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Chapter 7 
COMPARING COGNITIVE GRAMMAR AND 
TRADITIONAL GRAMMARS IN THE ACQUISITION 
OF THE ENGLISH ARTICLE SYSTEM IN 
VIETNAMESE STUDENTS: Some Results  

Chapter 6 attempted to show some possible problems in traditional 

approaches in teaching the English articles to Vietnamese students and 

presented a description and rationale for a new approach that takes Master’s 

schema (1990) as a starting point together with insights from cognitive 

grammar. It is assumed that the new approach (i.e. cognitive grammar-based 

approach) is pedagogically more sound than traditional ones because it may 

alleviate the burden which students have in memorizing many separate and 

seemingly arbitrary rules. To test this hypothesis, an experiment has been 

conducted.  

The purpose of this chapter is to find out whether or not there is a 

difference in performance between fourth-year Vietnamese students who 

were treated under the cognitive approach and those under the traditional 

ones in acquiring the English article system. From a general level, it is 

hypothesized that the cognitive group will outperform the traditional group 

in acquiring the English article system to the exclusion of the hypothesis 

that there is no difference between two treatments in helping students master 

the English article system. And if the cognitive group outperforms the 

traditional group, then it is expected that the cognitive should perform well 

in the major NP environments in which the articles occur. That is, the 

cognitive group will have higher mean scores than the traditional in the 

areas of definiteness and genericity. 
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METHOD 

Subjects 

The research subjects were 67 fourth-year Vietnamese students 

majoring in English as a foreign language in Cantho University (i.e. a 

university in the Mekong delta in the south of Vietnam). The students took 

the Bachelor’s program in TEFL (Teaching English as a Foreign Language). 

They will teach at senior high-schools after graduation. The reason for the 

selection of fourth-year students was based on the results of the pilot study: 

even advanced students still make errors in using the articles.  

The students, consisting of three groups of about 20 to 25 students, 

attended a regular class on language testing and were invited to take part in 

the experiment. All students volunteered and attended extra classes during 

the five weeks of treatment. Class 1 and half of Class 2 were asked to 

become group A (the traditional group; N=33) and half of class 2 and all of 

class 3 group B (the cognitive group; N=34). Splitting class 2 two was done 

randomly. Subjects of both groups acted as their own controls (N=67) in 

that two Pre Tests with a four-week interval without explicit article 

instruction were administered before the treatment started.  

Materials 

Teaching Materials 

The cognitive group was given lessons based on the cognitive approach 

prepared by Marjolijn Verspoor and the author (See Appendix 10). The 

lessons for the traditional group were drawn from two popular grammar 

books available in Vietnam. They were Oxford Practice Grammar by 

Eastwood and Advanced Grammar in Use by Hewings (1999). (See 
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Appendix 9.) The language used in class instruction was English. 

Explanations in Vietnamese were made when students found certain 

concepts difficult to understand.  

Each group had five lessons that focused on the meanings and uses 

of the articles; the organization of the lessons was different for each 

approach. The traditional group was presented the topic of countability 

before the anaphoric use of the contrasted with the use of a.  Lesson 3 

introduced the use of the concerning unique things in the world (i.e. the) and 

the functions of a concerning describing things and classifying things. In 

lesson 4, the difference between a and one was introduced before the 

generic use of a and zero (ø) article was mentioned. Lesson 5 focused on 

fixed expressions (i.e. by bus; to school, etc.) and proper nouns/ names.  

The cognitive group was first introduced to the notion of 

definiteness and the use of the, the main element of definiteness in Lesson 1. 

Lesson 2, which focused on non-definiteness, presented the use of the 

articles a and ø.  After the presentation of other determiners in Lesson 3, the 

notion of boundedness and unboundedness was introduced in Lesson 4. 

Lesson 5 was on use of the articles with proper nouns or names.  

The author was the instructor for the two groups. To avoid 

experimenter effects relating to differential treatment of subjects as much as 

possible, we applied a lecture approach to both groups and aimed to create a 

neutral tone and focus strictly on the contents designed for each group. To 

avoid students working on their own in advance, we distributed the 

handouts of each lesson to the groups at each meeting instead of distributing 

the materials of the whole course at one time. During the lecture, a quasi 

task-based approach was applied when students were asked to read the 

handouts and to discuss lists of comprehension questions with their partners 

before we checked their comprehension and reformulated the main points of 
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the lessons. Exercises were then assigned as homework. The language used 

for the presentation of the materials was in English. Vietnamese was used to 

explain concepts when students had problems in understanding English. 

