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ABSTRACT

In China’s multilingual context, third language (L3) acquisition among ethnic minority groups remains
underexplored. This study examines the impact of language transfer on English grammar acquisition among Salar
students, whose first language (L1) is Salar, second language (L2) is Mandarin, and third language (L3) is English.
Drawing on the Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis and Trilingual Acquisition Theory, the study investigates the transfer
effects of L1 Salar and L2 Mandarin on L3 English grammar learning. The sample consisted of 50 students whose L1
is Salar and 50 students whose L1 is Mandarin, with data analyzed using SPSS. Results reveal significant differences
between the two groups in English grammar acquisition, with L1 Salar students exhibiting a higher error rate in sentence
writing. Further analysis reveals that, contrary to Hypothesis 2, L2 Mandarin exerts a stronger negative influence on
the English writing of Salar L1 students, although L1 Salar also contributes to transfer effects. This study highlights the
significant role of language transfer in the language acquisition of ethnic minority students, with a particular focus on
the English learning of Salar students. The findings provide empirical evidence for understanding the impact of language

transfer on English grammar acquisition and offer important implications for future language research.
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1. Introduction

China is a multilingual and multiethnic nation with
nearly 300 spoken languages. Mandarin Chinese, the offi-
cial language, holds a dominant position in education, gov-
ernment, and media "*. Although it promotes national uni-
ty, China maintains its linguistic diversity, being home to
56 ethnic minorities, each with its own language "*'. These
minority languages are crucial for preserving cultural heri-
tage and also function as a primary means of daily commu-
nication within local communities .

The Salar minorities are one of China’s ethnic minori-
ties, and their mother tongue is Salar. As an oral language
without written characters, Salar is mainly passed down
from generation to generation through oral communication
Bl Although Salar students use Mandarin in public places
such as schools, Salar is still the primary means of commu-
nication in the family and daily interpersonal interactions,
so the language still occupies an essential position in their
daily lives .. For Salar students, Mandarin functions as the
second language.

With the acceleration of globalization and the devel-
opment of the social economy, English as an internation-
al standard language has become a compulsory course in
China’s compulsory education ”. According to the English
Curriculum Standards for Compulsory Education 2020,
English instruction begins in the third grade and continues
as a core subject throughout secondary and higher educa-
tion. Consequently, many ethnic minority students, includ-
ing Salar learners, are involved in a trilingual acquisition
process: Salar (L1), Mandarin (L2), and English (L3).

Trilingual acquisition has become an emerging focus
in applied linguistics. As emphasized, L3 acquisition in-
volves the interaction of previously acquired languages,
not merely their chronological order . One of the core
phenomena observed in multilingual learning is language
transfer, where learners apply knowledge from L1 and L2
to L3, often unconsciously .

Given this context, this study aims to investigate the
influence of language transfer on the acquisition of English
grammar as the third language (L3) among Salar students.
Specifically, it compares the relationship between L3 En-
glish grammar and the students’ first language L1 Salar and

second language L2 Mandarin, with particular attention to

how transfer manifests in tense usage and simple sentence
construction.

This study grounded in contrastive analysis Hypoth-
esis and trilingua acquisition theoretical perspectives, this
study empirically investigates whether the acquisition of
English grammar by Salar students is influenced by trans-
fer effects from their L1 (Salar) or their L2 (Mandarin). By
focusing on tense usage and basic syntactic structures, this
research seeks to address a gap in the current literature on
L3 (English) grammar acquisition among underrepresented
Salar language learners in China.

The study addresses the following research questions:
(1) Is there a statistically significant difference in English
grammar acquisition performance between Salar L1 stu-
dents and Mandarin L1 students? (2) Do Salar (L1) and
Mandarin (L2) exert transfer effects in the acquisition of
English grammar? (3) What are the most common types of
grammatical errors made by Salar students during English
learning, and can these errors be attributed to transfer from
their first or second language?

Based on theories of language transfer and third lan-
guage acquisition (TLA), the following hypotheses are
proposed:

H1: There is a statistically significant difference in English
grammar test performance between students whose first
language is Salar and those whose first language is Man-

darin.

H2: The grammatical errors made by Salar students in En-
glish learning are influenced by transfer effects from both
Salar (L1) and Mandarin (L2), with a greater influence ex-
erted by L1 Salar compared to L2 Mandarin.

2. Literature Review

2.1.Research on Language Transfer in Trilin-
gual Acquisition

Odlin pointed out that when learners master two lan-
guages, both languages can influence the learning of a
third language. With the expansion of global communica-
tion, more than two languages are increasingly required to
meet international communication needs "”. The number

of people learning three languages worldwide is constantly
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increasing, which has attracted the attention of the aca-
demic community. In addition, Odlin stated that language
transfer has always been a central issue in applied linguis-
tics, second language acquisition, and language research ).

However, with the increasing number of third language
learners, language transfer in trilingual acquisition has
gradually become the focus of academic research. When
learning the third language (L3), whether L1 affects L3
learning, L2 affects L3 learning, or both L1 and L2 jointly
affect L3 learning remains a complex and worthy topic of
investigation. Compared with language transfer in second
language acquisition, language transfer in trilingual acqui-
sition is more complex. The current research focuses on
phonetics, vocabulary and grammar. As language learning
continues to deepen, students’ awareness of meta-language
gradually increases, and the potential advantages of mas-
tering two languages also increase, thereby helping stu-
dents better learn a third language. In language acquisition,
the effect of language transfer is usually analyzed in gram-
mar. He and Wang highlighted the significant influence of
language transfer on trilingual acquisition at the grammar
level in review and prospects of language transfer in trilin-
gual acquisition "', Furthermore, Cai Jin also emphasized
that empirical studies on language transfer in trilingual and
multilingual acquisition primarily focus on grammar "',

Early studies on language transfer in second language
acquisition were largely shaped by the Contrastive Anal-
ysis Hypothesis (CAH), which assumed that the degree
of similarity or difference between L1 and L2 structures
would predict learning difficulty ', However, later re-
search has highlighted limitations of CAH, particularly its
failure to account for individual variation and its oversim-
plification of transfer directionality ""“. These limitations
are especially evident in trilingual acquisition, where both
L1 and L2 may affect L3 in complex ways.

