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Chapter 3 

 Literature Review 

   In section 3.1, three related studies will be examined to serve as references for this study. 

They are Ziegeler (1995), Wang & Chang (1999) and Wu (2003). Finally, a summary will be 

presented in section 3.2.  

3.1 Related Empirical Studies 

   Note that with the discussion of the previous section, it would be unrealistic to assume that 

the distinction between “mistakes” and “errors” and the three kinds of “errors” can be clearly 

identified. Therefore, in the following chapters, the term “errors” will not be specifically 

distinguished from “mistakes” and it will only be used to mean certain incorrect forms which 

occur more frequently. But it would be considered incomplete to deal with a certain grammar 

construction learning without taking the possible incorrect forms into account. In the 
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following sections, three empirical studies will be reviewed: Ziegeler (1995) and Wang & 

Chang (1999) analyze the errors of counterfactual expressions with different subjects and 

report their respective findings1, while Wu (2003) explores two different kinds of instructions 

on the effect on learning. 

 

3.1.1 Ziegeler (1995) 

Ziegeler (1995) can serve as a reference for the error analyses in this study. The study 

uses questionnaires to collect and analyze Singaporean English produced by university 

students and concludes that overgeneralization is the main cause of errors for the 

counterfactual expressions in Singaporean English. Three examples are produced in his 

study. 

(1) *If there were a superman, there is a peace in the world. 

    (2) *If there were a superman, there will be a peace in the word. 

    (3) If there were a superman, there would be a peace in the world. 

                                                 
1 Both of these two studies adopt a slight different definition of counterfactuals from that of the present study and 

also they do not particularly distinguish “errors” from “mistakes.” 
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   The explanation for the unbackshifted verb form in the main clause (1) can be explained 

with reference to the punctual/unpunctual distinction. According to Ziegeler (1995), 

non-punctual verbs tend to be less frequently marked for the past tense. For the examples (2) 

and (3), the explanation for the alternation between will and would was attributed to the fact 

that they are used as free variations in spoken Singaporean English. 

     On the other hand, examples such as (2) and (3) above can also be considered 

overgeneralizations. The use of a modal in such environments can be considered redundant 

since the appropriate meaning can be derived from the use of a backshifted non-modal form: 

I wish there were peace in the world. 

    From this research, we know that the cause of errors Ziegeler (1995) identifies actually 

come from the lack of the backshifted tense because the subjects use other tenses to replace 

the tenses which should be backshifted. And one thing we have to keep in mind is about the 

background of this research. In Singapore, English is used as one of the official languages 

and therefore it is widely used in everyday life. This fact makes Singapore English contrast 

sharply with the role of English in Taiwan. 

 3.1.2 Wang & Chang (1999) 

  Wang & Chang (1999) examine English compositions written by 360 freshmen of the 

English Department at Providence University. The composition topics are designed to elicit 
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students’ use of counterfactual expressions. The counterfactual expressions they study include 

Past Perfective Hypothetical and Past Perfective Modal. Here the term “Past Perfective 

Hypothetical” refers to what is called counterfactual (the past reference) while the term “Past 

Perfective Modal” refers to the structure “I wish I would/should/could + have +past 

participle.” They are also assumed to express counterfactual meanings. They report that the 

percentage of incorrect sentences found in Past Perfective Hypotheticals is 25% higher than 

that found in Past Perfective Modals. Among the if-clause and the main clause, the main 

clause’ percentage of error is 3 % higher than the if-clause. 

They conclude that it is easier for students to make a Past Perfective Hypothetical sentence 

than a Past Perfective Modal sentence and that their study can serve as an indicator of the 

difficulty of college students when learning the counterfactual expressions in English. 

3.1.3 Wu (2003) 

Wu (2003) assumes that the innovative input-based instruction would be more beneficial 

for students than the traditional output-based instruction and therefore uses a comparative 

method to investigate the effectiveness of the two kinds of instructions, when teaching the 

English Subjunctive Mood. For the current study, what is noteworthy is the experimental tasks 

that Wu (2003) uses to study students’ comprehension and production. For the comprehension 

task, two sub-tasks are used: 

(A) Identifying Task: Subjects were required to check the correct sentences with the 
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subjunctive meaning. 

     (4) If you work hard, you will succeed. 

        (ˇ) If I had much money, I would buy a new car. 

(B) Interpretation Task: Subjects were required to make judgment whether the sentences 

convey counterfactual meanings. 

(5) If he were not a movie star, he would be not be so rich and famous. 

(○) He is a movie star, so he is very rich and famous. 

(ㄨ) He was not a movie star so he was not rich and famous. 

Two sub-tasks are used to detect the production part of the construction. They are 

Blank-Filling Task and Sentence-Combining Task. And the examples of the tasks are given as 

follows. 

(A)Blank-Filling Task 

(6) If there _________ (be) no music, life would be very boring. 

If I won the lottery, I __________ (give) it to the poor. 

(B)Sentence-Combining Task 

(7) I am not your boss. I can not give you a promotion. 

→If I were your boss, I could give you a promotion. 

The result shows that the experimental group that receives input-based instruction does 

significantly better than the control group which receives traditional output-based instruction 
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in the comprehension task, suggesting the better effect of the input-based instruction for 

comprehension. For the production, the effect varies with the question types, but Wu (2003) 

adds that output-based instruction is necessary for accurate production. 

3.2 Summary 

  The studies reviewed in this chapter suffer from the same limitation. That is, they fail to 

study the kinds of counterfactual conditionals at the same time and fail to discover any 

transference from L1.Therefore; our research sets out to investigate whether the lack of overt 

counterfactual linguistic categories in Chinese causes problems for Chinese EFL learners at 

the senior high school level. And from the literature, we have noted that even though “errors” 

are of more pedagogic significance, and that they cannot be clearly distinguished from 

“mistakes.” Finally, in the last part of the literature, we have reviewed three related studies. 

Ziegeler’s (1995) research is conducted in Singapore and the sources of errors are clearly 

identified. Wang & Chang (1999) and Wu (2003) are done in Taiwan’s EFL contexts; therefore, 

the focus is on the teaching and learning of this particular grammatical construction.       
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