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Chapter 5 

ARTICLE INTERLANGUAGE IN VIETNAMESE 
STUDENTS OF ENGLISH AS A FOREIGN 
LANGUAGE 

Chapters 3 and 4 showed that the English article system is complex. Even 

linguists still disagree about the nature of definiteness – the main property 

that distinguishes the articles. The focus of this chapter is to find out what 

exactly the problems are that Vietnamese students have when using the 

English articles. Before identifying the problems, a brief presentation of L2 

acquisition studies is given to see what types of errors researchers have 

identified and what interpretations they have made concerning the source of 

errors in article-less language learners. Since no studies have been 

conducted with Vietnamese learners’ acquisition of English articles, a 

description of Vietnamese determiners will be presented to stress the 

fundamental difference between the two systems (i.e. English and 

Vietnamese) and the possibility of L1 transfer, which can be a source of 

errors made by Vietnamese learners of English as a foreign language (EFL).  

To know whether the whole article system or only specific parts of the 

English article system are problematic for Vietnamese learners, we will take 

an in-depth look at the article errors that students make. 

ACQUISITION OF THE ENGLISH ARTICLES BY L2 
LEARNERS  

The study in this chapter takes a half-way position relative to L2 acquisition 

and error analysis. In this brief literature review, we will go through studies 
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representing both trends. Because our focus is on what researchers have 

discovered concerning the type of errors article-less language learners from 

Asia make when using the English articles and what explanations they have 

made concerning the source of such errors, less attention will be given to the 

developmental sequence of the errors.  Our focus is to know both what 

intermediate learners, and in particular Vietnamese students, do correctly 

and what they do incorrectly so that appropriate measures can be taken, 

especially in designing lessons for teaching the articles.  

Let us first start with the cross-sectional studies that have focused on 

a specific group of L2 learners. Based on work by Calder (1972, 1973) 

dealing with Laotians, Durojaiye (1962 and 1963) dealing with Western 

Nigerians, Kerr (1962) dealing with Greeks, Koh Khong Chia (1973) 

dealing with Singaporean Chinese, Rossall (1972 and 1973) dealing with 

West Indians, and Wasananan (1972/3) dealing with Thais, (all quoted in 

McEldowney 1977), McEldowney (1977) notes a great similarity in article 

errors in the English of Europeans, Asians, South Americans and Arabs with 

vastly different language backgrounds and states that the same types of error 

persist in the English of school children, college students, university 

students, English teachers, scientists and others. These errors centralise 

around three main areas: 

a.  Omission of a/the/-s (e.g. Put book on table. He is in difficult 
position. He has three book. Idea is that I should get rich. He 
smiled for first time.) 

b.  Wrong insertion of a/the/-s (e.g. It was a very hard work. He 
lives in the Manchester. He gave me good advices. He bought 
a big oranges.) 

c.  Confusion of a/the/-s (e.g. This is a man I was telling you 
about (when referring to a specific occasion). The metres are 
the units of length (in a general context). Choose the cake from 
the plate (when the choice was meant to be free). 
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Although the types of errors identified by McEldowney can provide 

an idea of the problems that students have encountered in using the articles, 

the way of categorizing the errors (i.e. a surface strategy taxonomy) gives 

little information on the noun phrase environments where learners make 

errors nor how learners acquire the articles. In a similar line, Mizuno (1986) 

establishes that there are five types of errors that Japanese learners are likely 

to produce when using the English articles. They are (1) juxtaposition of 

articles and other determiners, (2) inversion of the order of articles and 

succeeding adjectives, (3) omission of articles (underextension), (4) use of 

articles instead of zero, and (5) substitution (i.e. a used instead of the and 

vice versa, the used instead of that and vice versa).  However, this picture is 

not much clearer than McEldowney’s because it does not give insight into 

the specific environment that students have problems with. For instance, do 

students have problems with the in indirect anaphoric reference (i.e. 

indicating indirect prior awareness) or does the problem of inaccurate use of 

a lie in the overgeneralization of the? 

In contrast with the above analyses, there are studies focusing on 

developmental sequences. The following are some of their features. First, 

although some studies compare the acquisition of English articles by first-

and second-language learners (Thomas, 1989), the subjects in these studies 

are also mostly second-language learners whose L1 either does (e.g. Greeks) 

or does not have articles (e.g. Japanese). Second, naturalistic data (Huebner, 

1983, 1985; Master, 1987; Thomas, 1989; Robertson, 2000) have been 

frequently relied on. Third, the criteria for identifying errors are different 

from those mentioned above and features that distinguish NP environments 

are focused on. Huebner’s (1983, 1985) semantic wheel (which itself was 

based on Bickerton, 1981) is a model which has been frequently used for 

classifying NP environments in English article acquisition studies. This 
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semantic wheel comprises two features distinguishing NP environments. 

They are specific reference [±SR] and hearer’s knowledge [±HR]. These 

two features, which are related to specificity and identifiability (i.e. a sense 

of definiteness discussed in Chapter 3), are combined to give rise to four 

basic NP contexts for the occurrences of the articles. (See Table 1.) 

Table 1. Environments for the occurrence of the, a, and zero (Thomas, 1989: 337) 

Features Environment Articles Example 
[-SR+HK] Generic nouns Zero  

The  
A 

Fruit flourishes in the valley 
The Grenomina is an excitable 
person 
A paper clip comes in handy 

[-SR-HK] Nonreferential nouns 
Attributive 
indefinites 
non-specific 
indefinites (etc.) 

Zero 
A 

Alice is an accountant 
I guess I should buy a new car 

[+SR-HK Referential indefinites 
First mention nouns 

A 
Zero 

Chris approached me carrying a 
dog 
(The dog jumped down…) 

[+SR+HK] Referential definites 
Previous mention 
Specified by 
entailment 
Specified by 
definition 
Unique in all 
contexts 
Unique in a given 
context 
(etc.) 

The (Chris approached me carrying a 
dog) The dog jumped down and 
s… 
I approached his front door and 
rang the bell 
The latest crisis; the top drawer 
The moon will be full tomorrow 
Among employees: the boss; 
among classmates: the midterm 
exam 

SR stands for specific reference and HK for hearer knowledge. 

  

As far as error types and the source of errors are concerned, some 

tendencies have been revealed.  First, researchers report overuse of the, 

notably at the lowest level of proficiency. In his longitudinal study with a 

Hmong native speaker, whose language does not have an article system, 

Heubner (1983, 1985), found that his learner initially overused the definite 

article before using it more accurately in identified NP environments. 
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Master (1987), in a quantitative study of spoken article usage by 20 non-

native speakers, seems to have similar evidence when he mentions that “the 

contest at the early stages of interlanguage appears to be between ∅ and 

the.” The overuse of the occurs when learners realize the inappropriate use 

of ∅ in certain instances.  The following is an example from his Japanese 

subject (Master, 1997: 218) 

Then the she applied the the radio company. Then the she had a very funny 
examination over there; uh the person com- coming to see her, then the uh, 
“Please wait here.” Then the never come back the the person asks her.  

One possible interpretation for the overuse of the suggested by Huebner and 

Master is the possibility of learners’ association of the with the specific 

referents or identified NPs [+HK] during the initial stage of acquisition. 

However, Thomas (1989) presents a different picture when she claims that 

her subjects appear to associate the with the feature [+SR] (first-mention 

contexts) rather than with the feature [+HK] (i.e. identifiable).  

Since it is difficult to decide whether the use of zero is the result of 

non-use or omission of the article (Master, 1987, quoted in Master, 1997), 

attention has been focused on the acquisition of a. Master reports that a 

emerges later and develops gradually. Parrish (1987) has the same idea 

when providing evidence that her single Japanese-speaking subject in a 

longitudinal study makes better progress with the definite article than with 

the indefinite.  

Some attempts have been made to understand the systematicity in 

the omission of English articles by article-less language learners. Robertson 

(2000) is probably the first one who has looked for systematicity in the 

omission of English articles by Chinese learners of English. Based on 

Hawkins’ taxonomy of definite and indefinite environments to describe his 

corpus, he has come up with three principles accounting for the problem. 
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The first one is what he calls ‘determiner drop.’ This occurs when an NP 

with definite or indefinite reference need not be overtly marked for 

[±definiteness] if it is included in the scope of the determiner of a preceding 

NP. Here is an example (p. 162).   

