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Chapter 1 
INTRODUCTION  

The research presented in this book attempts to find a solution for 

improving Vietnamese learners’ performance in using English articles. 

English articles are ‘little words’ and within current teaching approaches 

that rely heavily on communication, they receive relatively little attention. 

However, English articles occur very frequently and incorrect use may 

affect communication negatively. Also an L2 writer may prefer to be 

accurate, especially if s/he is to write professionally.   

The English articles, the, a, and zero, are the most commonly used 

words in English. In the COBUILD (Collins Birmingham University 

International Language Database) list of the ten most frequent words in 

English (Sinclair, 1991), the ranks first in the corpus of 20 million words 

and a the fifth (Table 1).  

Table 1. COBUILD list of the ten most frequent words in English (Sinclair, 1991) 

1. the (309 497) 25.1% 6. in (100 138) 8.1% 
2. of (155 044) 12.6 % 7. that (67 042) 5.4% 
3. and (153 801) 12.5% 8. I (64 849) 5.3% 
4. to (137 056) 11.1% 9. it (61 379) 5.0% 
5. a (1129928) 10.5% 10. was (54722) 4.4% 

When he compared the relative frequency of the three articles (with 

the exclusion of articles associated with proper nouns or idiomatic phrases) 

in complete works representing five written genres, Master (1997) 

discovered that the zero article (which was not counted in the COBUILD 

corpus) holds the first position, the definite article the second, and the 

indefinite article a the last (Table 2). Also the percentage of articles in the 
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determiner set in the corpus of nearly 200,000 words mentioned is much 

higher than for any other determiner. The percentage of the article 

determiner is higher in non-fiction texts than in fiction. Such a difference, as 

Master points out, is due to the greater occurrence of possessive determiners 

(e.g. my, John’s) in fiction.  

Table 2. Percentage of occurrence of the three articles in five genres (Master, 1993b) 

Genre Source Zero The A(n) Arts/Dets Total 
words 

Research 
Journal 

Technical 
articles (16) 

49.7 38.6 11.8 90.3 63 289 

Science 
Magazine 

Science News 
(4 issues) 

57.0 28.7 14.3 88.4 34 987 

News 
Magazine 

Newsweek 
(1 issue) 

46.6 34.4 19.1 82.6 31 896 

Novel The Tenth 
Man 

27.9 45.9 26.2 77.7 30 956 

Plays* Macbeth and 
Julius Caesar 

44.7 38.7 16.7 58.8 36 516 

All (24) Samples 48.0 36.3 15.7 82.6 197 644 
 
*Vocatives (forms of direct address, e.g. fool, sirrah, lady) were not counted in the plays. 

The high frequency of the English articles suggests that they must 

play a certain role in discourse. One function that the articles contribute to 

discourse is to create cohesion for stretches of language. This function is 

mostly found with the definite article the. For instance, in the sentence 

‘Ninke lost a valuable watch yesterday, and Bill was wearing the valuable 

watch this morning’, the second noun phrase ‘the valuable watch’ refers 

back to the first noun phrase ‘a valuable watch’ through the presence of the 

article the. The definite article the signals identity of reference with 

something that has gone before (Halliday, 1976). The claim made from the 

noun phrase (NP) used with the is that the two watches are identical, and 

that Bill is probably a thief. For the article the in the second noun phrase 

refers to the same watch that Ninke lost. However, if an indefinite article is 
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used in the second noun phrase instead as in ‘Ninke lost a valuable watch 

yesterday, and Bill was wearing a valuable watch this morning’, the speaker 

refers to two different watches, for no signal of co-reference is made 

between the two noun phrases. 

The function that articles have in discourse concerning cohesion 

reveals their potential role in maintaining successful communication. If this 

is the case, the mastery of articles is an issue that English non-native 

students cannot ignore, suggesting the importance for English non-native 

speakers to master the use of English articles. Indeed, communication may 

be hindered if the listener/hearer and the speaker/writer do not share the 

same sets of things referred to through the articles. The listener or reader in 

the above examples, for instance, may wonder which watch is mentioned if 

no articles are used in the second noun phrase headed by the word ‘watch’ 

as in the following ungrammatical sentence: 

*Ninke lost a valuable watch yesterday, and Bill was wearing 
valuable watch this morning’.  

Similarly, in a sentence such as follows, 

‘I am looking for the house in the corner’  

the hearer will become confused if the speaker utters the sentence in a 

situation in which there are many houses. It would be easier for the hearer to 

get the message if there were only one house in the corner. Even native 

speakers may experience miscommunication if the reference of articles is 

not clear. Pica (1983), who investigated native speakers using articles in 

exchanges involving the requesting and giving of directions, concludes as 

follows:  

…even though participants spoke in grammatically correct 
utterances, communication broke down when articles were used in 
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reference to items in one participant’s experience but not in 
another’s (Pica, 1983: 231). 