To address these gaps, more recent models such as
the Typological Primacy Model (TPM) and the L2 Sta-
tus Factor have been developed. The TPM argues that the
language most typologically similar to the L3 tends to
serve as the primary source of transfer ", while the L2
Status Factor emphasizes the dominant role of the second
language, especially when it has greater educational or
societal use "', These models offer a more nuanced under-

standing of transfer in multilingual contexts and have been

widely applied in current trilingual acquisition research.

2.2.The Syntactic Structures of the Three
Languages

The three simple sentence structures of Mandarin and
English are consistent. The three simple sentence patterns

include

* subject + predicate (S + V),
* subject + predicate + object (S +V + O),
* subject + copula + predicate (S + V + P),

However, Salar’s sentence structure differs from Man-

7

darin and English "' The simple sentence patterns of Salar

include

* subject + predicate (S + V),
* subject + object + predicate (S + O + V),
* subject + predicate + linking verb (S + P + V)

2.2.1. S+V

Verbs in Salar are similar to English verbs and have
intransitive, transitive, and linking verbs. First, analyze
the subject of the intransitive verb. The sentence struc-
ture is subject + predicate (S+V). The intransitive verbs
in Salar have the same form in both the agentive (having
control over the situation) and non-agent (having no con-
trol over the situation) conditions and do not take differ-

1720 For example:

ent forms
a. Salar: me(n) i§-ji. (S+V)
Mandarin: 12 7. (S+V)
English: I have eaten. (S+V)
b. Salar: me(n) yiikiirgii-ji. (S+V)
Mandarin: F#P T . (S+V)
English: I ran. (S+V)

The sentence structure of subject + predicate (S+V)
is prevalent in Mandarin. The subject + predicate (S+V)
sentence in Mandarin comprises a subject-predicate phrase
plus a particular intonation. According to the different parts
of speech of the predicate, subject-predicate sentences can
have four types: adjective-predicate sentences, noun-predi-
cate sentences, verb-predicate sentences, and subject-pred-
icate sentences. Among them, the subject + predicate
sentence is a subject+predicate sentence in which the sub-

ject+predicate phrase serves as the predicate. For example,
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a. Mandarin: FA 15 T - (S+V)
Salar: ipeser seni quebaminsi. (S+O+V)
English: We won. (S+V)
b. Mandarin: B[] 3] T . (S+V)
Salar: gun yemisi. (S+V)
English: Time is up. (S+V+P)

Although the sentence structure of English is similar
to that of Salar and Mandarin, and the verbs in English and
Salar are also divided into transitive and intransitive verbs,
the use of verbs in Mandarin and English is different. In
English, a sentence with an intransitive verb is subject +
predicate (S+V). The meaning of the intransitive verb in
this sentence is complete and does not require an object,
but it can be modified by an adverbial. For example,

a. English: He ran.
Salar: u yiikiirgii-bar.
Mandarin: fli7E 10 .

b. English: He runs in the park.
Salar: u gunyuan-der yiikiirgii-bar.
Mandarin: fi7E 2 g B 1

By comparing the subject + predicate (S+V) sentence
structures of Salar, Mandarin and English, there are sim-
ilarities in intransitive verbs in Salar and English. At the
same time, there is no precise intransitive verb in Manda-
rin. In addition, although Mandarin’s subject + predicate
(S+V) sentence structure is similar to Salar and English,

the verb is sometimes omitted in Mandarin.

2.2.2. S+V+O

In Salar, when the verb is transitive, the sentence
structure is subject + object + predicate (S+O+V) "*! In
Mandarin, the sentence structure of transitive verbs is sub-
ject + verb + object (S+V+O). The sentence structure of
transitive verbs in English is the same as that in Mandarin:
subject + verb + object (S+V+0). However, Salar differs
from English and Mandarin in that the verbs are usually
placed at the end of sentences. For example,

a. Salar: me Salir i-dir.
English: I’'m a Salar ethnic.
Mandarin: A2 -

b. Salar: men emex-ne yi-ji.
Mandarin: FHZ 151,
English: I ate bread.

As can be seen from example sentence a, the verb

“i-dir” in Salar is located at the end of the sentence, while
the verb “ f& ” in Mandarin and the verb “am” in English
is located after the subject and before the object. In the
example sentence b, the verb “var” in Salar predicates the
end of the sentence, while the verb “ /& > in Mandarin is
omitted, and the verb “am” in English is between the sub-
ject and the object. In the example, sentence c, the verb
“yi-ji” in Salar is located at the end of the sentence, while
the verb “ 17 > in Mandarin and the verb “ate” in English

are located after the subject and before the object.

2.2.3. S+V+P

The predicative structure of the Salar language is
subject + predicative + linking verb (S+P+V) "\ The
predicative structure of Mandarin and English is subject +
linking verb + predicative (S+V+P). In contrast, predica-
tives in Salar come after the subject, while predicatives in
Mandarin and English come after the linking verb. For ex-
ample,

a. Salar: se(n) jyltus ir-a.
Mandarin: {/R /2 5 A .
English: You are the start.
b. Salar: bu dag-ini dag-bas-i ir-a.
Mandarin: 1% & 1113k
English: This is the top of the hill.

In the example sentence a, the Salar verb “ir-a” is at
the end of the sentence, and the predicate “jyltus” is after
the subject and before the verb “ir-a”, forming subject +
predicate + verb (S+P+V). In Mandarin, the verb “ #& ” is
« ﬁ§ 5
£ . Form the subject + predicate + predicate (S+V+P)

located between the subject and the predicate “ A
structure. Similarly, the verb “are” in English was also
located between the subject “you” and the predicate “the
start”, forming an S+V+P structure. In example sentence
b, the Salar verb “ir-a” is at the end of the sentence, and
the predicate “dag-ini dag-bas” followed the subject “bu”,
forming an S+P+V structure. In Mandarin, the verb « /& »
is located between the subject “ iX ” and the predicate “ 11|
3k >, forming an S+V+P structure. In English, the verb “is”
is also located between the subject “this” and the predicate

“the top of the hill”, forming the “S+V+P” structure.