A:  Woan Chin, now I want you to write a line, horizontal line, 
using the red [pause] colour pen. A short horizontal line. 

A:  You can ei, you can either wait to draw it, er, first you draw the 
short red line (yeah), horizontal red line… 

A:  A straight line, straight, horizontal line.  

And if the information is recoverable from the context of discourse, an NP 

also need not be marked for [±definiteness]. This is the second principle, 

which is called ‘recoverability’. The example is as follows. 

A:  Center and top of the paper, er, you draw a triangle.  
B:  Triangle? 
A:  A big triangle. Us, using the blue pen. (p. 160) 

The third principle has to do with lexical transfer. This has to do with the 

fact that subjects use demonstratives, namely this, and the numeral one to 

perform the function of marking definiteness and indefiniteness through the 

equivalent words (zhèi ‘this’, nèi- ‘that’ and yi ‘one’) in Chinese.  

A:  Okay. Finish it? Then , er, under this blue square… 
B:  Under blue square? 
A:  Yeah, [pauses] have, er, have four cm (centimeters).  

Some other scholars have focused on investigating the primary 

causes of the article errors, not from researchers’ interpretations, but from 

the metalinguistic knowledge used by learners in acquiring the English 

article system. Goto Butler (2002) applied this method when selecting eighty 

Japanese college students with varying levels of English proficiency. They 

were asked to complete a cloze test, which was followed by a structured 

interview focusing on knowing the reasons for their article choices. Three 

hypotheses he has drawn from the study are as follows: context-insensitive 
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(with low proficiency learners), sensitivity to wrong contexts, and sensitivity 

to a range of relevant contexts (with higher proficiency learners). With 

regard to the third hypothesis, Goto Butler points out that higher proficiency 

learners are aware of the role of context when deciding to use the articles. 

However, their problem still lies in the difficulty of correctly detecting 

whether a reference was identifiably by the hearer (HK). Another cause of 

errors is the proper detection of countability, namely for indivisible entities. 

For example, Japanese students perceive environment as a mass noun, and 

many of them “did not recognize the possibility of drawing boundaries 

around certain conceptual items by introducing [the] notion of different 

kinds” (p. 471).  

Some researchers have focused on what is happening in the second 

language classroom. Pica (1985) is one of the few who has made this 

attempt. She selected a group of Spanish speakers and divided them into 

three groups: tutored, untutored and mixed. Her objective was to assess the 

progress of these three groups in three grammatical areas: a and the, verb + 

s, and verb + ing. She came to a conclusion that “for highly complex 

grammatical morphology such as the article a, instruction appeared to have 

little impact, as all three groups followed a similar developmental sequence, 

unaffected by their conditions of exposure to English L2” (p. 214). Reacting 

to this fact, Berry (1991) criticizes Pica because she provides no information 

about the instructional methods used. Berry argues that “if there was no 

effect, it might have been because of bad teaching” (p. 253).  

Overall, what is revealed from these studies is that the emerges early 

and a later.  Advanced students are aware of the role of context but do not 

draw the right conclusions. Overgeneralization is mostly found with the. No 

explanations have been given concerning the late emergence of a. Different 

explanations, however, have been projected concerning the 
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overgeneralization of the. With Huebner and Master, the problem lies in the 

feature [+HK], but with Thomas, it is the feature [+SR] that counts. 

Overproduction of zero is also a problem. Attempts have been made to look 

at the systematicity of the omission of the articles in some L1 (e.g. Chinese) 

of L2 learners (e.g. Robertson, 2000), but the issue for the most part is left 

unexplained. Some proposals have been made concerning the consideration 

of countability (Goto Butler, 2002) as an underlying feature distinguishing 

NP environments for describing the article errors. Warnings have also been 

raised that different kinds of tasks performed may produce different types of 

errors (Kharma, 1981, Tarone & Parrish, 1988). For instance, avoidance of 

errors may occur in production tasks (e.g. writing or structured interviews) 

and as such “information relating to the specific features that are the target 

of the study” may not be provided (Ellis, 1994: 671).  From this summary, it 

is worth noting that no studies have been performed to see how Vietnamese 

learners of EFL acquire English articles. Hence it is still unknown what 

kinds of errors they make and why they make the errors. Because L1 

transfer has been suggested by some of the studies described, we now turn 

our attention to the Vietnamese determiners to see how different they are 

from their English ‘partners.’  

THE DETERMINERS IN VIETNAMESE 

Before we start with a description of the Vietnamese determiners, we will 

briefly review the construction of the noun phrase in Vietnamese and the 

issue of noun categorization in languages. First, generally, a Vietnamese 

noun phrase has three parts: a pre-part, a central part , and a post-part. The 

pre-part consists of determiners and quantifiers. The central part consists of 

nouns, and the post-part of referential particles (i.e. one word) and modifiers 

(Nguyễn Tài Cẩn, 1975).  
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(1)  Ba        viên      phấn     này 
           [Pre] [Central] [Post] 
 three    piece   chalk    this 
 These three pieces of chalk 

In (1) the pre-part is ba (i.e. meaning three, an absolute quantifier), the post 

part is này (i.e. a referential particle equivalent to this). In the central part, 

there are two nouns: viên and   phấn. The structure of the central part is 

similar to a partitive phrase in English. This kind of partitive structure is 

quite abundant in Vietnamese noun phrase constructions. It is this central 

part that has raised a lot of debate among linguists, namely, which noun is 

head: viên (piece) or phấn (chalk)? 

The first view holds that the nucleus of the central part lies in the 

second noun (i.e. phan = chalk) rather than in the first noun, which is a 

classifier (i.e. vien = piece). The second view, by contrast, maintains that 

the nucleus should be the first noun, not the second noun. It is also worth 

noting that according to Cao Xuân Hạo (1999), who advocates the second 

view, the first noun is a count noun rather than a classifier, and the second 

noun is a non-count noun, which acts as a post modifier. (See Cao Xuân 

Hạo (1999) for his detailed argument.) These views are interesting, but we 

will not take a position because we merely want to focus on the similarities 

and differences between the Vietnamese and English systems to understand 

what is so difficult for Vietnamese learners. In this description, we will base 

ourselves on Cao Xuân Hạo’s view concerning the noun phrase 

construction. That is, if there are two elements in the central part of a noun 

phrase, the first noun is the head, being a count noun, which is modified by 

a non-count noun that follows as is seen in (1).  

Second, in order to understand the noun system in Vietnamese in 

relation to English, we need to deal with the categorization of mass and 

count nouns. Linguists have agreed that different languages have different 
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ways of categorizing a noun as count or mass. For example, in English 

furniture is non-count, but in French it is count (‘meubles’). Similarly, while 

cow in Vietnamese is a mass noun, it is a count-noun in English. We can 

mention in passing that different ways of categorizing nouns can influence 

the semantic correspondence between nouns across languages. Therefore, if 

‘cow’ is used as an example again, “cow” in English is equal to “con bo” in 

Vietnamese, whose structure consists of “count noun (‘con’=head) modified 

by a non-count noun (‘bo=cows’). The non-count noun ‘bo’ in Vietnamese 

is only semantically equivalent to the plural count noun ‘cows’ in English. 

This is in line with Langacker’s view that both a plural noun and a mass 

noun can be classified under the category of mass. (See Langacker, vol.2, 

1991.)  

With respect to Vietnamese determiners, linguists have been inclined 

to agree that Vietnamese has an article system which can partly be 

compared to that in English or French (Trần Trọng Kim 1941; Nguyễn Tài 

Cẩn 1975b; Đinh văn Đức 1986). According to Nguyễn Tài Cẩn (1975) and 

Đinh văn Đức (1986), Vietnamese has four determiners: những , các (plural 

markers), một (=a/one), null-form and zero article. However, some other 

linguists do not agree on categorizing những and các  as articles, but 

consider them numerals (Emeneau, 1951). Cao Xuân Hạo (1999) still 

considers một, zero, những, and các  quantifiers. Although the issue is 

controversial, in this section we will provide a sketch of the grammar of the 

article-like determiners with regard to the marking of definiteness and non-

definiteness based on Nguyễn Tài Cẩn (1975). In this description we will 

use the term determiner for what some linguists call articles (Nguyễn Tài 

Cẩn, 1975, 1975b; Đinh văn Đức, 1986) and for the word cái, which is quite 

controversial. This presentation will reveal some difficulties Vietnamese 
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learners may encounter when acquiring the English article system. Let us 

now start with the determiner một.   

