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Abstract

A number of studies on Chinese head-final relative clauses in sentence
comprehension and production have been conducted (Chang, 1984; Cheng,
1995; Hsiao & Gibson, 2003; Hsu, 2006; Lin & Bever, 2006; Su, 2004; Su,
2006), some of which explored whether subject-gapped relative clauses (SRCs)
are easier than object-gapped relative clauses (ORCs) in Mandarin Chinese.
Although the main subjects of Hsu’s production study (2006) are children and
those of Lin & Bever’s comprehension study (2006) are adults, there is a
consensus on this issue: ORCs are more difficult than SRCs to process,
regardless of the sentential position of the relative clause. However, since
Chinese is a topic-prominent language, the concept of topic is one possibility
which causes the differences in getting the target sentence structure at the
message planning level. In other words, the ease of processing SRCs may
result from the fact that the head nouns were topics of the source sentences.
The correlation between the topic construction and the relative construction
has long been observed in the literature (Kuno, 1973; Mak et al., 2006; Portner
& Yabushita,1998). Nevertheless, to our knowledge, no empirical study has
been conducted to prove the link between the topic and relative construction.
As far as the topic construction is concerned, the categorization of topics is
another issue to be discussed. The classification of topic types varies in terms
of different perspectives; however, whether certain topic types should be
categorized into the same type is still controversial (Chen, 1996; Chen & Kao,
2000; Huang et al., 2004; Huang & Ting, 2006; Li & Thompson, 1981; Lu,
2000; Paul, 2002; Shi, 2000; Shi, 2001; Wu & Shi, 2001).
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Grounded on the previous studies, this paper aims to investigate that whether
the head nouns of RCs are topics will influence Chinese children’s relative
clauses performance. The categorization of topics is also taken into
consideration. Results showed that topichood is a major factor influencing the
children’s RC production. Left dislocation and topicalization, both of which
were categorized into the same type, namely, instance topic by Chen (1996),
should belong to different classes as what the syntactic perspective considers.
Finally, children of the second level of Kindergarten, aged about 5;8, are
already able to distinguish the differences between topic types for generating
RCs.
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