2.3.The Tenses of Three Languages
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The most significant difference between English gram-
mar and Mandarin grammar is that English expresses tense
through changes in verb forms. In English grammar, dif-
ferent verb tenses represent past, present, and future time
changes. As shown in Table 1, the distinction of tenses

depends entirely on the change of verbs. In Mandarin, the

verb form does not change, and the tense is usually not
expressed through word changes ' In Mandarin, tense
is mainly expressed when an action occurs through time
nouns, adverbs, or other words. For example, words such
as “ 4K 7, “ WK ” and “ {i4E ” are used to distinguish

tenses, as shown in Table 2.

Table 1. The Verb Tense of English.

Past Tense Present Tense Future Tense
. . do/does will do/
Simple Tense did be (am/ is/ are) be (am / is/ are) going to do

Continuous Tense was/ were+doing

Perfect Tense had done

am/ is /are+doing will be doing

have/ hastdone will have done

Table 2. The Verb Tense of Mandarin.

Past Tense Present Tense Future Tense
B, OBEL A tverb.
Verb / / %‘?% HHE. =
(want to, be going to, plan to, hope to,
intend to, will)
Verb+ [ (verb + le).
Verb + Verb+ id (verb + guo) / /
=)

Complement J - 0]
(used to emphasize past actions)

WERHTR 2 JURHT JUAHT

Rk BIRL AR WIS, JR4E. JLRJA.

L e AL By fEL eeeee We
JUAHT. IV S JURE AR JLER
Temporal Words (yesterday, the day before yester- . N . (in the future, tomorrow, the day after
. (now, in the process of, still,
day, in the past, a few days/weeks/ . tomorrow, next year, a few days/weeks/
continuously)

months/years ago)

months/years later)

As a part of the Altaic language family, the Salar lan-
guage also expresses tense through the change of verbs,
but compared with English, the tense changes of the Salar
language are more straightforward, as shown in Table 3

22 . . . .
2l However, tense expression in Mandarin relies on the

semantics of the entire sentence or paragraph, sometimes
with the help of words describing time to distinguish time,
rather than relying on changes in verb forms. In contrast,
English and Salar rely on different forms of verbs to ex-

press tense.

Table 3. The Verb Tense of Salar Language.

Past Tense Present Tense Perfect Tense Future Tense
-bar (#4744 )
(progressive) ~r
-ji i (BLFERT) -mis sa/aa
-dir ( BLAERT ) 4

(non-progressive present)

In the tense Tables 1, 2 and 3 of Salar, Mandarin and
English, although three languages have the same tense
names, such as present, past, perfect, and future, their us-
age differs. However, it should be noted that although the
usage is different, the meaning expressed by each tense in

these three languages is the same.

3. Materials and Methods

This study adopts quantitative research methods and
focuses on the language transfer phenomenon in English
grammar acquisition of senior high school students of the
Salar nationality. Based on the independent sample T-test

of SPSS statistical software, the experimental data were
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systematically analyzed to quantitatively evaluate the spe-
cific impact of language transfer on English grammar ac-
quisition. At the same time, the study also used error anal-
ysis methods to classify and analyze typical errors made
by subjects whose native language is Salar in English tests,
thereby revealing the impact of language transfer in multi-
ple dimensions. The research method of this study is based
on the test tools and analysis method system developed in
the author’s doctoral dissertation to ensure the scientificity

of the research and the validity of the data.

3.1. Participants

The participants in this study were two groups of
15-year-old senior high school students from Xunhua Salar
Autonomous County, China. All participants had compara-
ble proficiency in both Mandarin and English, with scores
ranging from 85 to 90 out of 120 in each subject on the
Zhongkao, a regionally standardized senior high school
entrance examination administered under China’s national
education framework.

The experimental group comprised 50 students whose
first language (L1) was Salar, second language (L2) was
Mandarin, and third language (L3) was English, which
they were actively acquiring. The control group consisted
of 50 students whose first language (L1) was Mandarin and
second language (L2) was English, with no background in

any ethnic minority language.

3.2. Instruments

The English grammar test used in this study was
adapted from the instrument developed as part of the au-
thor’s doctoral dissertation. It primarily focuses on the use
of English tenses and simple sentence structures. The test
included choice questions, cloze tests, and writing sentence
tasks, aiming to assess students’ mastery of basic grammat-
ical forms and to enable detailed error analysis. SPSS was
used to determine whether significant differences existed
between the experimental and control groups.

To ensure internal consistency, a reliability analysis
was conducted on the grammar test. The results yielded
a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.82, indicating good internal re-
liability (o > 0.80 is generally considered acceptable in

educational research). This suggests that the test items

consistently measured the same underlying construct of
grammatical knowledge. To ensure content validity, the
test items were reviewed by an experienced English lan-
guage educator and a specialist in Salar language studies.
The test was also aligned with China’s official secondary
school grammar curriculum standards. Sample test items
and error coding criteria are available from the correspond-

ing author upon reasonable request.

3.3.Data Collection

Data were collected by administering the grammar test
under standardized classroom conditions. All participants
completed the test within a prescribed time limit, and the
test papers were collected immediately upon completion to

ensure the integrity and consistency of the data.

3.4. Data Analysis

The test results were analyzed using independent-sam-
ple t-tests in SPSS to determine whether significant differ-
ences existed between the experimental and control groups
in their grammatical performance. In addition, a systemat-
ic error analysis was conducted on the L1 Salar speaking
students’ responses. Errors were categorized according to
language transfer types, providing deeper insights into how
L1 Salar and L2 Mandarin influenced English grammar ac-
quisition.