Tests and Scoring Methods 

Four tests on the use of the articles were administered: two Pre Tests before 

the treatment and two Post Tests after the treatment. All four tests had two 

parts: gap-filling and error correction. The gap-filling items were of two 

forms: discrete sentences and a passage of integrated items. The discrete 

items were selected from exercises in current grammar books and the 

passage was from a two-paragraph story on the Vietnamese custom of 

chewing betel and areca nuts. The basis for the selection of the items was 

based on the constructs related to use of the English articles as described in 

chapters 4 and 5.  

The initial length of the four tests was as follows: 71 items (Pre Test 

1); 58 (Pre Test 2); 75 Post Test 1 and Post Test 2). (See Appendices 5-8.) 

However, because of time limits the tests could not be piloted extensively 

and we found several problems while scoring. The first kind of problem had 

to do with items having two possible responses, for example because of 

usage variation between British and American English. An item such as 

While I was in __ hospital, they gave me an X-ray has two ways of 

answering (e.g. be in ø hospital or be in the hospital), depending on what 

variety students have been exposed to.  

Specificity or non-specificity was the second case concerning two-

option responses, for they can affect the choice between the or a. The item 

Sharing a quid of betel nut with an old friend is like expressing gratitude for 

__ relationship, for instance, can be filled in by either the or a. If the 

speaker has a certain old friend in mind, she will use the before relationship. 
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By contrast, a will be used when she thinks of an old friend as an arbitrary 

instance (i.e. one among many). Such a problem occurred especially in the 

integrated items in a text.  

Also, the availability of two optional responses in some items was 

found as a result of the different meanings that a noun may have when it is 

combined with different articles. Either the null article or the definite article 

is adequate for such a noun as sea, which can be interpreted differently (e.g. 

to be at ø sea; to spend the holiday by the sea).  

The last case with reference to two optional answers was found with 

items used either cataphorically or anaphorically. That is, the or zero is 

acceptable on the basis of intentional or unintentional vagueness. For 

example, both ø cold winter days  and the cold winter days are acceptable as 

in  A quid of betel and areca nuts makes people feel warm on ___ cold 

winter days. Also, either the or ø is quite satisfactory in a sentence begun 

with  most as in ___ most valuable minerals are found in common rocks 

everywhere.  

Another kind of the problem that arose during the process of scoring 

was related to students’ unexpected and incomplete responses. The 

unexpected responses were those that did not satisfy the construct to be 

tested. The reason for the “unexpectedness” did not lie in the students’ 

performance, but rather in the unclear contexts that led to that kind of 

performance. For example, we expected a Mrs. Wilson as the answer for the 

item When I answered the phone, __ Mrs. Wilson said she wanted to talk to 

you, but it turned out that a no-article form was quite acceptable also. 

Moreover, there were items that students did not complete, mostly with 

items related to error correction.  
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Mechanical errors also created problems for students in choosing the 

correct articles. Misspelling resulting from typing (i.e. technical errors) was 

another type of the problems found during the scoring process (i.e. bad 

temper instead of bad tempers; chewing __ betel nut instead of chewing __ 

betel nuts).  

However, in some cases where two choices could be argued to be 

possible, the choice that most native speakers make prototypically was taken 

as correct. For example, a native speaker would probably say in a standard 

context “He went to the supermarket” rather than “He went to a 

supermarket”. This decision was made on the assumption that the 

prototypical expression is also the one that has been dealt with in most 

textbooks.  

Problem items were not scored. This was the first step in ensuring 

the reliability of the tests. The second step in ensuring the reliability of the 

four tests, which had to do with post-scoring, was performed through the 

process of improving alpha (i.e. Cronbach) if items were deleted.  

A right-wrong scoring was performed instead of partial credit 

scoring. That is, if the item was correct, it would receive a one. If not, it 

would receive a zero.  

Table 1. .Alpha coefficients of the four tests 
Test A (Cronbach) n (items) 
Pre-test 1 .6967 40 
Pre-test 2 .6178 37 
Post-test 1 .7056 52 
Post-test 2 .7486 53 
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Design and Procedures 

A pretest-posttest comparison group design was used in this study. Instead 

of having a separate control group, the experimental groups acted as their 

own controls by taking two Pre Tests with a four-week interval without 

instruction. The main reason for this choice is that Vietnamese learners are 

used to sharing study books and aids and we were afraid that we could not 

control for exposure to the different materials otherwise.  The same reason 

motivated us to teach the traditional group first.  All subjects had already 

been exposed extensively to traditional methods during their English lessons 

and we felt that if the cognitive group were exposed to some of the 

traditional materials during the experimental period, it would not affect the 

experiment to a great extent. Nevertheless, subjects were told that they were 

taking part in an experiment and were asked not to share study materials 

until after the experiment.   