Một 

 Một (‘a’), derived from the numeral một (‘one’), is an indefinite determiner 

in Vietnamese. It is used with count-nouns and non-count nouns when the 

latter are construed as count. Such a countability shift is found with some 

kinds of food nouns. The meaning manifested through a noun marked by 

một is indefinite. Let us consider the following examples.  

 
(2) a.  Một            ổ       bánh mì 
  A/one          loaf   bread 
  ‘A loaf of bread’ 
 b. *Một      thịt 
  *A/one   meat 
  ‘A piece of meat’ 
 c. Cho tôi   một   café      đá.  
  Give me  a       coffee   ice 
  ‘Can I have a (glass of) coffee with ice, please’?  

In (2a)  một (‘a’) is used with the count noun ổ (‘loaf’), but it cannot co-

occur with the non-count noun bánh mì (‘bread’) in (2b) except when it has 

a count noun meaning as in (2c). In the examples, một is quite similar to a in 

English in terms of non-definite and specific use.  

However, một+N  does not seem to be an equivalent of a+N in 

English with respect to predicate nominative constructions and generic use 

of a. Although it can be used with non-referential meaning, một+N seems to 

be less natural when it is used in predicate nominative constructions. In 

those cases, mass nouns are used instead.  

(3) a. Anh ấy  là                 kỹ su. 
 b. Anh ấy  là    *một    kỹ su. 
 ‘He          is     an    engineer.’ 
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Grammaticality is found in (3a) because kỹ sư (‘engineer’) is a mass noun in 

Vietnamese, which requires the zero article. However, there are cases in 

which a mass noun is construed as a count noun (Cao Xuân Hạo, 1999), but 

it is doubtful whether a count noun interpretation is applicable in this 

construction. One may argue that (3b) is acceptable, but this ‘forced’ 

acceptability may be due to some language teachers who tend to translate 

the corresponding English structure in question as ‘one engineer’ in 

Vietnamese. 

Second, một+N cannot be a corresponding translation for a+N in 

generic use. The sentence A lion is a mammal is rendered in Vietnamese by 

means of some modification such as Any typical representation of the lion is 

a mammal. The illustration is in (4). 

(4) Bất kỳ   con        su tử  nào   cũng  là    thuộc    loài     động vật có vú. 
 Any     animal lion          also  be  belong class  mammal 
 ‘A lion is a mammal.’ 

Hence,  một in Vietnamese is used with a count noun having either a 

specific or a non-specific sense. However, in constructions like the predicate 

nominative construction, một is not an equivalent for a because non-count 

nouns occur in this construction in Vietnamese. Thus the use of the 

indefinite article in a predicate nominative construction is expected to be a 

potential difficulty for Vietnamese learners. Also the indefinite article in a 

generic sense is expected to be difficult.  

Zero Article and Null article 

The null article is found before singular count nouns (also labeled  

classifiers by Emeneau, 1951) post modified by non-count nouns. The noun 

phrase marked by the null article is considered definite. This is semantically 

similar to the null article used with proper nouns and also with some 

singular count nouns in English, which we label pseudo-names in Chapter 4 
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(e.g. school; (by) bus). (However, if these pseudo-names in English are 

translated into Vietnamese, they are mass nouns used with a zero article 

rather than a count singular noun.) 

(5) a. [Null]  Nguời   ăn mày  chờ   đấy     từ       lâu 
  [Null]  Person  beggar   wait  there   since long 
  ‘The beggar has waited there for a long time’ 
 b. Tôi  gặp   một ông  già  trong công viên. Ông  già  trông rất    yếu. 
  I      meet a      man old  in      park           Man old  look  very  weak 
  ‘I met an old man in the park. The old man looked very weak.’ 

In (5a) the null article is used with the count noun nguoi an may (‘beggar’) 

because the context reveals which beggar we are talking about. In (5b), the 

article một is replaced by the null article when the count noun ong gia (‘old 

man’) is repeated in the second clause. In this case, null is similar to the 

anaphoric use of the in English.  

By contrast, the zero article is used with a non-count noun. It marks 

the noun phrase as indefinite or generic (Đinh văn Đức 1986). In (6) bò, a 

mass noun, may refer to ‘a cow,’ or ‘cows’. 

(6) Bò     ăn   lúa 
Cow  eat  rice 
’Cows are eating rice.’ 
 

However, Cao Xuân Hạo (1999) notes that mass nouns in Vietnamese are 

neutral to definiteness or non-definiteness. Hence, (6) can also be 

understood as ‘some cows,’ ‘our cow,’ ‘his family’s cow’ (p. 335). This 

may explain why the zero article is used rather than the null article even 

when mass nouns are referred to for the second time. Here is an example. 
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(7) a: Tôi mới vừa mua môt tấn   cát. 
  I     just         buy  one ton  sand. (‘I’ve just bought a ton of 

sand’) 
 b:  Anh  để       cát    ở  đâu? 
  You  leave sand   where (‘Where did you leave the sand’?) 

Cát (‘sand’) in (7b) refers to that in (7a). It is a mass noun, hence the zero 

article is used. In English, when referring to the same entity, the, a 

definiteness marker, should be used. In Vietnamese, either null or zero can 

be used, depending on the kind of noun used in the context. If it is a count 

noun, null is used; by contrast, zero is used with a mass noun. However, it 

seems from the context that cat (‘sand) in (7b) refers to một tấn cat (‘one 

ton of sand’). If so, then a special null (Nguyễn Tài Cẩn, 1975b) is used in 

(7b) rather than a zero because if we add a count noun tấn (‘ton’) before the 

second sand, the meaning is unchanged. Nguyễn Tài Cẩn (1975b) provides 

the following example to illustrate the case. 

 (8) [  ]Quả    lựu đạn trúng lưng  Lan. Lan  hất     nó xuống. [  ] Lựu đạn 
nổ. 

 [  ]Piece grenade hit      back Lan.  Lan thrust it down.   [  ] Grenade 
explode 

 ‘The grenade hit Lan’s back. Lan thrust it off. The grenade 
exploded.’ 

In (8), lựu đạn (‘grenade’) is repeated in the second clause with the 

omission of the count noun qua (‘piece’). It refers to qua luu đan (‘a 

grenade’) previously mentioned. Using a count-noun test by adding the 

count noun qua in the second clause, Nguyễn Tài Cẩn (1975) concludes that 

the meaning is unchanged. Hence, a special null is used in luu dan 

(‘grenades’).  

As mentioned, the two no-article forms in Vietnamese are null and 

zero. Null is used before a count noun with a definite sense. Zero is used 

with non-count nouns, which are neutral to being definite or non-definite. It 

is the latter that may present difficulty for students when acquiring the in 
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English. For most nouns in endophoric uses (i.e. situation uses such as the 

supermarket, the park) which take the in English will take zero in 

Vietnamese because the nouns used in these cases (i.e. endophoric uses) in 

Vietnamese are mostly non-count. Also, the special null as in (8) in cases of 

second mention can influence Vietnamese learners’ decision in using the or 

null when a noun is later referred to in English.  

Also, in cases of second mention, Vietnamese learners may use a 

zero article before an English noun (instead of using the) as a result of the 

influence of the special null as illustrated in (8). For in Vietnamese after a 

count noun is introduced, a non-count noun may be used for a second 

mention. In this case, a zero article (i.e. the special null, as labeled by 

Nguyen Tai Can) is used. We will now turn our attention to những and các 

(‘numerators’). 

Những / Các 

Những and các are literally plural markers. They are used with collective 

nouns (9) and count nouns (10) to mark plurality.  

Collective nouns: 
(9) a.  Các phố xá/ bạn bè/ bụi bờ (=’(the) streets/friends/bushes’) 
 b.  Những phố xá/ bạn bè/ bụi bờ (= (the) streets/friends/bushes’) 

Count nouns 
(10) a.  Các con trâu (ấy) (=’Those buffaloes’) 
 b. Những con trâu (ấy) (=’Those buffaloes’) 

However, their meanings are different from each other as seen in the 

following description.  

Các, is rooted from the word ‘kak’ in the Han language in China; 

still, it has a more limited scope of use than kak, which can be used as a 

pronoun or a quantifier in Chinese. In Vietnamese, các is considered to be 

semantically more definite than những in the sense that the noun phrase 
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marked by các will refer to the whole set of entities without any exclusion. 