In this study, error rate is calculated to measure the ac-
curacy of students’ grammatical performance. The formula

used to calculate the error rate is as follows:

Number of Errors

———————— x 100
Total Attempts x %

Error Rate =

(@)
This formula is used to quantify students’ grammatical

errors, providing a basis for analyzing language transfer.

3.5. Ethical Considerations

This study was approved by the UPSI Ethical Review
Authority (UPSI/PPPI/PYK/ETIKA/JID.18(336)). Written
informed consent was signed by the Salar students prior to
data collection. All students were informed that they could
withdraw from participation at any time, without any con-
sequences and were compensated for their time with one

chocolate.
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4. Results

An independent samples t-test was conducted to ex-
amine whether there was a statistically significant differ-
ence in grammar test scores between the L1 Mandarin
group (n = 50) and the L1 Salar Group (n = 50). The re-
sults showed a significant difference in the overall perfor-
mance (Table 4):

Table 4. Independent Samples T-Test.

Group (Mean + Std.)

L1 Mandarin Group L1 Salar Group t p
(n=50) (n=50)
Pair | 76.92+9.40 62.38+10.23 7.402 0.000%*

*p<0.05 ** p <001,

In Table 4, an independent samples t-test was conduct-
ed to compare the English grammar test scores between
the Mandarin group (n = 50) and the Salar group (n = 50).

The results indicated a significant difference between the

m Choice question ®m Cloze tests ® Write sentences

(A)
Figure 1. The error rate of L1 Salar and L1 Mandarin. (A) L1 Mandarin Group. (B) L1 Salar Group.

Due to the large sample size in the error analysis of the
write sentences section, the study detailed error analysis
to ensure the data’s representativeness and the analysis’s
accuracy. Thus, this study used the cluster analysis method
to divide students with similar answers into five groups,
each containing 10 Salar students. Namely G1 (1-10), G2
(11-20), G3 (21-30), G4 (31-40) and G5 (41-50). The
characteristics of students within the group were similar,
but there were obvious answer differences between groups.
The following section presents the results of grammar
analysis in detail.

XS IRARH B, ARLAZ—

G1: These apple very fresh you must eat a.

two groups. The Mandarin group (M = 76.92, SD = 9.40)
outperformed the Salar group (M = 62.38, SD = 10.23), t =
7.402, p <0.001. These findings suggest that the Mandarin
group performed significantly better on the English gram-
mar test than the Salar group, which may be attributed to
the negative transfer effects of Salar and Mandarin on En-
glish language acquisition.

Error Analysis

The error analysis, as shown in Figure 1, indicates that
the L1 Salar group exhibited a higher error rate in sentence
writing (Figure 1(A)), accounting for 63%, whereas the
L1 Mandarin group demonstrated a lower error rate in this
area (Figure 1(B)), at 37%. Since this study investigates
the transfer effects on the English grammar acquisition of
Salar students, the following analysis will focus specifi-
cally on the sentence-writing errors of the L1 Salar group.
This will enable a more in-depth exploration of the transfer
effects of L1 Salar and L2 Mandarin on English grammar

acquisition.

Choice question m Cloze tests m Write sentences

(B)

G2: This is apple very fresh. You must eat it.

G3: The some apple very fress. You need a eat.

G4: There are many apple is very fash, you must eat
one.

G5: These apple is very feash. You must a eat.

In task 1, there is no verb in the sentence * iX tb3f B
B #rE > in Mandarin. Similarly, there is no verb in the
sentence “bu armut nizex-a” in Salar. However, every sen-
tence requires a verb to join the nouns to form a complete
sentence in English. Due to the different sentence struc-
tures between Salar and Mandarin, Salar students tend to
ignore the verb when writing this sentence. For example,
Gland G3 had no verbs, So S+V+P is written as S+P, with-
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out V, resulting from the negative transfer effect of Salar
and Mandarin on English.

In addition, in Mandarin, in the sentence “ /R 2 2 HZ
—~ >, the verb “ 7 ” came after “ 2471 ” and the quanti-
fier “ —™  comes before the noun. In the Salar language,
in the sentence “se bir yi kei-li-a”, the verb “yi” is located
after the quantifier “bir”, and “must” is placed at the end of
the sentence for emphasis. The Salar students tested often
put the verb “eat” after “must” or “need”, such as G1, G2
and G4. At the same time, some Salar students wrote the
verb after the quantifier, such as G3, and GS5. This results
from the negative transfer effect of the Salar language on
English.

In addition, some Salar students used two verbs in the
sentence, such as G4. Moreover, some Salar students used
the verb in the sentence but ignored the verb tense change,
although the tense changes in Salar also changed with the
verbs, such as “-ji” for Past Tense, “-blr” for Continuous
Tens, “-mis§” for Perfect Tense, and “-vlr” and “-ga” for
Future Tense. The verb remains unchanged in Mandarin,
and only time words were added to the sentence. Thus,
when acquiring English, Mandarin and Salar have a nega-
tive transfer effect on English, resulting in tense errors.

In Table 5 of the error analysis, the error rate at the
syntactic level is the highest in error analysis table. The er-
ror rate is 56%. The main reason is that Salar and Manda-
rin had a negative transfer effect on English, resulting in a
high error rate. Errors at the syntactic level mainly includ-
ed errors in literal translation and syntactic structure. When
Salar students write sentences, they often translated Man-
darin sentences word for word instead of writing according
to the English syntactic structure. In addition, when Salar
students write simple sentences, Salar language had high
negative transfer errors. Error analysis found that when
Salar students write English sentences, it had a negative
transfer effect by Salar and Mandarin, which tend to ignore
the verbs in English sentences.

fWE R CE BT,

G1: He go out in yesterday.

G2: He yesterday already leave.

G3: He yesterday live.

G4: He yesterday already left on.

G5: He yesterday already leaved.

Table 5. Task 1.

