. The results showed that the 
subjects made more correct responses to the 'easy' items marking ~new in
formation status than did Higuchi's subjects. Combined with Higuchi's 
findings, the present results may be interpreted as suggesting that Japanese 
learners in a beginning or intermediate stage first acquire the association 
between yi ge and new information status of the following noun, but 
unlearn that simple association at a more advanced level. The grammati
cal features which seem to engender this learning pattern are briefly dis
cussed. Keywords: yige, two- and three-choice cloze test, Japanese 
learners of Chinese, V-shaped learning 
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1. Introduction 

The Chinese numeral classifier sequence yi ge is used in intricate ways de
pending upon the linguistic context in which it appears, and a great amount of 
research has been conducted regarding its syntactic (Lti, 1989; Nakagawa & Li, 
1992), semantic (Wang, 1954; Okochi, 1985; Chen, 2003), and pragmatic (Sun, 
1988; Li 2000, Chen, 2003; Biq, 2004) aspects. However, while such studies 
certainly have enhanced our understanding of this sequence, little research has 
been devoted to the issue regarding to what extent or how non-native speakers 
such as Japanese learners of Chinese are able to use it correctly at the text level. 

Higuchi (2007) is one of the few who addressed this issue. Using a 
cloze-type test in which all of the tokens of yi ge and potential locations before 
nouns appearing in a Chinese translation of a well-known Japanese fairy tale 
Morna Taro (The Peach Boy) were replaced with blanks, she asked intermediate
and advanced-level Japanese college students of Chinese to put a circle in the 
blanks if yi ge is appropriate and to put an x if inappropriate (see Table 1 below). 
The results showed that there were seven items out of 30 (23%) to which more 
than 21 subjects (50%) made incorrect responses. Higuchi (2007) thus con
cluded that yi ge is difficult even for intermediate- and advanced-level students. 

We agree with Higuchi that yi ge is a difficult item in Chinese, but some of 
the error items reported in her study do not appear consistent with our intuitions 
or what our teaching experience suggest. Specifically, 50% or more of her sub~ 
jects incorrectly responded to items 3 and 4 L::?5~~ and __ ::?5mm, both of 
which carry new information) by choosing the zero classifier (see Table 3). In 
our judgments, these items seem to be easy for beginning- and intermediate-level 
learners. If so, where does the discrepancy between Higuchi (2007) and our 
impression come from? 

Actually, there may be no discrepancy. One possibility is that Japanese 
learners of Chinese may exhibit a kind of U-shaped learning curve when they 
learn the use of yi ge. It may be the case that while beginning- and intermedi
ate-level students first learn a simple and rough rule of yi ge and correctly use it 
most of the time in simple contexts, advanced students, faced with more complex 
contexts, unlearn it and repeatedly engage in trials and errors until they eventu
ally acquire a correct set of rules. We will return to this issue in the Discussion 
section. 

On the other hand, we note a possible problem with the Higuchi test, which 
had only two choices for each test item although our and other native Chinese 
speakers' judgments suggest that some items in the test are ambiguous, i.e., either 
the numeral classifier sequence yi ge or the zero classifier <l> are acceptable de-



_______________ J_ap~~_e_se_L_e_arn_e_rn_'C_h_~_ac_te_ri_sti_·c_E_rro_rs_w_i_th_Yz~lg_e ______________ 91 

pending on the interpretation of the context. If an yi ge response (+c response, 
hereafter) is appropriate for some items, a zero response (-c response) for others, 
and either an yi ge or zero response (+/-c response) for still others, a two-choice 
test would fail to assess learners' true knowledge of this classifier. 

The present study consisting of two experiments is a replication and exten
sion of Higuchi (2007). The first experiment, using native Chinese speakers as 
subjects, attempted to ascertain whether there are ambiguous cases which allow 
+/-c responses to occur in Higuchi's two-choice test. In the second experiment, 
we replicated the Higuchi (2007) study using Japanese learners of Chinese, but, 
in addition to a two-choice test, we gave subjects a three-choice test, where (1) 
only a +c response is appropriate, (2) only a -c response is appropriate, or (3) a 
+/-c response is acceptable. If we confirm in the first experiment that some of 
the cloze items are indeed ambiguous and if the second experiment shows that 
results are significantly different between the two-choice and the three-choice 
test, we would be in a better position to account for why our intuitive judgment 
for some apparently easy items is not consistent with Higuchi's findings. 

2. EXPERIMENT 1 

The aim of this experiment is to determine whether there are ambiguous 
items in a two-choice cloze-type test of yi ge as employed by Higuchi (2007). 