No comparison between a set and other sets is implied in the noun phrase 

used with các. Những, by contrast, is less ‘definite’ in that it marks the 

referent of a noun phrase as contrasting from the rest of a set to which it 

belongs (Cao Xuân Hạo 1999; Đinh van Đuc 1986). (See Nguyen Tài Can 

1975b for a complete account.) 

If những and các are compared with the articles in English, we see 

that in Vietnamese a conceptual distinction is made that is not made in 

English.  Các refers to the notion of maximality, which is found in nouns 

construed as a reference mass (11) and the + plural noun construction (12) 

in English. 

(11) Các   cái     chìa khóa  ở dâu? 
 -s       piece  key           at where? 
 ‘Where are       the keys?’ 
(12) Thưa             các                         ông            và   các                        

bà 
greeting-form  definite plural-marker  gentlemen     and  def. plural-marker 
ladies 

 ‘Ladies and gentlemen’ 

Những+NP by contrast, is to mark a boundary between a subset and 

another within a set. Hence it can be compared with cataphoric use of the 

(13a) and there+be+(some) NP construction (13b) in English. 

(13) a. Những             người sống sót (từ những đợt sóng thần ở 
Châu á) 

  -s                     man    surviving 
  ‘The     survivors  (of tsunamis in Asia)’ 

 b. Có       những người sống sót   kể   rằng 
  There   -s        man  surviving  tell  that   
  ‘There are (some) survivors telling that…’ 

This distinction may leave some impact on Vietnamese students’ 

process of acquiring the English article system. Difficulty arises when 

students have to decide in English between maximality of a reference mass 
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and maximality of the of an instance and between the singling out of an 

instance for mutual mental contact and the limited scope of quantity of an 

instance.  

Cái 

Cái is the most controversial word in Vietnamese. Some authors classify it 

as either an article (Trần Trọng Kim, 1941) or a pre-demonstrative operator 

(Đinh van Đuc, 1986). Some others consider it to be a meta-noun acting as a 

count one (Cao Xuân Hạo 1999: 285-286). Notably, Nguyen Tài Can (1975: 

227-229) argues that cái has two different senses: specific-marker cái and 

classifier cái, which is a count noun. (The latter is analogous to Hao’s 

categorization.) In this description, we will focus on cái  as a specific-

marker.  

The main function of cái  is to emphasize (Nguyen Tài Can 1975) 

and to mark the NP as definite or referential (Lê văn Lý 1948, cited in 

Nguyen Tài Can 1975: 248). It is often used before either a count or a mass 

noun modified by (1) a post-demonstrative particle, (2) a phrase, or (3) a 

clause in the following examples (Cao Xuân Hạo, 1999): 

(14) a. Cái                       con      gà           ấy 
Specific-marker  animal chicken   that 
That/The chicken 

 b. Cái                        thịt    ấy 
Specific-marker   meat that 
That/The meat 

 c. Cái                      nước  mắt của   loài    ngừơi 
Specific-marker water  eye  of     kind  human 
The tears of human kind 

 d. Cái                       tấm   (mà)   nàng  vừa  dệt        xong 
Specific-marker  sheet (that)  she     just  weave  finish 
‘The sheet (of fabric) she has just finished weaving’ 

 e. Cái   con    (mà)   nó vừa   làm thịt 
The  head  (that)  he just    slaughter 
‘The animal he has just slaughtered’ 
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The examples in this set show that the specific-marker  cái is used with a 

noun modified by a post-demonstrative particle ấy (‘that’) as in (14a-b). In 

(14a) con gà is a count noun, whereas thit in (14b) is a mass one. It is used 

with a mass noun post-modified by an of-phrase denoting possession in 

(14c), and with count nouns post-modified by relative clauses in (8d-e). Cái, 

when used together with the post-elements mentioned in (8), makes the 

nouns more emphatic and specific. However, if the context makes clear 

what entity is referred to, cái can be used with a noun phrase having no 

post-modifying elements as in (15). 

(15) Cái                      cuốn    sách    in        thật        đẹp. 
Specific-marker piece    book   print    quite     beautiful 
‘The book has a good quality in print.’ 

Although cái is not considered an article in Vietnamese because it 

can be preceded by the determiners những and các, mentioned earlier, it can 

be compared to the definite article in English because the uses of specific-

marker cái is rather similar to the use of the in anaphoric use and emphatic 

the in English. Since the specific marker cái is placed before the null article 

or zero article, its occurrence will make the noun phrase used with these 

articles more specific. So Vietnamese students should have few problems 

with direct cataphoric the, but may have difficulty when they try to link the 

cái notion to English nouns  with the as the park or the theatre construed as 

referring to a type (i.e. institutional use) rather than an instance.  

Demonstratives 

In Vietnamese, demonstratives can fall into two groups: proximal (e.g. nay, 

này), and distal (nẫy, đó, ấy). These demonstrative determiners, which do 

not mark number, occur after the noun. Hence they are also called post-

demonstratives or post-demonstrative particles. To mark number, they have 

to be incorporated with những and các (i.e. plural markers) mentioned 
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above. Besides marking the NP as definite, their function is to express the 

notion of spatial and temporal deixis. That is why there are more 

demonstrative determiners in Vietnamese than  in English. Among these 

demonstratives, đó and ấy are commonly used with the zero article, the null 

article, and the plural determiners những and các, and specific-marker cái to 

mark an NP as definite as a result of previous mention or discourse contexts.  

(16) a. Tôi đã  mua ba    lít    sữa  hôm qua,  nhưng sữa  đό   chua 
rồi. 

  I     -ed  buy  three liter milk yesterday,  but       milk that  sour  
already.  

  ‘I bought three liters of milk yesterday, but the milk turned 
sour.’ 

 b. Tôi có    bảy     con      mèo.  Mấy                con      mèo  đó    lười 
lắm. 

  I      have seven animal  cat   Plural marker animal cat    that   lazy          
very 

  ‘I have seven cats. The cats are very lazy.’ 

Some main points concerning the Vietnamese determiners can be 

summarized as follows. First, seen from the perspective of cognitive 

grammar, mass nouns in Vietnamese can be construed as the elements of the 

abstract domain of type (i.e. the type/instance distinction). The meanings 

these mass nouns convey is a type meaning (or categorial meaning as 

described in Chapter 4 by Quirk et al., 1985). The mass nouns are actualized 

(i.e. in the domain of instantiation) when they are accompanied by count 

nouns with the occurrence of the articles: null + count noun (i.e. singular 

sense = ‘the+N’); những/các+noun (i.e. plural sense=’the+ plural N; zero+ 

plural N); một+ count noun (i.e. singular sense = ‘a+N’). In this domain of 

instantiation, two kinds of oppositions can be seen from these determiners. 

The first distinction is concerned with number. In this case, một and null are 

considered to be singular articles because they are used with count nouns to 

convey singularity. Những and các, by contrast, are plural articles because 

they are used with either collective nouns or count nouns for a plural sense.  
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The second distinction is concerned with the notion of ‘definiteness’. With 

respect to definiteness and specificity, the null article is used with singular 

count nouns. The plural marker các is considered to be more definite than 

những in the sense mentioned above (i.e maximality of the and maximality 

of reference mass). Những is less definite in the sense of limiting or 

distinguishing a subset from another within a set explicitly or implicitly 

implied in a context. Một (=‘a’) is at the other end of the scale. It is used 

with singular count nouns to mark non-definiteness and either specificity or 

non-specificity as in Pass me a book (‘Chuyen cho tôi một quyen sách’) or I 

bought a book. (‘Tôi mua một  quyen sách’).  

Table 2 below summarizes the main points concerning the 

Vietnamese determiners presented. It is based on Nguyen Tài Can’s 

classification (1975b), but some adjustments have been made on the basis of 

insights from Cao Xuân Hạo (1999) and Langacker (1991). Articles in 

Vietnamese are used mostly on the basis of the forms of nouns. With non-

count nouns, zero article is used. With count-nouns there are two 

possibilities. If a count noun is singular, một (i.e. indefinite article= ‘a’) or 

null (i.e. definite article = ‘the’) will be used. Plural count nouns are marked 

with những (i.e. ‘less’ indefinite and for limited size) and các (i.e. ‘more’ 

definite and for maximal size).  