Error Analysis Number of Error Error Rate
Tense Verb 25 50%
Syntactic S+V+P 28 56%
Level ~ ord literal 20 40%
translation

In task 2, this sentence is simple with subject + pred-
icate. In this sentence, the verb in Mandarin is “ % JT 7,
the subject is “ 4tf (he)”, and the time adverbial is “ FF K
(yesterday)”. The correct English expression of this sen-
tence is “He left yesterday.”. In Salar, this sentence can
be expressed as “u geji var-mis” with the subject “u (he)”,
the time “geji (yesterday)” and the verb “var-mis (left)”.
Therefore, in Salar and Mandarin, time adverbials are usu-
ally placed between the subject and the verb, which is also
why G2, G3, G4, and G5 students error this sentence, they
have negative transfer effects in writing English sentences.

It can be seen from the samples of Salar students that
they all used verbs, but since this sentence is in the past
tense, the verbs need to use the corresponding tense form.
It is observed in the sample that G2 used the verb proto-
type “leave”, while G1 used “go”. In Mandarin, “go” can
be translated as “go,” such as “let’s go.” It means “ il &
/17 . Additionally, the verbs are not conjugated correct-
ly in G3 sample, except for G5, which noted that the verb
needed to be in the past tense. Verbs in Mandarin do not
change with tense. It resulted in Salar students tending to
use the base form of verbs when writing English sentences.
At the same time, the past tense in Salar adds “-ji” to the
verb stem. Therefore, when acquiring English, Salar also
has a negative transfer effect on English, resulting in tense
eITOTS.

Although some Salar students’ errors are not limited to
verbs, the more common phenomenon is literal translation
in syntactic errors. This phenomenon is mainly because
simple sentences are more susceptible to the negative
transfer effect of Mandarin. The above analysis showed
that G2, G4, and G5 in the sample were translated directly
into Mandarin, and each word was translated into English
word by word. This phenomenon reflected the negative
transfer effect of Mandarin on English.

In the error analysis (Table 6), the verb error rate is
the highest, which is 88%. In the error analysis that reflect-
ed the negative transfer effect of Salar and Mandarin to

English, resulting in a lower rate of correct use of verbs. In
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Mandarin, verbs use their base form regardless of tense. In
Salar, affixes add to the tense verb stems. Therefore, Salar
and Mandarin had a negative effect on English transfer.

et K BTT T AL wLs

G1: I by ture life Bie jing.

G2: I by train leave Beijing.

G3: I by train go out Beijing.

G4: 1 take tain go away Beijing.

G5: 1 by train leave Beijing.

Table 6. Task 2.

Error Analysis Number of Error  Error Rate
Lexical Level Verb 44 88%
Syntactic ~ Word 11t§ral 4 84%
Level translation

In task 3, the Salar students are affected by literal
translation in syntactic errors. Instead of expressing ac-
cording to the sentence structure of English, they translated
word for word from Mandarin to English. The correct En-
glish expression of the sentence is “I left Beijing by train.”,
in which the verb “left” came after the subject “I”, the
object “Beijing” came after the verb and the subordinate
“left”, and the adverbial of place is the end of the sentence.
However, Salalr students wrote this sentence just translated
into English according to the word order of Mandarin. That
showed a negative transfer effect when writing English
sentences using Mandarin sentence structures, resulting in
grammatical errors. In Salar, the same sentence expresses

EENT3

“me xuo che-ot-ga-le Beijing var-ji.” “me” means

“I”, “xuo
che-ot-ga-le” means “by train”, “Beijing” means “Beijing”,
and “var-ji” means “left”. Therefore, Salar also had a neg-
ative transfer effect on English.

It can be observed in the Salar students’ samples that
they all used verbs, but since this sentence needs to ex-
press past tense, the verb should use the corresponding
tense form. In the sample, G2 and G5 used the verb pro-
totype “leave”, while G3 and G4 used “go”. In Mandarin,
“g0” can be translated as “ 2 7. Students used the base
form of verbs in sentences because verbs in Mandarin do
not change depending on the tense. By contrast, in Salar,
the past tense is added to the verb stem with “-ji”’. There-
fore, it is inferred that Mandarin and Salar have a negative
transfer effect on English when acquiring English, causing
Salar students to make errors in using the tense.

In the error analysis Table 7, the syntactic level error

rate is 80%. That is mainly due to the negative transfer
effect of Mandarin to English. In Mandarin, verbs remain
in their original form regardless of tense. Therefore, when
acquiring English, Mandarin had a negative transfer effect
on English, resulting in tense errors. In addition, the error
analysis also found that the literal translation error rate
80% when writing sentences is also very high. It showed
that Mandarin still has a negative transfer effect on En-
glish, causing Salar students to be accustomed to following
the syntactic structure of Mandarin when writing sentences
in English.

FERAH Bibirss 7IR—AH,

G1: In my birthday. She give me a book.

G2: At my birthday, she give a book.

G3: In my birthday. She give me a book.

G4: On my birthday she give my a book.

GS5: There my birthday, she give me book.

Table 7. Task 3.

Error Analysis Number of Error  Error Rate
Tense Verb 36 72%
Syntactic ~ Word literal o
Level translation 40 80%

In task 4, in Mandarin, time adverbials are usually at
the beginning of sentences. However, most Salar students
used the structure S+V+0i+Ot when writing the sentence,
“UIELA IR T — A, 7. Just like in G1, G2, G3, G4 and
G5 samples. However, like the previous questions, these
Salar students did not pay attention to the tense and used
the original form of the verb “give”. It is because, in Man-
darin, the verb remains in its original form regardless of
tense, resulting in a negative transfer effect to English and
errors. In contrast, the past tense in Salar adds the suffix
“-ji” to the verb stem. Salar also has a negative transfer ef-
fect in acquiring English verb tenses.