The experimental period began in the fifth week when both groups 

took the second Pre Test. In the experimental periods, lessons were given in 

5-week blocks, with a 90-minute meeting every week for 5 weeks in a row. 

First the traditional group was taught for 5 weeks. Immediately after the 

treatment, they were given Post Test 1 and two weeks later Post Test 2. 

After the traditional group had finished their 5-week block of lessons, the 

cognitive group started their lessons. They were also given Post Test 1 

immediately after treatment and Post Test 2, two weeks later.  

Table 2 shows the time line. Both groups took Pre Test 1 on 

September 20th and Pre Test 2 on October 18th. On October 18th the 

traditional lessons started. The day of their first Post Test, November 22nd, 

the cognitive group started their lessons. All tests (Pre Tests and Post Tests) 

took 90 minutes.  
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Analyses 

With reference to statistical decisions, some considerations were made at 

two levels: test performance and error identification on the basis of different 

research hypotheses. First, at the test performance level, mean comparisons 

between the two groups (i.e. to know their performances) were performed 

by using independent samples T-test. Since the tests had different lengths, 

standardization and comparison of the students’ scores in terms of the 

proportion of correct answers was necessary.  

With reference to error classification, we used our taxonomy as 

described in Chapter 5. It is repeated here as Table 3 for ease of reference.  

There are six major NP-environments: names, unique type, unique instance, 

actual instance, arbitrary instance, and maximal set. Each of these 

environments has sub-environments in which different articles may be used. 

Hence, when computing, we would look at both environments and the 

appropriate contexts in which each article occurs. For example, to get an 

overview of whether students performed well in the contexts of the article 

the, we would look at three environments: A3-4, B1-2, and C1-3.  
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Table 3. Environments for the occurrence of the English 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. 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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Computations were conducted in two stages. In the first stage, 

computations were made to see how well the students used the articles at a 

general level.  

In the second stage, the six major NP-environments mentioned 

above were examined more closely to see if there were differences between 

the two groups. Because it was assumed that there would be no performance 

difference between the two groups in Pre-Test 1 and Pre-Test 2, the two Pre 

Tests were taken together in comparing the mean differences in sub-

categories between the two groups. Because differences were expected in 

performance between the two Post Tests (short-term and long-term effects) 

separate mean comparisons were made for each Post Test (i.e. of the two 

Post Tests).  

RESULTS 

Tables 4a-b present a general picture of the performance of the two groups 

before and after the treatment. At the test level, no difference was found 

between the two groups before the treatment. In Pre Test 1, the mean score 

of the cognitive group was .7402 and that of the traditional was .7568. In 

Pre Test 2, while the score of the traditional was .7437, the cognitive’s score 

was .7504. The fact that the two groups did not differ significantly indicated 

that there was no significant occurrence of maturation, implying that the 

students became more “knowledgeable” as a result of natural learning.   
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Table 4a Group Statistics 
 GROUP N Mean 

scores 
Std. 

Deviation 
Std. Error Mean 

Cognitive 33 .7402 .11506 .02003 PRETEST1 
  Traditional 33 .7568 .09728 .01693 

Cognitive 34 .7504 .11564 .01983 PRETEST2 
  Traditional 33 .7437 .08577 .01493 

Cognitive 34 .8286 .07294 .01251 POST1 
  Traditional 33 .7617 .09663 .01682 

Cognitive 34 .7614 .11396 .01954 POST2 
  Traditional 33 .7341 .10863 .01891 

Table 4b Independent Samples Test 
t-test for Equality of Means Tests 

T df Sig. 

PRETEST1  -.635 64 .527 (two-tailed) 
PRETEST2  .271 65 .788 (two-tailed) 
POST1  3.208 65 .001 (one-tailed) 
POST2 1.001 65 .160 (one-tailed) 

After the treatment, a significant difference between the two groups 

was found in Post Test 1, where the cognitive group ( x =.8484) 

outperformed the traditional ( x =. 7685) at the probability level set at 

α<.05, directional (p=.000). The hypothesis was confirmed. Moreover, the 

cognitive group performed more homogeneously, as can be seen from the 

lower standard deviations  

However, in the long term no significant differences are found 

between the two groups even though there is a mean difference of .0272. 