Table 2. Summary of the Vietnamese determiners 

Instance  
Indefinite/Limited size Definite/Maximal size 

Type 

Singular Môt cái    bánh 
A     piece cake 
(‘A cake) 

NULL  cái    bánh 
‘NULL  piece cake’ 
(‘The cake’) 

Count 

Plural Những cái     bánh 
-s         piece  cake 
(‘The cakes/Cakes 

Các  cái      bánh 
-s      piece cake 
(‘The cakes/Cakes’) 

 

Non-
count 

Mass   ZERO bánh 
ZERO cake 
(‘Cake’) 
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Summarising differences between V+E determines a tentative 

generalization of the similarities and differences between the English 

articles and the Vietnamese articles can be made at this point. First, 

concerning the use of một, it can be seen that một is similar to a in non-

unique uses in either specific or non-specific cases. However, regarding 

arbitrary instance uses, especially in predicate nominative construction, it is 

unlikely that một is an equivalent of a; rather the Vietnamese zero article. 

For the noun used in this case is a mass noun construed with a type meaning 

(17a).  

(17)  a. Anh ấy là  (zero)  giáo viên. 
  He        be  (zero) teacher 
  ‘He is a teacher’. 
 b.  Anh ấy là  *một giáo viên  
  He        be  *one teacher 
  ‘*He is one teacher’. 

It is also worth noting that một has to do with number; as a result, 

when the number is not the focus, a count noun will be replaced by a mass 

noun. For example, when asked about what we are buying in a book shop, 

we can answer vaguely that we are buying books (18) instead of buying a 

book. In Vietnamese, the noun book construed as a mass noun will be used 

as in 

(18)   Tôi  mua sách. 
   I      buy  book 
  ‘I am buying books / a book.’  

In English, a book or books should be used rather than book. This is a 

potential error found in low proficiency Vietnamese learners of EFL.   

Second, with respect to the definite article the used in anaphoric 

cases, clearly the Vietnamese null is a counterpart. However, for other uses 

of the (e.g. situational uses), Vietnamese null is not the equivalent, but 

rather Vietnamese zero. The following is an example. 
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(19) Con cho mèo ăn   chưa? (in a domestic context) 
 You give cat  eat  yet? 
 ‘Have you fed the cat’? 

In (19) mèo (‘cat’) is a mass noun, as such the zero article is used. By 

contrast, in English, since the sentence is uttered in a domestic context (i.e. 

immediate situation), the speech-act participants should be aware of which 

cat is mentioned. That is the reason why the cat is used in English. From 

this example, ungrammaticality can easily be assumed as found in ‘*Have 

you fed cat?’ where no article is used with the noun cat as a result of L1 

transfer (i.e. Vietnamese). Also, Vietnamese students may make errors on 

the basis of their overgeneralization of the use of the. The ungrammaticality 

of *the society or *the nature can reflect the inference that society and 

nature are as unique as the weather or the world.  

The third generalization is concerned with the difference between 

the two systems with respect to countability and number of nouns. First with 

regard to countability, in Vietnamese, the number of mass nouns accounts 

for the greater majority of the nouns used. For example, the word book is a 

mass noun in Vietnamese, but in English, it is a count noun. It is worth 

noting that such differences are not limited to English and Vietnamese, but 

can also be found between French and English. Recall for instance that 

furniture is a non-count in English, but a count noun in French (e.g. 

meubles). Or éclair is a count noun in French but in English lightning is 

non-count. The second aspect of difference is found in number. In 

Vietnamese, no morphological change occurs when a singular count noun is 

changed into a plural noun, while this is a feature in the English language. 

What marks the number difference in Vietnamese is the use of numeral 

markers, especially in the case of the articles described. Những and các are 

the plural markers in Vietnamese, but at the same time they are concerned 

with definiteness.  
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Summarizing, we can say that there is some degree of overlap 

between the two systems, in that both may mark definiteness and both have 

count and non-count nouns. However, the Vietnamese null article is used for 

definiteness when English uses the. Vietnamese has an equivalent for 

English a, but it is not used in a predicate nominative construction, nor with 

a generic sense. Both English and Vietnamese have count and non-count 

nouns, but English must mark for plural whereas Vietnamese does not. 

Also, in Vietnamese there are many more mass nouns. Hence it can be 

expected that there is some systematicity to the errors made by Vietnamese 

learners, but that problems may occur with all articles in English.  

AN ERROR ANALYSIS 

Based on the survey of L2 acquisition studies and the analysis of 

Vietnamese determiners given above, an error analysis is conducted to 

ascertain the types of article errors that Vietnamese students make and to 

investigate the causes of these errors. 

METHOD 

Subjects 

157 students in their first-year of the undergraduate program from two 

universities were selected: Cantho University and the University of An 

giang. Both groups are enrolled in a Bachelor program of English as a 

foreign language. The students are at the intermediate level when admitted 

into the program at two universities. The objective of the experiment is to 

see what kinds of errors the Vietnamese students make in using English 
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articles after they have been exposed to English for about  7 years in high 

school.  

Instrument 

A fill in the blank test instead of a free writing test was administered to the 

students. The rationale was that a more controlled test would make 

comparisons across subjects possible.  

The test, having 5 parts, is a combination of gap-filling, multiple 

choice, and cue-based production. (See Appendix 4.) Except for the first and 

the last parts, which have discrete items, the parts have integrative items, 

which are part of stories related to Vietnamese culture and world 

knowledge. The actual number of items for evaluation is 89 out of an initial 

number of 100 items. The discarded items were found to have either 

mechanical errors (i.e. typing errors) or two possible answers. The two-

option items are those that can be used with either an article like the or a and 

the or zero. Such a case was mostly found with nominals that can be 

interpreted as either referential or non-referential.  For example, the NP 

relationship as in one item like ‘Sharing a quid of betel nut with an old 

friend is like expressing gratitude for __ relationship’ can take either a or 

the depending on how an old friend before is interpreted.  

The time allotted for the test was 60 minutes.  

Analysis 

The responses were graded as either right or wrong. The basis for the 

identification of errors is based on our taxonomy, which incorporates 

insights from Hawkins (1978), Quirk (1985), and Langacker (1991). We do 

not use Huebner’s semantic wheel because of the problems concerning 

referentiality and genericity discussed in Chapter 3. One advantage of our 
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taxonomy is the incorporation of names and null cases (i.e. fixed 

expressions) into the scheme (i.e. definite category) instead of leaving them 

out as in many other studies. Also, our taxonomy easily identifies generic 

errors because they are specific sub-categories of  definiteness and non-

definiteness. In other words, our taxonomy can make a finer-grained 

analysis of the environments in which article errors occur.  

Before going on, some explanations are necessary at this point 

concerning zero vs. null and a. First, the article a and its allomorph an are 

taken as one since our focus is on whether students can detect the semantic 

difference between definiteness and non-definiteness rather than whether 

they can spell the form correctly.  Hence if students use a with the noun 

inkpot for instance, this case will be considered correct. Second, while most 

researchers do not distinguish between zero and null, we will because we 

want to be able to distinguish errors made with singular count nouns, plural 

nouns and mass nouns. As mentioned in Chapter 4, the zero article is used 

with mass and plural nouns (e.g. water; students) and the null article is used 

with a singular count nouns (e.g. (by) bus). Therefore, if students omit the 

indefinite article in the a-environment (i.e. environments in which the article 

a is used), then we know that they have problems distinguishing a singular 

noun from a mass noun, for a singular noun will take a rather than being left 

with a no-article form.  

Table 3 will be used as our reference point for all the analyses that are 

to follow. The table lists six general environments, which are further 

subdivided into 16 contexts. These major environments, labeled A to F, are 

subsumed under two main categories: definite  (A-C) and non-definite (D-F) 

and there are four articles considered: the, a, zero and null.   
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Table 3: Environments for the occurrence of the articles 
Code Environments Article 

form 
Examples 

Definite contexts 
A Names   
 1. Proper names Null Smith; London; Christmas 
 2. Pseudo-names Null (by) bus; sunrise; winter; lunch; 

tennis; (be) captain of the team 
 3. Pseudo-names (The-name) The the Bible, the Titanic; the Huong 

river; the Times 
 4. Names of Groups The the Bahamas; the public/old; the 

Finns 
B Unique types   
 1. Type hierarchy member The the lion; the environment; the 

altar 
 2. Global / Local role The the world; the Pope; the 

President; the supermarket 
C Uniquely identified instances   
 Endophoric contexts   
 1. Direct prior awareness The (I bought a book.) The book… 
 2. Indirect prior awareness The (I bought a book.) The cover… 
 Exophoric contexts   
 3. Context-based awareness The The water in this glass; the last 

member; the mouth;  
Non-definite contexts 
D Actual instances   
 1. Actual instance: singular A I bought a book. 
 2. Actual instance: mass Zero; /sm/ I have bought (some) juice.  
 3. Actual instance: plural Zero; /sm/ I have been writing (some) letters. 
E Arbitrary instances (predicate constructions; generic ‘a’; opaque contexts) 
 1. Singular A He is a teacher. A lion is a 

mammal. Hillie wants to marry a 
Finn.  

