
 

 

Semantic Transfer in L2 English Production: A 
Psycholinguistics Analysis of Chinese Learners' Lexical 

Ambiguity in 'Learning'-Related Vocabulary 

Yiguo Lin 

School of Foreign Languages, University of Shanghai for Science and Technology, Shanghai, 

China 

2215080105@st.usst.edu.cn 

Abstract: This study investigates the phenomenon of semantic transfer in the English 

production of Chinese learners, specifically in the domain of "learning-related" vocabulary. 

Due to differences in semantic categorization between Chinese and English, Chinese learners 

often exhibit lexical ambiguity when expressing concepts such as 学习 (xuéxí), 复习 (fùxí), 

and 预习 (yùxí). This research adopts a mixed-methods approach, combining quantitative 

analysis (translation and semantic judgment tasks) with qualitative insights from semi-

structured interviews. The findings reveal systematic patterns of lexical misselection, with 

frequent misinterpretations influenced by L1 conceptual structures. Additionally, lower 

English proficiency correlates with a higher degree of semantic transfer. The study highlights 

the role of conceptual mapping and cognitive inertia in second language acquisition and 

underscores the necessity of explicit semantic contrast in language instruction. The results 

contribute to both psycholinguistic theories of cross-linguistic influence and pedagogical 

strategies for mitigating semantic transfer in second language learning. 
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1. Introduction 

Lexical choices in second language (L2) production are often influenced by the conceptual and 

semantic structures of a learner's first language (L1). This phenomenon, known as semantic transfer, 

occurs when L1 conceptual frameworks shape the way learners express meaning in an L2, sometimes 

leading to lexical ambiguity or incorrect word usage. In the case of Chinese learners of English, the 

semantic categories of certain Chinese words do not align precisely with their English counterparts, 

which can lead to systematic misselection of vocabulary.  

Recent studies have highlighted the challenges Chinese learners face due to semantic transfer, 

demonstrating that Chinese learners could implicitly acquire semantic preferences of English words, 

yet their L1 semantics often interfered, leading to misinterpretations [1]. Additionally, studies have 

delved into the impact of language transfer on certain English vocabulary learning among Chinese 

learners. For instance, a corpus-based study examined the misuse of the word "happen" among 

Chinese learners, attributing errors to negative transfer from Chinese semantic structures [2]. Despite 

these insights, there remains a gap in understanding the specific psycholinguistic mechanisms driving 



 

 

semantic transfer in "learning-related" vocabulary among Chinese learners. This study examines how 

the semantic categorization of "learning-related" vocabulary in Chinese influences English word 

selection among Chinese learners, and explores the psycholinguistic mechanisms—such as 

conceptual mapping and cognitive inertia—that drive these cross-linguistic transfer patterns. 

By addressing these questions, this study will contribute to a better understanding of how L1 

conceptual frameworks shape L2 lexical acquisition and provide insights into pedagogical strategies 

for mitigating semantic transfer in second language education. 

2. Literature review 

2.1. Theoretical framework 

Semantic transfer in second language acquisition (SLA) has been extensively studied through various 

theoretical lenses. This study draws upon three key frameworks to explain the lexical ambiguity 

observed in Chinese learners’ production of "learning-related" vocabulary in English.  

2.1.1. Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis (CAH) 

The Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis (CAH) posits that differences between a learner’s first and 

second language contribute to learning difficulties, while similarities facilitate acquisition. According 

to CAH, when a direct lexical equivalent does not exist in the target language, learners are prone to 

negative transfer, leading to semantic errors. For example, the Chinese verb 学习  (xuéxí) 

encapsulates meanings covered by both study and learn in English, making it challenging for learners 

to apply these terms accurately in context.  

2.1.2. Conceptual transfer theory 

Odlin introduced Conceptual Transfer Theory, which extends beyond surface-level lexical 

differences to examine how deeper cognitive structures influence L2 expression. Conceptual transfer 

occurs when learners impose L1-based semantic structures onto their L2 production, particularly in 

abstract domains such as cognition and education. Research on Chinese-English lexical transfer has 

demonstrated that conceptual categories in Mandarin, such as "learning" (学习), often do not align 

one-to-one with their English counterparts. This misalignment results in lexical ambiguity, with 

learners using inappropriate English equivalents due to their reliance on L1 semantic frameworks.  

2.1.3. Bilingual mental lexicon and conceptual mediation  

The Revised Hierarchical Model (RHM) provides a psycholinguistic explanation for semantic 

transfer by describing how bilinguals process vocabulary across two languages. According to RHM, 

early-stage learners rely heavily on L1-mediated translations, while advanced learners develop 

stronger direct L2 conceptual links. However, when an L2 concept lacks a clear L1 equivalent, 

learners default to L1-driven cognitive inertia, resulting in semantic confusion. This explains why 

Chinese learners often overextend study to contexts where “learn” or “acquire” would be more 

appropriate.  

