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Languages typically have various possibilities but also preferences in encoding fundamental semantic 

categories, such as space and time (Klein, 1994; Slobin, 1996a, 2000). Temporality, for instance, can be 

conveyed through either lexical (e.g., temporal adverbials, lexical aspect) or grammatical means (e.g., 

tense, aspect) (Klein, 2009). While lexical means are cross-linguistically available, tense and aspect are 

grammatical categories of the verb that are language-specific (Comrie, 1976, 1985; Klein, 2009). Based 

on the prominence of these categories — measured by their degree of grammaticalization, obligatoriness, 

systematicity, and pervasiveness — languages can be classified as tense-prominent or aspect-prominent 

(Bhat, 1999). For example, German has an obligatory, grammaticalized tense system but encodes aspect 

primarily through lexical means, such as temporal adverbials (gerade ‘now’) and aspectual verbs 

(austrinken ‘drink up’). In contrast, Mandarin Chinese (henceforth Chinese) lacks tense but features a 

grammaticalized aspect system, realized through markers like le (perfective) (Heinold, 2015; Liu, 2015). 

Grammatical categories like aspect are deeply entrenched. They become automatized in first language 

(L1) acquisition and are hypothesized to influence not only linguistic structures but also speakers’ 

conceptualization processes (Slobin, 1987, 1996; von Stutterheim et al., 2012). This effect may extend 

to later-acquired languages: for late bi- or multilinguals whose L1 lacks or disfavors certain temporal 

encoding strategies, grammaticalized aspect has been found particularly resistant to restructuring 

(Slobin, 1996). Empirical research largely supports the Linguistic Relativity and/or Thinking-for-

Speaking Hypothesis in this domain (see Wang & Wei, 2022 for an overview). 

This study examines the language-cognition interface by contrasting an aspect-prominent language with 

a tense-prominent one. It explores whether Chinese (L1) encoding preferences influence the acquisition 

of temporality in German as a second language (L2) and whether such influence extends to processes of 

conceptualization. The study hypothesizes that Chinese L1 speakers exhibit greater sensitivity to 

inherent temporal features of events (ongoing or completed) in non-verbal tasks, and that this sensitivity 

remain salient in advanced L2 speakers of German in both verbal and non-verbal tasks (Pavlenko 2011). 

Three participant groups (n = 50 each) completed in a series of experiments: (I) Chinese L1 speakers, 

(II) German L1 speakers, and (III) Chinese L1 speakers with advanced German L2 proficiency. Each 

group was split in half. One half completed three tasks with a verbal component: (a) oral descriptions of 

everyday causation events, (b) a memory test on temporal features, and (c) a similarity-judgment task 

comparing event sequences differing only in the phase of the action (ongoing vs. completed). The other 

half started with a non-verbal version of task (a) (silent observation) before proceeding with the 

remaining tasks.  

Analysis of the elicited descriptions revealed L1 influence among Chinese L2 speakers of German, 

reflected in tense deviations and increased reliance on adverbials and periphrastic constructions. 

However, results from non-verbal tasks indicated no significant cross-group differences concerning 

conceptualization. These findings suggest limited evidence for grammatical aspect influencing L1 

cognition and no support for transfer from an aspect-prominent L1 to a tense-prominent L2 which 

contradict many empirical studies reporting such influence on cognitive processing.  
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