 2. Mass and plural Zero Lions are mammals.  
F Maximal set   
 1. Mass Zero Necessity is the mother of invention. 
 2. Plural Zero Lions are mammals.  
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The error analysis is performed in two general stages. The first stage 

is concerned with an overview of the types of errors that are made by the 

157 subjects. The second stage involves a more in-depth analysis of a sub-

group of subjects to uncover what choices students actually make and 

identify the cause of the error.  

In the first stage, we will look ever more depth at the errors made. 

First we will just look to see which article--the, a, zero or null--causes the 

most errors. We also want to see if the pattern of errors is the same for all 

students. Then we will compare the major environments (A-F in Table 3) 

and finally we will look within each environment (e.g. A1, versus A2, 3 and 

4). To make the reading manageable with the great amount of detail, we will 

deal in each subsection with the hypothesis, results and discussion.  

HYPOTHESES, RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Error Types 

Hypothesis 1: We expect the number of errors in the following order: the > 
zero > null > a. 

In accordance with the findings from previous studies, we expect 

more errors with the than zero, more with zero than null, and more with null 

than a. The inaccurate use of the and zero has to do with definiteness and 

countability. Since the is used with all kinds of nouns (i.e. singular, count 

and non-count) in English, the problem is that students may not be able to 

determine whether a nominal refers to an instance as uniquely identified or 

to a type as a unique instance. Also zero is very problematic because in 

English it is used with mass and plural nouns, and difficulty arises not only 

in the ability to detect countability but also non-definiteness (i.e. zero + 

noun refers to an entity that is not uniquely identified). The reason for the 

more appropriate use of null and a is expected because both in English (for  
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Table 4a: Error means among the article forms in descending order  (n=157) 
 
Environment Code Articles Mean Std.  

Deviation 
A3-4; B1; C1-3 The .4741 .12138 
D2-3; F1-2 Zero .4350 .11563 
D1; E1 A .3839 .14075 
A1-2 Null .2274 .13162 
 

Table 4b: Paired Samples Test of the errors among the article forms (df=156)(1-tailed) 

  Paired Mean 
Differences 

Std. Deviation Std. Error 
Mean 

t Sig.  

THE- A .0901 .16681 .01331 6.770 .000 
THE- ZERO .0390 .16223 .01295 3.014 .001 

NULL – 
THE 

-.2467 .18621 .01486 -
16.597 

.000 

A- ZERO -.0511 .17362 .01386 -3.688 .000 
NULL – 

ZERO 
-.2076 .15553 .01241 -

16.728 
.000 

A- ZERO -.0511 .17362 .01386 -3.688 .000 
 

proper nouns and some pseudo names) and Vietnamese definite meanings 

may be conveyed in Vietnamese by null. Also the non-definite article a 

should be somewhat less problematic because Vietnamese also marks for 

non-definiteness (but not in predicate nominatives).   

The results in Table 4a support Hypothesis 1. Students have more 

problems in using the and zero than in a and null. Table 4b indicates that the 

numbers of errors are significantly different from one another (p< .05, one-

tailed; df: 156).   

Hypothesis 2: The students, who have the same L1 and similar backgrounds 
in learning English as an L2, having been exposed to similar textbooks and 
explanations, should show a similar pattern in their errors.  

The correlations between null and zero and between the and a are 

significant (table 5), but they explain less than 5% of the variation. We may 

conclude that hypothesis 2 is only partially supported. A tentative 
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conclusion we can draw from this is that students make different kinds of 

errors.  

Table 5. Pearson Correlations among the articles  (n=157; 1-tailed) 

   THEARTI ZEROARTI 
NULL Pearson Correlation -.082 .214 
  Sig.  .154 .004 
THE Pearson Correlation 1 .064 
  Sig.  . .214 
A Pearson Correlation .197 .093 
  Sig.  .007 .123 

Hypothesis 3: Students make more errors in cases where a choice needs to 
be made based on context. 

Some cases are quite clear-cut. For example, most proper names will 

take null, and some will take the. Once the student is aware it is a proper 

name, s/he knows to use the null articles in most cases. Also arbitrary 

instances are somewhat straightforward. If the noun is singular it takes a; 

otherwise zero or null. On the other hand, a unique type (definite article 

used in a generic sense) is very difficult for the Vietnamese learner. In a 

sentence such as  “___ lion is becoming extinct”, s/he may doubt between 

null, the and a, all three of which can be used for generic senses, but not in 

the same type of context (See Chapter 3 for more detail). For the same 

reasons, maximal sets are difficult, because they are also used in a generic-

like sense and could in the students’ mind possibly have the.  

The results in Table 6a support the hypothesis that contexts with 

potential choices for students are the most difficult. Relatively more errors 

are found in the contexts of unique types, maximal instances, and actual 

instances. 
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Table 6a. Error means in four environments (n=157) 

Code   Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 
B UNIQUE TYPE  .00 1.00 .4570 .27177 
F MAXIMUM SET .17 .82 .4423 .12471 
D ACTUAL INSTANCE .11 .81 .4153 .14614 
C UNIQUE INSTANCE .07 .74 .4147 .13903 
A NAMES .13 .69 .3995 .11086 
E ARBITRARY INSTANCE .00 .85 .3778 .16580 

Table 6b. Paired mean differences of the NP environments (df=156) 

 Paired Mean 
Differences 

Std. Deviation Std. Error 
Mean 

t Sig (1-tailed)  

Names– 
Unique 
Instance 

-.0152 .16667 .01330 -1.140 .128 

Names – 
Arbitrary 
instance 

.0218 .17175 .01371 1.588 .057 

Unique type 
– Unique 
instance 

.0423 .28322 .02260 1.872 .031 

Unique type 
– Arbitrary 
instance 

.0793 .31696 .02530 3.133 .001 

Actual 
instance - 
Unique 
instance  

-.0006 .18380 .01467 -.038 .485 

Actual 
instance – 
Arbitrary 
instance 

.0375 .18466 .01474 2.544 .006 

Maximal set 
– Unique 
instance 

-.0276 .18795 .01500 -1.839 .034 

Maximal set 
– Arbitrary 
instance 

.0645 .23470 .01873 3.445 .000 

 

Table 6b shows that some of these differences are significant. The mean 

differences (1-tailed) between unique types versus unique instances and 

arbitrary instances are significant. Also the mean differences between 

maximal set versus unique instance and arbitrary instance are significant. 
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Finally, the mean difference between actual instance and arbitrary instance 

is significant. .  

The results in Table 6c reveal that there are also significant 

differences (2-tailed) in two pairs: name vs. unique type and name vs. 

maximal set, and between maximal set vs. actual instance there is a 

tendency. 

Table 6c. Paired Samples Test of the environments having potential choices (df=156) (2-
tailed) 
 
  Paired Mean 

Differences 
Std. 

Deviation 
Std 

Error 
. Mean 

t Sig.  

Name – Unique type -.0575 .27654 .02207 -
2.604 

.010 

Name – Actual instance -.0157 .15860 .01266 -
1.242 

.216 

Name- Maximal set -.0427 .17274 .01379 -
3.101 

.002 

Unique type- Actual 
instance 

.0418 .30500 .02434 1.715 .088 

Unique type – Maximal set .0147 .30167 .02408 .612 .542 
Maximal set – Actual 
instance 

.0270 .18531 .01479 1.827 .070 

 
 

We may conclude that for Vietnamese learners unique types and 

maximum sets, both of which have a generic or general sense are the most 

difficult. The least difficult are names and arbitrary instances.  