2.1. Method 

2.1.1. Subjects 
Eighteen native Chinese speakers who were studying in graduate programs at 

Hiroshima University participated in this study. Their ages ranged from 22 to 
35 years. 

2.1.2. Materials 
The text and test blanks used in this study were exactly the same as those 

used by Higuchi (2007) (the test format which was originally constructed by 
Okochi, 1985) except that we had three choices instead of two choices. The 
instructions given were that "you put a circle (0) in the blank if you think yi ge 

should appear there, an x (X) if you think yi ge should not appear there, and a 
triangle (.6.) if you think either yi ge or no classifier can be acceptable." As 
stated in the Introduction, we will refer to those responses as a +c, a -c, and a +/-c 
response, respectively. The test format is presented in Table 1. 
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Table 1: The Test Material 

1&9-.1&9-.(1) ~ ru-, :tE(2)1i!!1i, 1±~(3)~1!*~O( 4)~mm, (5)~ 
f3<J-~, (6)~**~J:(7)W1T(8)~0 (9)~mm: "t1c4dR:@]OjliIT!" 

(lO)~**~J§, (l1)~m-WDz.g:r~ ~li!: "Il)t, ~tM~U(12)tPJ:iiI~ 
(13)::&~~~"~,," i3t.%tttBmt~~(14)~fU(15)tPJ:iiI~ 7 0 IJ$~IJ$~, IJ$~ 
IJ$PEi, (16)~mm1!j}Jli!!~0 . 

~ 7 -41) L, ,~~:I" Jh.Vf:f( 17pKiffi }A(18)J: Wf-JEQ -~-¥ li!!JJJff *0 
(19)~mm1!j}Jli!! ~1±(20)£, ili~(21 )UJ~,'t1JEQ* 0 jJ~(22):$ IDilliD.>f 
.>ff3<J, ~(23)MjJ~-i.:k; ~!1!m~~,- ~~ 1Z~L i3t.B1~(24).w:t"B, 
i;p t~(25)ti:k; i#. B1~(26)11\"~, )ZJ~(27)JRlliD 0 mt:tEtttB!lt~f3<J(28)~ 
11, jJ~(29)MBf&JAtt*, PJ~:I"{~~r¥i~~7 0 JJ-*;'!Mlt:k1&:kf3<J 
(30)#5~0 

Translation: 

Once upon a time, there lived an old man and old woman in a country. 
On a summer day, the old man went into the mountain to cut wood. His 
wife said to him, "Take care," and then said to herself, "Well, I'll go to the 
river to wash clothes." She went there with a washtub and clothes. She 
washed the clothes there. She soon found something floating down the 
river. She stopped washing and wondered what it was. It was a round 
object. It was as big as a watermelon. It was white, green, and pale-red. 
It was too big to be a peach, and too round to be a melon. It came closer 
to her and she found it to be a big peach. 

2.1.3. Procedure 
The subjects were tested individually or in small groups with no discussion 

allowed among subjects. It took approximately 15 minutes to complete the 
task .. 
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2.2. Results and discussion 
The distribution of responses is shown in Table 2. 

Table 2: Distribution of Chinese Speakers' Responses in the Three-Choice Test 
No. of Responses (lV=18) 

Noun -c (Xl +c (0) +/-c (.6.) 

1 l2J.iltr 18 0 0 
2 !t!!.1i 0 18 0 
3 ~'*'* 0 18 0 
4 ~mm 0 16 2 
5 ~S 15 0 3 
6 *'*'* 18 0 0 
7 LU 18 0 0 
8 ~ 18 0 0 
9 *mm 18 0 0 
10 *'*'* 18 0 0 
11 *mm 18 0 0 
12 ¥iiJ iiI 18 0 0 
13 ::&BIl 18 0 0 
14 ~ 6 0 12 
15 ¥iiJiiI 18 0 0 
16 *mm 18 0 0 
17 *W 0 18 0 
18 J:Wf 18 0 0 
19 *mm 18 0 0 
20 'f 18 0 0 
21 Iilli~ 18 0 0 
22 *w 0 2 16 
23 wm 2 15 
24 ~tT 4 1 13 
25 ~tT 14 0 4 
26 JJl 4 1 13 
27 m 14 0 4 
28 ~)~ 15 0 3 
29 *w 4 13 

30 ~tT 0 18 0 
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Table 2 shows that substantial numbers of subjects took items 14, 22, 23, 24, 26, 
and 29 as +/-c, i.e., ambiguous. The binominal test indicated that +/-c responses 
were significantly greater than the other response(s) (+c and/or -c responses), for 
items 22 and 23 at the 1 % level and for items 24, 26, and 29 at the 5% level. 
For item 14, no significant difference was observed, p > .2, suggesting that +/-c 

-and -c responses are equally acceptable. 
We also see from Table 2 that although the numbers of subjects who made 

+/-c responses were small, items 4,5,25,27, and 28 may be regarded as more or 
less ambiguous. In sum, 11 items out of 30 (37%) allow a +/-c response. It is 
thus concluded that the validity of Higuchi's two-choice test is questionable. 
But the question remains why'many advanced-level learners made errors on such 
easy items. 