In English, whether it is an adverbial of time or an ad-
verbial of place, it is usually located at the end of the sen-
tence. In Salar language “mi-nigi dou-gen-giin u mang-a
kitap-ing 6si-bir-ji.” “mi-nigi dou-gen-giin” means “On
my birthday”, and the time adverbial was in the sentence
head. Similarly, in Mandarin, the time adverbial «“ 7E &
£ H |~ is also placed at the beginning of the sentence.
Therefore, many Salar students made errors when writing
this sentence. For example, G1, G2, G3 and G4 all put the

time adverbial at the beginning of the sentence. It showed
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that Salar and Mandarin have a negative transfer effect on
English sentences. However, the negative transfer effect of
Salar is relatively less because the verb of Salar is at the
end of the sentence. It is mainly affected by the negative
transfer effect of Mandarin.

In the error analysis (Table 8), syntax error rates were
very high in the error rate table. Specific data showed that
the syntactic error rate is 80%. This high error rate is main-
ly due to the negative transfer effect of Mandarin to En-
glish. In Mandarin, verbs of tense usually remain in their
original form regardless of tense. It resulted in a higher er-
ror rate.

M2 AE T AT K.

G1: He often on afternoon play basketball.

G2: He often afternoon play basketball.

G3: He often in afternoon play basketball.

G4: He often in afternoon play basketball.

G5: He often at afternoon play basketball.

Table 8. Task 4.

Error Analysis Number of Error  Error Rate
Tense Verb 30 60%
Syntactic S+V+0i+Ot 40 80%
Level ~ “ordliteral 40 80%
translation

In task 5, in Mandarin, time adverbials are usually in
the middle of the sentence. This word habit caused Salar
students to follow the grammatical structure of Mandarin
for literal translation when writing sentences in English.
In the cases of G1, G2, G3, G4 and G5, students tended
to translate Mandarin into English word for word with-
out noticing the differences in English syntactic rules,
thus being affected by the negative transfer effect of
grammatical structures produced in Mandarin. Moreover,
in Salar, “6ldengsongina” in “u geSgiin¢iix 6ldengsongi-
na yumax vur-bar.” means “in the afternoon” is usually
placed in the middle of the sentence, which also led to
the occurrence of errors and is affected by the negative
transfer effect of Salar.

In English sentences, the subject “ ffi ” is the third
person singular, so the verb must be added with “-s”, but
the student had not written this verb correctly among these
ten samples. It is similar to the error seen in the previous
sentences. In Salar, the “-bar” in the verb “vur-bar” in the

sentence indicated the present tense, but the verb “ ] ” in

Mandarin did not change with the change of tense. There-
fore, due to Mandarin’s negative transfer effect, students
made writing sentence errors.

In the error analysis (Table 9), the verb error rate is
the highest in error rate table. Specifically, it is 84%. It is
mainly because, in Mandarin, tense of verb always remains
in their original form. Therefore, it is affected by the nega-

tive transfer of Mandarin.

Table 9. Task 5.

Error Analysis Number of Error  Error Rate
Tense Verb 42 84%
Syntactic ~ Word literal o
Level translation 33 70%

However, in the structure of English sentences, since
Mandarin habitually places time adverbials in the middle
of sentences, Salar students wrote English sentences ac-
cording to the word order of Mandarin, so errors occur.
The errors in literal translation and sentence structure were
the same, and both were affected by the negative transfer
effect of Mandarin. The literal translation and syntactic
structure errors are 70%.

The analysis of five-sentence written sentences found
that from the perspective of syntactic structure, Salar stu-
dents made literal translation errors when writing English
sentences. They often directly translated Mandarin sen-
tences into English word by word and ignored the syntactic
structure of English sentences. The negative transfer effect
of Mandarin mainly caused this error.

In addition, many Salar students did not use verbs
when writing sentences. For example, in the first written
sentence, there is no explicit verb in the Mandarin sentence
X s 3 B AR B i 7, but the verb “are” is required in
the English sentence, so the correct translation should be
“oax db s U AR w o ff 1 . In Salar and Mandarin, it
does not omit the verb. Students often omitted verbs when
writing sentences, resulting in sentence structure errors.
Therefore, Salar students are affected by the negative
transfer effect of Salar and Mandarin.

From the perspective of tense, although in Salar, the
verb is written at the end of the sentence, it adds specific
suffixes after the stem according to the needs of the tense.
For example, when expressing the past tense, a suffix such
as “-1” or “-dir” is added to the verb stem. Therefore, the

Salar language had a negative transfer effect on English
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tense acquisition. Unlike Salar and English, Mandarin
verbs cannot change in tense. The error analysis found that
the use of verbs often occurs due to the negative transfer

effect of Mandarin.

5. Discussion

The findings of this study indicate that both Salar (L1)
and Mandarin (L2) exert negative transfer effects on the
acquisition of English grammar among Salar students.
In particular, the areas of tense usage and basic sentence
structure appear to be the most susceptible to such influ-
ence, confirming previous assumptions grounded in tri-
lingual acquisition theory "***. The results also echo the
assumptions of the contrastive analysis hypothesis, which
shows that structural similarities between L1 or L2 and the
target language may lead to positive transfer, while dispar-
ities are more likely to cause persistent errors ",

The SPSS results reveal a statistically significant dif-
ference in grammatical performance between the Salar L1
students (M = 62.38, SD = 10.23) and the Mandarin L1
students (M = 76.92, SD = 9.40), with p < 0.001, thus sup-
porting Hypothesis 1. This suggests that Salar L1 students
experience greater negative transfer from either their first
language (Salar) or the second language (Mandarin) when
acquiring English grammar. According to Language Trans-
fer Theory and the Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis ),
these findings further substantiate that structural differenc-
es between the learners’ L1, L2 and the L3 significantly
affect the acquisition process, often resulting in negative
transfer effects.