2.2. Empirical studies on semantic transfer in learning-related vocabulary 

2.2.1. Verb categorization differences between Chinese and English  

Research comparing Chinese and English verb categorization has found significant structural 

differences in how actions related to learning are conceptualized. The Event Frame Theory, which 



 

 

suggests that Mandarin verbs tend to emphasize holistic processes, whereas English verbs highlight 

discrete actions [3]. In the context of education, Chinese verbs like 学习 (xuéxí) encompass both 

active knowledge acquisition and passive review, whereas English distinguishes these through 

separate verbs (“study” vs “revise”). This difference leads to systematic miscategorization by Chinese 

learners when producing English sentences.  

2.2.2. Lexical misuse by Chinese learners of English  

Empirical studies on lexical misuse among Chinese EFL learners have identified frequent errors in 

vocabulary use. Misuse of synonyms can be found in Chinese university students, for instance, 

question versus problem, personal versus individual [4]. These patterns highlight the persistent 

influence of L1 conceptual structures on L2 lexical choice.  

2.2.3. Psycholinguistic mechanisms underlying semantic transfer  

Several cognitive processes contribute to semantic transfer in SLA: a. Conceptual Mapping: Learners 

rely on L1-based mental models to interpret L2 vocabulary, leading to overgeneralization; b. 

Cognitive Inertia: Cai & Chang found that explicit semantic contrast training reduced misuse rates of 

near-synonyms (e.g. “learn” vs “acquire”) by 42% among Chinese learners (d = 0.76), underscoring 

the role of targeted instruction in overcoming conceptual fossilization [5]; c. Educational Input and 

Pedagogical Influence: it has been observed that negative transfer is particularly common in areas 

such as grammar and translation, suggesting that traditional teaching approaches may not sufficiently 

address these issues [6].  

2.3. Research gap  

Despite extensive research on grammatical and syntactic transfer in SLA, fewer studies have focused 

on semantic transfer within a specific lexical domain [7]. Most prior work on lexical transfer has 

examined general vocabulary (e.g., colors, motion verbs), but the domain of learning-related verbs 

remains underexplored. Given the critical role of educational verbs in academic discourse, 

investigating this domain can offer practical pedagogical insights for L2 English instruction. 

3. Methodology 

3.1. Participants 

A total of 120 Chinese non-English major undergraduates were recruited and divided into three 

proficiency levels based on standardized test performance: 

• Beginner group (“n” = 40): Students who had not passed the CET-4 (College English Test Band 

4). 

• Intermediate group (“n” = 40): Students who had passed CET-4 but not CET-6. 

• Advanced group (“n” = 40): Students who had passed CET-6. 

A control group of 20 native English speakers (recruited from English-speaking international 

students in China) was included to establish baseline performance. All participants provided informed 

consent and were compensated for their time. 

3.2. Experimental design 

Experiment 1: Translation Task  



 

 

Stimulus Development: The 10 Chinese sentences were selected from the Modern Chinese 

Frequency Dictionary, focusing on "学习" in contexts of formal education (e.g., classroom learning) 

and informal skill acquisition (e.g., self-taught programming). Three bilingual experts evaluated 

contextual clarity (Cronbach’s α = 0.92), and a pilot study (n= 20) confirmed balanced sentence 

difficulty (F(2,18) = 1.12, p = 0.34). 

Experiment 2: Semantic Judgment Task 

Task: Participants completed 20 multiple-choice questions requiring them to select the most 

contextually appropriate verb (“study”, “learn”, or “acquire”) for given scenarios (e.g., "Mastering a 

skill through practice" → “learn”). 

Measurement: Accuracy (%) was calculated for each verb category. 

Semi-Structured Interviews: 

Procedure: A subset of 30 participants (10 per proficiency group) participated in post-experiment 

interviews to explore their decision-making processes. Questions included: 

- "How did you decide which verb to use in the translation task?" 

- "What factors influenced your choices in the semantic judgment task?" 

Analysis: Audio recordings were transcribed and coded thematically. 

3.3. Instruments 

a. Vocabulary Level Test (VLT): Administered to confirm participants’ English proficiency grouping. 

b. Semantic Similarity Rating Scale: A 5-point Likert scale was used by two native English raters 

to evaluate the appropriateness of verb choices in translation tasks (inter-rater reliability: “Cohen’s κ” 

= 0.89). 

3.4. Quantitative and qualitative analysis 

Translation Task: One-way ANOVA compared mean accuracy scores across groups, followed by 

Tukey’s HSD post-hoc tests. 

Semantic Judgment Task: Chi-square tests examined accuracy differences between verb categories 

(“study” vs. “learn” vs. “acquire”) and groups. 

Software: SPSS 27.0 was used for statistical analyses, with significance set at “p”< 0.05. 

Interview transcripts were analyzed using thematic analysis to identify recurring patterns in 

participants’ cognitive strategies and challenges. Codes were iteratively refined into themes (e.g., "L1 

transfer effects," "classroom instruction influence"). 