3. EXPERIMENT 2 

The question addressed in this experiment was how Japanese learners of 
Chinese respond to a two-choice doze test and a three-choice doze test using the 
same text and the same blanks. 

3.1. Method 

3.1.1. Subjects 
Twenty-two Japanese students studying Chinese as a second language at 

Hiroshima University participated in this experiment. Fifteen were 21- to 
22-year-old undergraduates who majored in Chinese languagelliterature a~d had 
studied Chinese for three years. These students may be regarded as beginning
or intermediate-level students. The remaining seven subjects were graduate 
students aged 22 to 32 who had studied Chinese for more than four years, one 
majoring in Chinese linguistics, four in Chinese literature, and two in others. 
Their knowledge of Chinese was generally considered to be somewhat better 
than that of the~ undergraduates. 

3.1.2. Materials 
The two-choice test was the same as those used by Higuchi (2007) and the 

three-choice test was the same as that in Experiment 1. 

3.1.3. Procedure 
Fifteen undergraduate subjects first took the three-choice test. The instruc

tions were the same as those given in the first experiment. The subjects were 
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asked to fill in each blank with a circle if yi ge is appropriate, an x if the zero 
classifier is appropriate, or a triangle if the item is ambiguous allowing both pos
sibilities. After completing this three-choice test, they were asked what they 
would do if they had to choose either yi ge (a circle) or a zero quantifier (an x) in 
each item. Each subject was asked put a circle or an x next to his or her previ
ous response for each item. For the seven graduate students, only the 
two-choice test was administered. 

Each subject was tested individually. It took approximately 30 minutes to 
complete the two versions and approximately 25 minutes to complete the 
two-choice test. 

3.2. Results and discussion 
Table 3 shows error rates in the present studies' two-choice test and Higu

chi's (2007) two-choice test (N = 22), and those in the present three-choice test 
(N= 15). 

We compared the mean error rates between the subjects of this study and 
those of Higuchi (2007) in the two-choice test condition (see the first and second 
columns of Table 3). The means were 24.7% and 23.5%; respectively, indicat
ing no significant difference, t(29) = 0.37. This result may appear to suggest 
that the knowledge of the Chinese numeral classifier sequence yi ge was essen
tially the same between the two subject groups. However, attention should be 
paid to items 3 and 4 which exhibited significant group differences; for these 
items, the error rates were 4.5% and 9.1% in this study compared to 50.0% and 
64.3% in the Higuchi study, respectively. Insofar as these items are concerned, 
the subjects of this study outperformed those of the Higuchi study. Because 
these items could be regarded as "outliers," we recomputed the error rates with 
these two items excluded. The results then revealed that the mean was 26.0% 
(SD = 20.1) for this study and 21.1% for the Higuchi study, the latter being sig
nificantly lower than the former, t(27) = 2.34, p < .05. Aside from items 3 and 4, 
therefore, it is reasonable to conclude that Higuchi's subjects constituted a more 
advanced learner group than did the present subjects. 
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Table 3 
Mean Error Rates in the Two-Choice Test 

and Mean ResEonse Rates in the Three-Choice Test 
Error Rate C%) Response Rate CN=15) C%) 

Word This Study* Higuchi -c (X) +c (0) +/-c 
(.6.) 