However, despite Hypothesis 2 initially predicting that
the influence of L1 (Salar) on English grammar acquisition
would be greater than that of L2 (Mandarin), the results
revealed that negative transfer from L2 Mandarin was
more prominent during the learning process. This find-
ing partially contradicts the original hypothesis, suggest-
ing that, within the context of third language acquisition,
cross-linguistic transfer may be more strongly determined
by structural dissimilarities between languages (Mandarin
and English) rather than by the chronological order of lan-
guage acquisition. This unexpected outcome aligns with
recent studies on the asymmetry of cross-linguistic transfer

among multilingual learners. Furthermore, it is consistent

with the findings of Majid, who, through an empirical anal-
ysis of Salar students, demonstrated that although L1 Salar
exerts some influence on English acquisition, the higher
frequency of Mandarin use in students’ daily communica-
tion results in Mandarin having a more substantial impact
on their English learning. This finding further substantiates
the results of the present study .

While this study primarily highlights negative transfer
effects from both L1 Salar and L2 Mandarin, it is equally
important to acknowledge the potential for positive trans-
fer, particularly in areas where linguistic structures align
between L1 Salar and L3 English. For example, both Sal-
ar and English share certain features of inflectional verb
marking, which may facilitate learning in domains such
as tense or aspect when properly leveraged. These struc-
tural similarities, though not the main focus of the present
study, suggest that positive transfer may offer pedagogical
advantages. Future research should explore such cross-lin-
guistic grammatical commonalities more explicitly and
examine how instructional design can harness these sim-
ilarities. For instance, developing contrastive grammar
exercises that promote awareness of positive transfer op-
portunities could be a useful direction. Nevertheless, giv-
en that negative transfer was found to be the predominant
challenge in the current data, pedagogical interventions
must still prioritize mitigating such interference in English
grammar instruction.

Furthermore, the error analysis results provide addi-
tional support for these observations. The analysis shows
that the L1 Salar speaking group exhibited a 26% higher
rate of errors in sentence writing tasks compared to the
L1 Mandarin speaking group, indicating that the L1 Salar
speaking students were more strongly influenced by both
their L1 (Salar) and L2 (Mandarin). Specifically, the main
types of errors identified among Salar students included
verb tense errors and direct translation errors from Man-
darin, reflecting patterns of both negative transfer from
L2 and the syntactic influence of L1. Although both Salar
and Mandarin exerted transfer effects on English grammar
acquisition, the error analysis clearly demonstrated that
errors stemming from Mandarin interference were more
prevalent. These findings are in line with the trilingual
acquisition (TLA) framework, which suggests that mul-

tiple previously acquired languages can simultaneously
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influence the acquisition of a new language, but that dom-
inance, usage frequency, and structural similarity often de-

termine the strength and direction of such influence ',

5.1. Typological Considerations: Ergativity
and Word Order Interference

While this study has primarily examined lexical and
syntactic errors through the lens of language transfer the-
ory, it is also important to consider deeper typological dif-
ferences between Salar and English that may underlie cer-
tain transfer effects. As a Turkic language, Salar exhibits
a basic SOV word order and a rich case-marking system,
which contrasts with the fixed SVO word order and nomi-
native-accusative alignment of English. Although Salar is
not fully ergative, it exhibits some ergative-like patterns
such as the differential marking of agents and patients,
which may contribute to transfer effects in English sen-
tence construction.

In particular, Salar strictly places the verb at the end of
the sentence, even in complex or transitive constructions.
This rigid verb-final structure, combined with flexible
word order for subjects and objects due to morphologi-
cal case marking, may interfere with English production,
where the verb typically appears in the middle position.
Learners accustomed to final-position verbs may misplace
English verbs or omit auxiliary elements, leading to un-
grammatical or incomplete sentences.

Future research should systematically examine how
typological features of Salar, particularly its verb-final syn-
tax, case-marking strategies, and non-canonical alignment
patterns, influence L3 English acquisition. Referring to
typological frameworks such as those proposed by Johan-
son may help uncover how argument structure in Turkic
languages shapes the grammar development of trilingual

learners ).

5.2.Influence of L1 Salar and L2 Mandarin on
Verb-Related Syntactic Errors

Although this study primarily focused on grammatical
structures and tense usage to examine language transfer
among Salar students in the context of English learning,
it is also necessary to further explore the unique transfer

mechanisms stemming from Salar as an unwritten lan-

guage. Despite having a systematic linguistic structure,
Salar lacks a standardized writing system. Consequently,
its use relies heavily on oral communication, and language
acquisition is predominantly shaped by spoken experience.
This “orality-dominant linguistic background” may lead to
deeper negative transfer effects in English writing, partic-
ularly in terms of verb placement and sentence complete-
ness.

In the written data collected for this study, some Salar
students exhibited notable errors involving verb-final con-
structions during the sentence-writing tasks. For instance,
the sentence “ IX U630 QAR H Wi, IR —> " was
written as “The some apple very fress. You need a eat.”,
placing the verb “eat” at the end of the sentence. Such
errors may not result solely from a lack of grammatical
knowledge in English, but are more likely influenced by
the syntactic habits of Salar, where placing the verb at the
end of the utterance is common. This high-context, oral-
ly-driven discourse pattern creates structurally incomplete
sentences in English, representing a typical case of syntac-
tic transfer.

Given that Salar is an unwritten language, the path-
ways of linguistic transfer differ significantly from those of
languages with established orthographic systems. Future
research should pay closer attention to the influence of oral
language systems on English written production. On one
hand, analyses combining transcribed oral data and verb
position patterns can provide deeper insights into the syn-
tactic projection mechanisms of Salar. On the other hand,
psycholinguistic approaches such as stimulated recall and
process-tracing interviews may help reveal the cognitive
representations and transfer strategies used by learners
when constructing English sentences.

