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Analyzing learner corpus data with GOLD: 
The use of the aspectual marker le (了) in L2 Chinese writing 

 

Language teachers can create, query, and analyze corpora of language samples produced by their 
students using the tools available in GOLD*. In this document, we illustrate how GOLD can be 
used to examine L2 Chinese learners’ use of the perfective aspectual marker le (了) in writing.  

I. Overall frequency  
Querying for the overall frequency of a particular linguistic structure in a corpus is 
straightforward in GOLD. After selecting the corpus to search, one simply enters the keyword in 
question. As is shown in the figure below, our search for the perfective marker le (了) returns 95 
instances in 32 documents. 

 

 

 

II. Frequency of use by a focal learner 
It is possible to zero in on a particular student. In order to do that, we need to expand the query to 
include the relevant meta-information. For example, when we specify the search condition that 
Student Number equals S1, the search for le (了) returns 4 instances in 2 documents produced by 
S1. 
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III. Longitudinal development 
If the corpus contains samples produced by students at different time points, it is possible to 
examine the learners’ longitudinal development. For example, the L2 Chinese Written Corpus 
contains essay written at three time points, i.e., 09/2009, 10/2009, and 11/2009. Now to examine 
longitudinal development of S4, we can specify 1) the keyword – le (了), and 2) the focal student 
– S4, and 3) a temporal reference – one of the three time points, for each query and then repeat 
the search with each of the other time points.   
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IV. Qualitative analysis of erroneous use of le 
For each file in the learner corpus, GOLD allows the user to examine, or “view” the content of 
the file, as well as any meta-data encoded.  

 

To identify erroneous uses, we first searched for le (了), and then manually examined the 
concordance lines to identify incorrect uses. Two examples of erroneous uses are given below.  

(1) 谁雇佣表演者。我喜欢了 。 

shui guyong biaoyanze, wo xihuan le 

who hire       performer, 1SG like PRF 

“Who hired the performer? I like (it).” 

(S9, 10/2010) 
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(2) 因为以前我想了成律师 。 

 yinwei yiqian wo xiang le cheng lvshi 

 because before 1SG want PRF become lawyer 

 “Because I wanted to be a lawyer before” 

 (S3, 11/2009) 

 

In both (1) and (2), le is unnecessary. In (1), the student was expressing her appreciation for the 
birthday party her friends organized for her. It is grammatically incorrect to use the perfective 
marker le immediately after the verb 喜欢 “like”, which denotes a mental state.  

In (2), the student was describing his career plan in the past. In Chinese, the notion of past tense 
is realized through lexical words, in this case, yiqian “before”. The perfective le is unnecessary 
because this sentence does not indicate that his past career plan has been fulfilled.  

 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

*The Graphic Online Language Diagnostic (GOLD) is a web-based easy-to use assessment 
instrument. It enables language teachers to create their own corpora from their students' spoken 
and written performance and to analyze and benchmark student performance. It also allows 
teachers to trace the development of individual students or groups of students over time. 

GOLD was developed by CALPER faculty and staff. It is funded by a grant from the U.S. 
Department of Education (Title VI, P229A060003 and P229A020010) to the Center for 
Advanced Language Proficiency Education and Research and through support from the Center 
for Language Acquisition at Penn State. Its use is free to language educators, but registration is 
required. URL: http://gold.gwserver1.net  
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