The lack of mastery of the English articles caught our attention when 

grading essays by Vietnamese advanced students of English as a foreign 

language (EFL). Of course, students may have a variety of problems in 

essay writing, for example in determining genre (content, context), in the 

writing process itself and in the language system (lexis and grammar), but 

errors in using articles clearly stand out.  

According to Burt (1975) article errors are only local errors and they 

differ from global errors in that they do not hinder communication, but the 

examples given above seem to suggest otherwise. It is true that an article 

error can be considered local in the following sentence ‘*A water is 

necessary for our life’. ‘Water’ is a non-count noun, so it is not followed by 

an indefinite article, which accompanies a countable noun. The error is local 

because it does not operate beyond the sentence and does not cause any 

problem concerning reference identity. But article errors can be considered 

global when the hearer/reader does not understand the identity of reference. 

However, most article errors can be considered local.   

Even though article errors are often only local errors, many 

researchers and methodologists, implicitly or explicitly, have seen the need 

to address the article errors that have been noted in second language 

learners’ compositions. Such authors as Tarone (1985), Pica (1983), Parrish 

(1987), Master (1987), Mizuno (1999), Robertson (2000), and Goto Butler 

(2002), have dealt with the acquisition of articles. Some, like Whitman 

(1974), McEldowney (1977); Pica (1983); Master (1990), (1997), Berry 

(1991), Beaumont and Gallaway (1994) have tried to provide solutions for 

improving the performance of learners in using the English articles. 

However, as Master (1990) points out, ‘there are comparatively few 
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attempts in the literature to provide a coherent grammar for teaching the 

articles as a system.’ In the area of article-less languages in Asia, some 

attempts have been made to find solutions for Chinese and Japanese 

learners; however, no studies have been performed to find out what the 

problems may be for Vietnamese EFL students in dealing with the English 

article system, and that is what this dissertation intends to do. It also intends 

to provide a “coherent grammar” which may aid in providing a solution for 

these students.  

To begin with, Chapter 2 will look at the numbers of errors made by 

Vietnamese writers of English made. The questions addressed are whether 

article errors are indeed as frequent as suspected, how they correlate with 

the total number of errors and the other errors made in the essay, and 

whether article errors decrease as proficiency improves. We will also 

examine whether the number of article errors affect writing grades. The 

greater underlying questions are whether all Vietnamese learners have the 

same problems and whether they “automatically” acquire the system as they 

become more proficient, and whether the problem warrants attention in 

teaching.   

Chapter 3 and 4 explore the difficulties for learners in the English 

article system and deals with the semantic notions English articles seem to 

express. The two distinctions that English marks are definiteness versus 

non-definiteness and count versus non-count. After showing how more 

traditional definitions and accounts fail to account for all aspects of actual 

language use, we argue that insights from Langacker’s cognitive grammar 

are most useful in developing a taxonomy of article use that can aid in the 

analysis of article errors and in providing a coherent account of the English 

article system in the lessons to be developed. 
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Using the taxonomy developed in the previous chapters, Chapter 5 

examines the exact environments in which article errors occur. After 

reviewing the findings from other researchers pertaining to the acquisition 

of articles and looking at the students’ L1 article system in depth, we will 

look at the actual errors Vietnamese learners make, assuming that there is 

some influence of the L1 on the L2 system and some overall systematicity 

to the errors.  

The great number of article errors remaining is somewhat surprising 

because students have been exposed to textbooks extensively dealing with 

the correct use of the articles in their process of acquiring the English 

language. It is also surprising because the topic has had the attention of 

several pedagogical and reference grammars.  Chapter 6 examines what 

pedagogical grammars have said so far about the teaching of the English 

article system and how these ideas have been translated into current 

textbooks.  The review will show that there are quite a few problems with 

current methods, mainly because the system is not dealt with coherently as a 

whole and incorrect “rules of thumb” are provided. The chapter ends with a 

proposal for a series of lessons based on insights proposed by Master 

(1990), Langacker (1991), and others.   

Chapter 7 presents the results of an intervention study. Two groups 

are compared, one taught with lessons pertaining to article use from current 

methods and the other taught with lessons devised on the principles 

discussed in Chapter 6. The short-term results look very promising, but the 

long-term results do not. 

Besides summarizing the main findings of all the chapters, Chapter 8 

will elaborate on the possible reasons for the disappointing long-term result 

and ideas for improvement of the method suggested in Chapter 7.  