From a pedagogical perspective, it is recommended
that English teachers strengthen learners’ awareness of
sentence structure from the outset, for example by intro-
ducing sentence skeleton frameworks such as “Subject +
Verb + Object.” Additionally, grammar instruction should
be designed with the multilingual background of students
in mind, incorporating targeted sentence construction tasks
that guide students in transitioning from oral expression to
standard written syntax. Such practices may help reduce
structural errors caused by negative transfer from oral pat-

terns in Salar.
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In addition to the verb-final constructions influenced
by Salar, this study also found instances of verb omission
in English sentences written by some Salar students, par-
ticularly the omission of linking verbs. This type of error
is more likely the result of negative transfer from their sec-
ond language (L2), Mandarin. In Mandarin, sentence struc-
tures expressing states or qualities often omit the copular
verb “ 4% 7. For example, in the sentence * 1xX #8634 HL1R Hr
fif > (“These apples very fresh”), the verb “ J& ” is absent,
yet the sentence remains semantically complete. In con-
trast, English requires the use of a linking verb, as in “These
apples are very fresh.”.

Students tend to transfer this structure into English
writing, producing sentences that lack a main verb, such as
“These apples very fresh.” This suggests that in the process
of English sentence construction, students may be more
strongly influenced by Mandarin syntax due to its high fre-
quency in dominance in formal education, sometimes even
more than by their first language, Salar.

Therefore, English instruction should place greater
emphasis on the grammatical necessity of verbs, particu-
larly in written contexts. Teachers are encouraged to ex-
plicitly highlight the role of linking verbs and to reinforce
the structure of complete English sentences, in order to re-

duce omission errors stemming from Mandarin transfer.

5.3.Limitations and Implications for Future
Research

Despite the robustness of the findings, this study has
certain limitations. The sample is limited to 50 Salar high
school students from Xunhua County, which may restrict
the generalizability of the results due to regional and age-
group homogeneity. Additionally, the control group con-
sists solely of L1 Mandarin speakers, without the inclusion
of other trilingual learners from diverse ethnic back-
grounds. These constraints may reduce the representative-
ness of the cross-linguistic comparisons.

Future research should consider expanding the sam-
ple size to include Salar students from various regions and
age groups, as well as different educational levels. Fur-
thermore, incorporating additional control groups, such as
trilingual learners from other ethnic minority communities,
would enhance the diversity and generalizability of the

findings. Expanding the sample in future studies would

provide stronger evidence as to whether the observed
transfer patterns apply across other multilingual groups
and contexts.

Additionally, this study’s reliance on written tasks may
limit the scope of transfer phenomena identified, as lan-
guage production in real-time spoken communication may
exhibit different patterns of interference or facilitation.
Oral language use often involves spontaneous grammati-
cal decision-making that cannot be fully captured through
written compositions. To gain a more holistic understand-
ing of cross-linguistic influence, future research should
incorporate multimodal data such as spoken recordings,
classroom interactions, or real-time grammar elicitation
tasks. Furthermore, cognitive interviews or stimulated re-
call protocols could help uncover learners’ psycholinguis-
tic reasoning behind grammatical choices, revealing the
dynamic and process-oriented nature of third language ac-
quisition.

In addition to these research-oriented suggestions, this
study also carries pedagogical implications that are espe-
cially relevant in the context of trilingual education for
minority students. The bilingual educational background
of Salar students plays a decisive role in the process of
language transfer. Although their first language (L1) is Sal-
ar, the medium of instruction in schools is predominantly
Mandarin (L2). As a result, students are exposed to and use
Mandarin far more frequently than Salar in their academic
and daily environments. Consequently, during third lan-
guage (L3) acquisition, Mandarin exerts a more prominent
negative transfer effect on English learning than Salar. This
phenomenon suggests that in multilingual contexts, the
source of language transfer is influenced not only by the
order of acquisition, but also by the frequency and intensi-
ty of language input.

Given the significant negative transfer effects of Man-
darin on English learning, English instruction should incor-
porate more contrastive and awareness-raising pedagogical
content to help students identify and correct errors aris-
ing from Mandarin grammatical structures. For instance,
teachers can explicitly highlight the syntactic, tense, and
subject-verb agreement differences between English and
Mandarin, with special emphasis on sentence structures
that require verb inflection. Systematic contrastive instruc-

tion can enhance learners’ grammatical awareness and help
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them avoid common transfer-related pitfalls.

Based on the findings of this study, it is recommended
that a grammar teaching module be developed specifically
for learners in a trilingual context, focusing on compar-
isons among English, Mandarin, and Salar. This module
could include: (1) visual charts comparing typical gram-
matical structures; (2) explanations of common transfer
points in Mandarin and Salar that impact English acqui-
sition; (3) targeted exercises and positive transfer tasks
designed to reinforce correct usage; and (4) multilingual
transfer case analyses to foster students’ metalinguistic
awareness. Such a module would support targeted instruc-
tion in classrooms and help Salar students form cross-lin-
guistic structural connections, ultimately improving their

grammatical competence in English.

6. Conclusions

This study aimed to investigate the factors influ-
encing the acquisition of English grammar among Salar
students in a trilingual context. The findings indicate that
during the process of English grammar acquisition, Sal-
ar students were predominantly influenced by negative
transfer from their L2 Mandarin, while their L1 Salar
also exerted noticeable negative effects. These results
contribute to the fields of trilingual acquisition, language
transfer research, the contrastive analysis hypothesis, and
error analysis by providing empirical evidence on the
complex interactions among multiple language systems
in third language learning.

In light of these findings, future research can be car-
ried out in two main directions. 1. Systematically compare
and analyze the grammatical systems of Salar, Mandarin,
and English to explore the impact of structural differences
among these languages on transfer effects; 2. Based on the
native language background of Salar students, the specific
influence of L1 transfer on English acquisition should be
examined in depth, particularly from the perspectives of
phonetics and lexicology.

In addition, the possibility of positive transfer, such as
structural similarities between Salar and English in certain
grammatical domains, should be further investigated. Rec-
ognizing and leveraging such commonalities in instruction-

al design could offer pedagogical advantages in trilingual

contexts. Exploring both negative and positive transfer
would provide a more balanced and comprehensive under-
standing of cross-linguistic influence. Expanding both neg-
ative and positive transfer will contribute to a more bal-
anced and comprehensive understanding of cross-linguistic
influence in third language acquisition.
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