We have just seen that some sub-categories present more problems 

than others, either because they are less prototypical and less frequently 

encountered or because the noun in question is used in a less common sense 

than usual.  
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Hypothesis 3a: Students have fewer problems with regular null proper names 
than with the names (the Titanic) or nouns such as bus that usually occur as 
count nouns, but in some cases as pseudo-names.   

Tables 7a and b show that students indeed have significantly more 

trouble with the-names than null-names.  

Table 7a Paired Samples Statistics of the-name and null-name contexts (n=157) 
  Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 
The-name .5717 .21752 .01736 
Null .2274 .13162 .01050 

Table 7b. Paired mean differences in Name Environments (df=156) 
 t Sig. (1-tailed) 
The-name – Null 15.239 .000 

 

Hypothesis 3b: The hypothesis is that exophoric use (which involves context-
based instances) is more difficult for the students than endophoric use (which 
consists of direct and indirect awareness) because exophoric use is not 
always overt in discourse.  

The results in Tables 8a and b do not support the hypothesis that there 

are significantly more errors made in exophoric contexts than in endophoric 

contexts.  

Table 8a Paired Samples Statistics in Unique instance contexts (n=157) 
  Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 
Endophoric use  .4646 .18409 .01469 
Exophoric use .3149 .14984 .01196 

Table 8b. Paired Samples Test in Unique instance contexts 
  t df Sig. (2-tailed) 
ENDOPHORIC USE – EXOPHORIC USE 8.526 156 .000 
 

Because endophoric contexts consist again of two sub-contexts, direct 

and indirect awareness, we looked further. We expected students to have 

more difficulty in recognizing indirect prior awareness than direct prior 
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awareness and the results provided in Tables 9a and b confirm this 

hypothesis.  

Table 9a.  Paired Samples Statistics in Endophoric environments (n = 157)  
 Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error 

Mean 
Direct awareness .3304 .22866 .01825 
Indirect awareness .5987 .27668 .02208 

Table 9b. Paired Samples Test in Endophoric environments  
  t df Sig. (1-tailed) 
Direct awareness – Indirect 
awareness 

-9.621 156 .000 

We saw earlier that both actual instances and maximal sets caused the 

Vietnamese learner a lot of problems. Singular nouns take a, which we have 

already considered in Table 4a above and we do not need to deal with it 

again, but the question arises is whether  students have more trouble with 

mass nouns than with plural nouns. Because the zero article is found in both 

maximal sets (F1-2) and actual instance contexts (D2 and 3), we cannot 

determine the problem by looking within each category. Therefore, we have 

recombined these two environments to form two new categories: mass (D2 

and F1) and plural (D3 and F2). 

Hypothesis 4: The hypothesis is that students have more problems with plural 
forms because they do not exist in Vietnamese. Mass nouns on the other hand 
are very common in Vietnamese and also take a zero article.  

The evidence in Tables 10a and b shows the opposite. Students have 

significantly more problems with mass nouns than with plural nouns.  
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Table 10a. Paired Samples Statistics in Maximal set contexts (n=157) 
  Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error 

Mean 
MASS .5934 .15714 .01254 
PLURAL .2767 .16290 .01300 

Table 10b. Paired Samples Test in Maximal set and Actual instance contexts (df=156) 
  T Sig. (1-tailed) 
MASS – PLURAL 17.934 .000 

Summary of Results 

We have focused on what articles and what NP environments present 

difficulty for students. As far as articles are concerned, students have most 

problems in using the and zero.  With regard to the NP environments, more 

errors are found in unique type and maximal set environments. As far as the is 

concerned, students make most errors in exceptional cases (the names) or in 

cases that are covert (indirect prior awareness) rather than overt (direct prior 

awareness). As far as zero is concerned, students also have more problems 

with mass nouns than plural nouns used both in actual instances and maximal 

set.  In the next section we will look at what students filled in when they made 

an error in order to try to discover the causes for their errors. 
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Table 11. Frequency of the articles used by 20 subjects, by environment 
Forms produced by the subjects Code NP 

Environment
s 

Target  
Article Total The A Zero Null Others 

A Names        
 1. Proper 

names 
Null 120 17 0 0 103 0 

 2. Pseudo-
names 

Null 140 28 9 0 103 0 

 3. Pseudo-
names 

The 40 11 0 0 29 0 

 4. Groups The 40 19 0 21 0 0 
B Unique type    
 1. Type 

hierarchy 
member 

The 80 50 1 0 29 0 

C Uniquely-idenifed instance 
 1. Direct prior 

awareness 
The  160 123 21 9 7 0 

 2. Indirect prior 
awareness 

The 60 32 15 7 1 5 

 3. Content-
based 
awareness 

The 180 120 40 14 6 0 

D Actual instance    
 1. Singular 

nouns 
A 240 37 150 19 34 0 

 2. Mass nouns Zero 
Some 

60 0 10 44 0 6 

 3. Plural nouns Zero  
Some 

60 1 0 54 2 3 

E Arbitrary 
instance 

       

 1. Singular 
nouns 

A 260 57 182 0 21 0 

F Maximal set    
 1. Mass nouns Zero 180 55 41 84 0 0 
 2. Plural Zero 160 52 0 93 0 15 
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Table 12. Percentage of the article occurrence frequency 

Forms produced by the subjects Code NP 
environmen
ts 

Target 
article Total The A Zero Null Others 

A Names        
 1. Proper 

names 
Null 120 14.20 00.00 00.00 85.80 00.00 

 2. Pseudo-
names 

Null 140 20.00 06.40 00.00 73.60 00.00 

 3. Pseudo-
names 

The 40 27.50 00.00 00.00 72.50 00.00 

 4. Groups The 40 47.50 00.00 52.50 00.00 00.00 
B Unique type        
 1. Type 

hierarchy 
member 

The 80 62.50 01.25 00.00 36.25 00.00 

 2. 
Global/Loc
al role 

The 0 00.00 00.00 00.00 00.00 00.00 

C Uniquely-identified instance 
 1. Direct prior 

awareness 
The 160 76.87 13.12 05.62 04.37 00.00 

 2. Indirect 
prior 
awareness 

The 60 53.33 25.00 11.66 01.66 08.33 

 3. Content-
based 
awareness 

The 180 66.66 22.22 07.77 03.33 00.00 

D Actual nstance        
 1. Actual 

instances: 
singular 

A 240 15.41 62.50 07.91 14.16 00.00 

 2. Actual 
instances: 
mass 

Zero 
Some 

60 00.00 16.66 73.33 00.00 10.00 

 3. Actual 
instances: 
plural 

Zero 
Some 

60 01.66 00.00 90.00 03.33 05.00 

E Arbitrary instance  
 1. An arbitrary 

instance 
A 260 21.92 70.00 00.00 08.07 00.00 

F Maximal set        
 1. Maximal 

set: mass  
Zero 180 30.55 22.77 46.66 00.00 00.00 

 2. Maximal 
set: plural 

Zero 160 32.50 00.00 58.12 00.00 09.37 
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Causes of Errors 

For this part of the analysis, we arbitrarily selected 20 subjects from Cantho 

University (i.e. from the original 157 subjects). Table 11 lists the absolute 

frequencies of the articles used in each context by these subjects. Besides the 

four article forms (the, a, some, zero and null), some students also provided 

forms such as some, every, many, or this, etc. This explains why we included 

one column labelled as other. Table 12 presents the percentage of the 

occurrences of the articles based on the total number of all articles provided 

by the subjects in each environment.  

Below we will discuss each environment separately and try to distil 

some general principles in the error causes and mention some ideas that 

need to be addressed in lessons on article use. 

Names 

On the whole, students have few problems with proper names. In some 

cases they use the, apparently confusing a proper name with a the name. 

Students have more problems with pseudo-names, probably because they 

are nouns used in an uncommon sense (e.g. I went by bus versus I took the 

bus). The choices students make are logical under the circumstances. They 

either use the (indicating definiteness) or a (arbitrary instance).  

The problem seems to be that they just do not recognize the special 

status of a noun used as a pseudo-name. For the pseudo-names, students 

more often use null than the, probably because the students recognize that 

pseudo names are names, but are not aware of the fact which names in 

particular take the (e.g. names of rivers and so on). Plural names take the, 

but students more often fill in zero and are apparently over-generalizing the 

null article for proper names. To conclude, Vietnamese students seem to 
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take the null article as the default for names and have difficulty in 

recognizing the exceptions. To alleviate the confusion, a separate lesson on 

names, which pays attention to some general differences between null-

names and the- names, might be helpful.    