1 I;).fltr 4.5 0.0 93.3 6.7 0.0 
2 ±1!!1J 13.6 7. 1 13.3 73.3 13.3 
3 ~'*'* 4.5 50.0 0.0 66. 7 33.3 
4 ~!Jljfr1j 9. 1 64.3 0.0 66. 7 33.3 
5 :t.:B 13.6 11. 9 86. 7 

/ 
6. 7 6.7 

6 ~'*'* 13.6 2.4 73.3 13.3 13.3 
7 ill 18.2 19.0 60.0 13.3 26. 7 
8 ~ 18.2 11. 9 86. 7 0,0 13.3 
9 ~!Jlj:PlJ 18.2 2.4 80.0 6.7 13.3 
10 ~'*~ 13.6 2.4 80.0 6. 7 13.3 
11 ~!Jljfr1j 9. 1 4.8 86. 7 6.7 6.7 
12 . 1iiJJtI 18.2 28.6 66. 7 13.3 20.0 
13 ;&~~ 18.2 14.3 73.3 13.3 20.0 
14 ~ 9. 1 26.2 33.3 46. 7 6. 7 
15 1iiJJtI 13.6 19.0 80.0 13.3 20.0 
16 ~!Jlj:PlJ 13.6 2.4 73.3 20.0 13.3 
17 *5 22. 7 23.8 26. 7 53.3 20.0 
18 ..tW1 9. 1 0.0 86. 7 6. 7 6.7 
19 ~:PlJfgj 18.2 2.4 80.0 13.3 6. 7 
20 "f- 45.5 14.3 66. 7 26. 7 6. 7 
21 ~W~ 27.3 9.5 46. 7 26. 7 26. 7 
22 *5 63.6 66. 7 46. 7 20.0 33.3 
23 5m ' 63.6 54.3 46. 7 40.0 13.3 
24 ~tT 50.0 66. 7 26. 7 20.0 53.3 
25 ~tT 18.2 19.0 40.0 13.3 46. 7 
26 m 45.5 23.8 26. 7 13.3 60.0 
27 m 22. 7 9.5 46. 7 6. 7 46. 7 
28 ~)L 9. 1 0.0 80.0 20.0 0.0 
29 *5 77.3 85. 7 53.3 13.3 33.3 
30 ~tT 59. 1 61. 9 46. 7 26. 7 26. 7 

Mean 24. 7 23.5 56.9 22.2 20.9 
SD 20.0 24.8 26.9 19.9 15.5 
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In the Introduction, we stated that items 3 and 4 seem to be easier for begin
ning- and intermediate-level learners of Chinese. In fact, we note from the re
sults of Table 3 that even in the three-choice test, two thirds of our subjects cor
rectly made a +c response for these items and that most of the remaining one 
third who made a +/-c response made a correct +c response in the two-choice test. 
Why then did the good learners of Chinese in the Higuchi (2007) study produce 
such high error rates for these particular items? It may be possible to provide a 
plausible answer to this by further analyzing our subjects' responses in the 
three-choice test condition. 

We conducted a correlation analysis for the 30 test items, counting the num
ber of subjects who made a +c, -c, or +/-c for each item. The results are pre
sented in Table 4. 

Table 4 
Correlation between +c, -c, and +/-c Response 

+c -c +/-c 
+c 
-c -.81 ** 
+/-cq .13 -.68* 

*p < .01, **p < .001 

Of interest was a significant negative correlation of -.68, p < .01, between the -c 
and +/-c responses. This is taken to imply that there was a tendency for the 
subjects to make either a -c response or a +/-c response in the three-choice test 
although the tendency was not so strong as the one between the +c and -c re
sponses. Thus, it would follow that the subjects were more likely to make a -c 
response when a +/-c response was not permitted in the two-choice test. Now if 
we assume that this tendency generally applies to advanced-level learners, many 
of Higuchi's subjects might incorrectly have taken the linguistic contexts involv
ing test items 3 and 4 as ambiguous. If so, many of such subjects would have 
been more likely to make a -c response for these items in the two-choice test. 
On the other hand, many subjects in the present study who were less advanced 
than Higuchi's subjects did not see these items as ambiguous. 

This line of reasoning allows the following hypothesis for a developmental 
course of acquisition of yi ge in Japanese learners. The learner may first learn a 
simple use of yi ge marking new information status of the following noun, which 
is most frequently observed in most contexts at the beginning and intermediate 
levels. The learner, however, may later learn a more complex case where the 
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noun carries new information but both +c and -c responses are acceptable. At 
this advanced stage, he/she may make an 'advanced-level' mistake concerning a 
simple case in which only a +c response is appropriate. Such a case would ex
hibit a kind of U-shaped acquisition pattern. Learning of items 3, 4, and 14 may 
be an example of this learning pattern. 