To see if groups differed in the types of errors they made, we looked 

at the errors in the different environments. Twelve t-tests were performed to 

find out differences between the two groups in using the articles (i.e. null, 

the, a, zero) in their appropriate contexts. Table 5a shows that there are no 

significant differences between the two groups in their pre tests.  
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Table 5a  Group performance in using the articles at their appropriate contexts in Pretest 

Pretest 
C (n=34) T (n=33) 

Constructs 

x  SD x  SD 
Sig. 

2-tailed 

Null .9353 .10410 .9606 .05556 .109 
The .6443 .14009 .6601 .10897 .305 
A .7549 .27596 .7879 .24746 .304 
Zero .7626 .11353 .7742 .11067 .337 
C=Cognitive group; T= Traditional group 

Table 5b shows that in Post Test 1 the cognitive group has 

significantly fewer errors in using the than the traditional group.  

Table 5b Group performance in using the articles in their appropriate contexts in Post-test 
1  

Post-test 1 
C (n=34) T (n=33) Sig. 

Articles 

x  SD x  SD 1-tailed 

Null .8971 .20521 .9697 .17408 .061 
The .8367 .09156 .7119 .12073 .000 
A .8529 .23125 .8485 .23335 .469 
Zero .8146 .11218 .7835 .12048 .139 
C=Cognitive group; T= Traditional group 

Table 5c shows that in Post test 2, which is concerned with the long-

term effect, the cognitive group performs better than their counterparts in 

using zero.  

Table 5c Group performance in using the articles in their appropriate contexts in Post-test 
2  

Post- test 2 
C (n=34) T (n-33) 

Articles 

x  SD x  SD 
Sig. 

1-tailed 

Null .6616 .18274 .6250 .20192 .223 
The .7130 .15900 .7223 .15107 .405 
A .7172 .23748 .7500 .23947 .290 
Zero .8157 .13273 .7432 .12354 .013 
C=Cognitive group; T= Traditional group 
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Further analyses were made into the six NP environments (table 6a-

c). Eighteen t-tests were performed to see which group performed better in 

Pre Test, Post Test 1, and Post Test 2.  

Table 6a shows that there were no significant differences between 

the two groups in the Pre Test. 

Table 6a Group performance at six NP environments in Pretest  

Pretest 
C (n=34) T (n=33) Sig. 

NP Environments 

x  SD x  SD 2-tailed 

Names .6882 .14579 .7238 .12297 .142 
Unique type .6833 .19915 .6826 .13557 .493 
Unique instance .8049 .13566 .8108 ..09638 .419 
Actual instance .6977 .21976 .6515 .21618 .194 
Arbitrary instance .7265 .17975 .7212 .16537 .450 
Maximal set .7482 .22002 .7765 .18224 .284 
C=Cognitive group; T= Traditional group 
 
 

Table 6b shows that there are significant mean differences between 

the two groups in Post Test 1. The cognitive group performed better than the 

traditional one in the environments of names, unique types, and maximal 

sets. Table 6c shows that there are no significant differences between the 

two groups in Post Test 2. 

Table 6b Group performance at six NP environments in Post-test 1  

Post-test 1 
C (n=34) T (n=33) Sig. 

NP Environments 

x  SD x  SD 1-tailed 

Names .8390 .12556 .7205 .15251 .000 
Unique type .8897 .16504 .8030 .19523 .022 
Unique instance .8396 .11853 .8614 .12644 .234 
Actual instance .7500 .27524 .7879 .25861 .282 
Arbitrary instance .8382 .26744 .8182 .27438 .381 
Maximal set .8368 .12127 .7208 .18762 .002 
C=Cognitive group; T= Traditional group 
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Table 6c Group performance at six NP environments in Post-test 2  

Post-test 2 
C (n=34) T (n=33) Sig. 

NP Environments 

x  SD x  SD 1-tailed 

Names .6202 .16833 .5875 .18717 .230 
Unique type .7475 .27988 .8229 .18422 .101 
Unique instance .8128 ,14819 .7939 .12184 .289 
Actual instance .7138 .22400 .7292 .20727 .387 
Arbitrary instance .6606 .24231 .7063 .26389 .235 
Maximal set .8118 .17182 .7542 .15924 .083 
C=Cognitive group; T= Traditional group. 

CONCLUSION 

The two groups performed the same on the two Pre Tests, and the cognitive 

groups scored better on Post Test 1, but this difference between the two 

groups disappeared after two weeks on Post test 2. In Post Test 1 the 

cognitive group performed significantly better when the use of the is 

required, and in the following environments: names, unique type and 

maximal set. The hypothesis that the cognitive approach is more effective in 

learning articles is therefore only partly confirmed. 



 

   

 

 

 
 