Unique types 

In cases where students should fill in the for a noun used in a generic or 

general sense, 37% of the students use null. A possible reason could be that 

students do recognize the fact that the noun is used in a general sense and 

use a null article as in Vietnamese. Students are apparently unaware that the 

definite article may be used to refer to a whole type within a type hierarchy. 

Students should be made aware of this sense of the definite article.  

Uniquely identified instance 

For direct prior awareness most students fill in the, but a few fill in a, and 

even fewer zero or null. This indicates that different students make different 

mistakes here. For indirect awareness and content-based awareness even 

more students fill in a, zero or null. This error can result from two different 

trains of thought. On the one hand students may recognize that the noun is 

definite, but use a null or zero article as in Vietnamese, or students are not 

aware that these cases are to be considered definite and fill in a, zero or null 

to indicate a non-definite status. For example, as far as associative cases are 

concerned (i.e. indirect awareness), the overuse of a, may also result from 

cultural differences. For example, in a country like Vietnam, where 

motorbikes are mostly used, it would be difficult for some students to 

imagine that cars have radios. On account of this, after mentioning a car, the 

noun radio can still be used with a rather than with the. We may conclude 
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that a lesson should point out in which cases an instance is considered to be 

uniquely identified and that unlike Vietnamese, the article the must be used.   

Actual instance 

For singular count nouns the majority of students fill in the correct a. 

However a great number of students have problems and fill in either the, 

zero or null. Again the error could result from different trains of thought. On 

the one hand students might consider these instances definite, perhaps 

because they are specific, which would be in line with Thomas (1989), who 

suggested that students may associate the use of the with specific reference 

(+SR). On the other hand, they may realize the noun is non-definite and 

think null or zero are the appropriate forms.  

For actual instances of mass nouns, most students fill in the 

appropriate zero, but a few fill in a, apparently aware that the noun is used 

in a non-definite sense, but confused whether the noun is count or non-

count. This supports what has been mentioned concerning countability and 

what Goto Butler (2000) revealed about his Japanese subjects. In our case, a 

noun such as damage, which can be used as a count one (i.e. damages) and 

a non-count (i.e. damage) may have been difficult for students to decide on. 

Students can use *a damage on the basis of the assumption that it is a 

singular form of damages. For plural actual instances most students fill in 

zero and a few null or others, not necessarily resulting in an overt error.  

If a comparison is made between the problems arising from 

definiteness (i.e. use of the) and those from countability (i.e. a, zero, null), 

the evidence suggests that students have more problems with countability (i. 

e. zero and null cases) based on the high percentage of overuse of no-articles 

forms. For example, the noun home in the scene was __ old people’s home 
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may cause students to use null rather than a based on the occurrence of 

home in some syntactic patterns that they have accustomed to as go home.  

To conclude actual instances, most students seem to recognize the 

non-definite status, but especially in the singular, students are not aware of 

the correct article form. Therefore, in the lessons attention needs to be paid 

to the fact that the same noun can have count and non-count uses, and the 

students should be helped in distinguishing between these uses. Also the 

correct article form with each use should be made clear.   

Arbitrary instances 

As with unique types and maximal sets, students are confused when they 

encounter a noun use in a generic sense. Most errors (22%) are made with 

the as in it was *the nice fence, perhaps by analogy of a unique type generic 

sense. Some use null, and even though we have not looked at this in detail, 

it might be in cases in which the noun is used in a predicate nominative, as 

in Vietnamese.    

Maximal set 

As far as the last environment is concerned, maximal set, the source of errors 

may lie in students’ inability to distinguish definiteness from countability. For 

inappropriate use of the was found in both maximal set environments: mass 

and plural nouns. This excludes the possibility that students have problems in 

distinguishing maximal size and relative size. Rather, they have problems in 

distinguishing definiteness from non-definiteness as mentioned. Also, this 

may be consistent with what Huebner (1983, 1985) and Master (1987) found 

out concerning overuse of the in [-SR +HK] (i.e. generic contexts). The 

explanation that these authors suggested was that students probably associated 

the with the feature of [+HK]. In our case we believe students might 
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misconceive the maximality function of the with the unique meaning of mass 

nouns and plural nouns (i.e. plural and mass nouns without the can be 

construed with maximal generality as a unique mass). Also, insensitivity to 

contexts (Goto Butler, 2000) can be an explanation. This may occur with 

nouns used in a general meaning but modified by a clause or phrase. On 

account of this, some students may remember the rule of thumb that when a 

noun is modified by a phrase, the should be used. Hence gratitude as in 

“sharing a quid of betel nuts with an old friend is like expressing gratitude for 

a relationship” can be accompanied by the because gratitude is modified by 

for a relationship. Therefore, in actual instance environments, problems 

resulting from either definiteness or countability are compounded with 

problems of recognizing  maximality (i.e. found in the used with a plural 

noun and the maximal sense of a reference mass). 

It is interesting to note that no overuse of a is found in maximal sets 

with plural nouns but is found with mass nouns. This confirms the general 

picture that students have problems in deciding what article to use when 

they face a non-count noun. Especially dual membership nouns in English, 

such as photographic paper in a sentence such as “When the film is 

developed it is washed in chemicals which make the picture permanent. It is 

then possible to print the picture onto ___ photographic paper may be 

difficult to deal with.  

To sum up, overuse of the and zero are salient as the sources of 

errors found from the in-depth analysis with 20 subjects.  

Overgeneralization of a is also another cause; however, it accounts for a 

smaller percentage than what is found with the and zero.  
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CONCLUSION 

This chapter has reviewed the literature on the errors that students make in 

the acquisition of articles. Some studies looked at developmental sequences. 

Others tried to account for the errors. Because the L1 was thought to play a 

role in transfer, this chapter gave a brief overview of articles in Vietnamese. 

The greatest difference between English and Vietnamese is that English uses 

the and Vietnamese uses null to mark definiteness. Also in English more 

nouns are count and can be used in the plural form than in Vietnamese, 

where the majority of nouns are considered mass. The evidence shows that 

students have problems with all article forms but obviously the most with 

nouns used in generic senses (with the, a and zero or null). The problem for 

the students is that one meaning may have different forms, but the correct 

form also depends on context. Then students have problems with non-

definite actual instances. The causes may be varied. Students may confuse 

specificity with definiteness, or they may confuse count with non-count 

nouns. Students have fewer problems with unique instances, but the less 

overt the awareness is the more problems students have. Names cause even 

fewer errors. Where they do occur it is with exceptional cases, with names 

with the or with common nouns used as names.  Finally, arbitrary instances 

cause the least number of problems, but we expect that if they occur, they 

occur in predicate nominatives.  

However, even though these general tendencies occurred in the 

whole group, not all students make the same type of errors as there were no 

strong correlations between the types of errors among the subjects, 

suggesting that students’ interlanguages differ, probably because they have 

created different “hypotheses” about the uses of the different articles. 
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As far as solutions for the errors are concerned, the following are 

some thoughts. Considering the fact that the and no-article forms (i.e. both 

null and zero) are over produced, students have to learn to distinguish 

between both what is definite vs. non-definite and what is countable vs. 

uncountable. Concerning definiteness, things are easier if there are clear 

signals as direct awareness based on what was previously mentioned, but 

students need to learn to recognize situations with indirect awareness and be 

aware that cultural factors and L1 transfer can hinder appropriate choices. 

Regarding countability, difficult choices can be found when students 

encounter dual membership nouns (i.e. nouns which can be count and non-

count). The noun experience is an example. Also, regarding maximal set 

environments, rules of thumb like use the when a noun is modified by a 

phrase or a clause can create problems for students. Overuse of the in this 

environment can be accounted for on the basis of this over-generalized rule. 

In addition, the notion of maximality is difficult for students to decide 

because it lies in both the meaning (i.e. a reference mass can be construed as 

unique) and the use of  the with a plural noun construed with a maximal 

sense based on the English convention that use of the is to single out an 

entity for awareness (Langacker, vol.2 1991: 101). To conclude, the 

evidence from this error corpus shows that even though there is some 

systematicity to the errors made by Vietnamese learners, errors are found 

with all articles, but these bits of evidence have provided some cues for 

designing lessons to help students improve their performance in using 

English articles.  



 

 
 
 
 
 