4. GENERAL DISCUSSION 

The results obtained in this study may be taken as indicating that beginning
or intermediate-level learners of Chinese first learn the simple one-to-one asso
ciation between yi ge and new information whereas more advapced unlearn that 
simple association and seek for a more accurate set of rules but make trials and 
errors at this stage. If such is the case, Japanese learners of Chinese may exhibit 
a case of U-shaped language learning (See Brown, 1973, Rumelhart & 
McClelland, 1986, and Taatgen & Anderson~ 2002, for a case of Eng
lish-speaking children learning the English past tense which is taken as a para-

. digm example of U-shaped learning). In the case of English-speaking children 
learning the English past tense, the irregular verb feel, for example, may be ac
quired in the following order: felt (and feel) -7 feeled (and felt) -7 felt. (cf. 
Pinker, 1995). In the case of Japanese learners learning yi ge in the context in
volving test items 3 and 4, the acquisition order may be represented by (1) only yi 
ge -7 (2) either <l> (and yi ge) -7 (3) only yi ge. In the present small-scale pi-

. lot study, however, it is difficult to spell out in detail the mechanisms underlying 
this possible U-shaped development. We thus present our tentative speculation 
on a three-stage learning pattern here. At stage 1, beginning- and intermedi
ate-level learners learn grammatical features such as [±count] (i.e., +count and 
-count) and [±new] (i.e., -new = old) for Chinese nouns. They also learn that 
yi ge goes with the features [+count] and [+new]. This rule applies to virtually 
all examples. which appear in the elementary texts to which they are exposed. 
The linguistic fact, however, is that numeral-classifier usage is not that simple. 
At stage 2, advanced-level learners encounter examples to which the above sim
ple rule fails to apply. For example, in sentences 1 and 2 below, the nouns un- . 
derlined do not necessarily require yi ge even though they are thought of as hav
ing the features [+count] and [+new]. At this stage, if the feature [+definite] is 
added, yi ge would become optional. 

(1) -9-,/J'S~%, re[g$t[j'ij;ffI*J~i¥Jllt]f;18, ?HJIJ~~7ifa5%, If!!J%, 
EF})¥IJt§'*%o 

"A little white dove sent respectively to the musician, the painter, the 
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poet, and the philosopher a leaf-shaped letter in which the same message was 
written." 

"King Tiger ordered the antelope, the fastest runner in the forest, to put 
up the posters all over the forest." 

Another set of examples where the rule involving the [±count] and [±new] 
features is not sufficient for correct use may be found in sentences 3 and 4. 

(3) J'w':tE, ft~:tEJfLmO'j9JHt!!.m, ~:tEftl¥J~-.t""t7IC~.*, ~1M1sJ!:tE 
:txt -.t 'tl: 11 ~ 0 

"I was now walking along in a wasteland where bats were flyiIlg over
head and an owl was hooting in a tree." 

(4) ft~:tEo&*:itI, .R.m~*I¥J;j(:tEp;]~~:Yt, 1~~~7C!!&I¥J~~o 
"I sat by the fountain. The spray of water from the fountain was glit

tering like pearls." 

These nouns in sentences 3 and 4 carry the feature [-focus] and can be used with 
the zero classifier. For example, the owl in sentence 3, having the features 
[+count], [+new], and [-focus], may not be preceded by yi ge. Note that the [± 
new] feature is not the same as the [±focus]; and thus, the feature [+new] is not 
incompatible with the feature [-focus]. 

The features [±definite] and [±focus] are not so easy to learn, and there
fore learners may commit errors when they encounter sentences such as 1 to 4. 
We speculate that Higuchi's (2007) subjects, who were at this stage, might incor
rectly have taken *1t1t in item 3 and ;r;frljfrlj in item 4 as having the 
[+definite] and/or [-focus] feature in this context. Such being the case, because 
in the two-choice test, +/-c responses are not allowed and because of the ten
dency indicated by the negative correlation between +/-c and -c, many of Higu
chi's subjects made -c responses to items 3 and 4. 

At stage 3, after this trial and error stage, learners would eventually learn 
the features [±definite] and [±focus] and complete the U-shaped learning proc
ess. 
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5. CONCLUSION 

This study demonstrated that when we assess second-language learners' 
knowledge of the Chinese numeral classifier sequence yi ge, the validity of a 
two-choice cloze-type test used by Higuchi (2007) and others is questionable. 
We proposed that a three-choice test, where all three +c, -c, and +/-c responses 
are allowed, assesses the learners' knowledge more accurately. Furthermore, 
this study suggests that Japanese learners may exhibit a U-shaped learning pat
tern in learning this classifier; for example, they may differentially learn gram
matical features such as [±definite] and [±focus] of yi ge from intermediate to 
advanced levels. 

There are several limitations in this pilot study and the generality of the 
present findings remain uncertain. Further research using many more test items 
and learners of Chinese as a second language is needed. 
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