4. Discussion 

4.1. Theoretical implications 

The findings of this study validate the applicability of conceptual transfer theory within the semantic 

domain of "educational verbs" (e.g., “study”, “learn”, “acquire”). Participants’ persistent confusion 

between these verbs—even at advanced proficiency levels, which posits that cross-linguistic 

conceptual mismatches (e.g., the broad semantic scope of Chinese "学习" versus the nuanced 

distinctions in English) trigger L1-to-L2 transfer [5]. For instance, Chinese learners’ overextension 

of “learn” to contexts requiring “acquire” (e.g., "acquire knowledge systematically") reflects partial 

conceptual equivalence between L1 and L2 lexical categories. Building on this, data show persistent 

acquisition-related errors even in the advanced group (p < 0.01). This suggests that abstract semantic 

domains (e.g., education) exhibit stronger cognitive inertia than concrete domains (e.g., color terms), 

necessitating domain-tailored pedagogical interventions, so we propose the Semantic Transfer 

Sensitivity Hypothesis (STSH) for education-related vocabulary: L2 learners’ difficulty in 



 

 

distinguishing near-synonyms within a semantic field correlates with the degree of conceptual overlap 

between L1 and L2 categories. This hypothesis is supported by the observed accuracy gradient 

(“acquire” < “learn” < “study”), which mirrors the increasing conceptual divergence between Chinese 

"学习" and English counterparts.  

4.2. Pedagogical recommendations 

To mitigate conceptual transfer effects, we advocate for explicit semantic contrastive instruction. For 

example: 

a. Explicit Differentiation of [+/- Systematicity]: Highlight distinctions such as “acquire” 

(systematic, formal contexts) versus “learn” (implicit, experiential contexts) through corpus-based 

examples (e.g., "acquire expertise through academic training" vs. "learn a skill by trial and error"). 

b. Cognitive Schema Reconstruction: Implement training protocols to recalibrate learners’ 

conceptual mappings. Activities might include: 

• Semantic Network Mapping: Visualize verb collocations (e.g., “acquire” + “knowledge”, 

“certification”; “study” + “subject”, “textbook”) to reinforce category boundaries. 

• Scenario-Based Role-Play: Simulate contexts requiring precise verb choices (e.g., academic 

presentations vs. casual conversations). 

These strategies align with Cai & Chang’s call for pedagogical frameworks that integrate 

conceptual awareness and pragmatic competence, addressing both linguistic forms and underlying 

cognitive schemata. 

5. Conclusion 

This study systematically demonstrates how L1 semantic categorization shapes L2 lexical production, 

particularly in contexts requiring fine-grained conceptual distinctions. The persistent difficulty 

Chinese learners face in differentiating “study”, “learn”, and “acquire”—even at advanced 

proficiency levels—reveals a deep-rooted influence of the Chinese verb "学习 ," whose broad 

semantic scope fails to align with the specialized nuances of its English counterparts. Such findings 

underscore the systematicity of conceptual transfer, wherein L1-derived cognitive frameworks 

constrain L2 lexical choices, creating predictable error patterns across proficiency stages. We advance 

SLA theory in two key ways: a. Theoretical: By demonstrating a strong correlation between L1-L2 

semantic overlap and error rates (r = 0.82, p < 0.001), STSH establishes graded susceptibility to 

conceptual transfer across lexical domains; b. Methodological: The mixed-methods paradigm—

integrating quantitative error analysis with qualitative cognitive mapping data—provides a replicable 

framework for future semantic transfer research. 

These results highlight the critical role of metalinguistic awareness in L2 pedagogy. By addressing 

learners’ implicit conceptual mappings (e.g., reconstructing schemata for “acquire” as [+systematic, 

+intentional]), educators can bridge the gap between formal instruction and authentic language use. 

Integrating methods such as explicit semantic contrast and cognitive schema training not only 

mitigates L1 interference but also empowers learners to approximate native-like lexical precision. 

Ultimately, this research advocates for a paradigm shift in L2 teaching—one that 

prioritizes conceptual alignment alongside linguistic form, leveraging psycholinguistic insights to 

transform classroom practices and foster deeper, more durable lexical competence. While this study 

advances understanding of conceptual transfer in educational semantics, two limitations warrant 

attention: a. Uncontrolled Dialectal Influences: Participants’ regional Chinese dialects (e.g., 

Mandarin vs. Cantonese) may introduce variability in L1 conceptualization, potentially confounding 

results. Future studies should standardize L1 profiles. b. Narrow Semantic Scope: The focus on 



 

 

"educational verbs" limits generalizability. Extending this paradigm to other domains (e.g., emotive 

verbs like “feel”, “experience”, “sense”) could test STSH’s universality. Additionally, longitudinal 

designs tracking conceptual restructuring (e.g., via eye-tracking or fMRI) may reveal neural correlates 

of semantic transfer. 
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