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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.  
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Chapter 2 
ENGLISH ARTICLES: A Problem for Vietnamese 
Students?  

The purpose of the present chapter is to see whether Vietnamese students 

have problems with English articles and if so, how these errors relate in 

number to other kinds of errors, whether the number of article errors 

decreases as proficiency increases, and finally whether these errors affect 

their writing grades.  

So far many researchers have agreed that article usage is an area of 

grammar that shows “considerable prominence in any error analysis” (Oller 

& Redding, 1971: 85). Especially studies focusing on Asian learners of 

English as a foreign language (EFL), namely Japanese and Chinese, have 

reported a high frequency of article errors among common errors in English 

(for an overview see Goto Butler, 2002). However, as far as we know, no 

study has shown that article errors are indeed relatively more frequent for 

Asian students than other types of errors. In our study, we will first look at 

the total number of grammar errors and then see how relatively frequent 

article errors are.  

Oller & Redding (1971), who used a multiple-choice format to test 

mastery of the English article system, found that article errors decrease as 

proficiency increases, even for students whose L1 does not have formal 

equivalents of the English articles.  In our study, we will perform correlation 

tests on students’ proficiency scores and numbers of various errors that 

students make to find out if the number of article errors indeed decreases as 

students become more proficient.   
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The studies reviewed in Goto Butler (2002) are based on different 

ways of collecting data, ranging from personal experience in teaching to 

observational and empirical evidence. Tasks used for collecting data also 

vary from recognition tasks (e.g. multiple-choice, error identification) to 

production tasks (e.g. composition, gap-filling, interviews). Researchers 

have commented on a possible relationship between the frequency of each 

error type and the task or test performed (cf. Ellis 1994, pp138). In general, 

discrete point tests such as cloze tests provide higher error rates than 

production tests like essay writing and interviews. The reason for the 

difference, according to researchers, lies in the fact that students tend to 

avoid certain uses they are not sure of in production tasks. In our study, 

essay writing, a type of production task, is used instead of a discrete point 

test because we want to see if article errors affect writing grades. Also, 

because almost every noun phrase produced involves choices in article use, 

the assumption is that article use cannot be avoided and article errors will be 

relatively frequent, even in written production. However, the correct or 

incorrect use of articles does not usually affect understanding, and as Burt 

(1975) points out does not necessarily affect communication. The 

assumption, therefore, is that if article errors affect grades, they will do so 

only to a small degree.  

DATA COLLECTION  

To determine the relationship between article errors, essay grades and 

proficiency scores in high-intermediate Vietnamese students of English, we 

tested 14 junior and senior university students of English as a foreign 

language, trained to become teachers of English in senior high schools, at 

Cantho University in Vietnam. Junior and senior students (i.e. 3rd year and 
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4th year students) were selected instead of freshman and sophomore students 

(i.e. 1st and 2nd year) because they were assumed to be at a high-intermediate 

level and had already taken courses in Practical English Grammar. The data 

collection was carried out during the regular teaching term. Via 

announcements in classes, students were asked to volunteer for this 

experiment. Twenty-nine students originally participated, but only 14 of 

those were selected based on their proficiency scores. Subjects who had 

obtained a score of less than 38 out of 63 were eliminated from the study, 

for it was assumed that the lower scores were no better than chance and 

therefore unreliable. 

Students were asked to write an English essay of about 400 words 

within 60 minutes. The essay topics, consisting of two options, were drawn 

from a commercial TOEFL test preparation book. (See Appendix 1.) To test 

proficiency, the 2001 Michigan Proficiency test was used. (See Appendix 

3.)  

DATA ANALYSIS AND RESULTS 

Question 1: How frequent are article errors? 

To determine the frequency of occurrence of article errors and the 

relationship between article errors and other types of errors, two teachers 

(the author and an instructor of English at the university of Groningen) 

graded the 14 essays on grammar errors exclusively. After the two raters 

had each marked each essay separately and categorized each error, they 

compared errors and categories and resolved differences in consultation. 

The errors were categorized globally into syntactic, semantic and 

mechanical errors. The syntactic errors were further sub-categorized 
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according to the place of occurrence: in the noun phrase (NP), the verb 

phrase (VP), or clause structure (CS). Lexical errors (LE) were considered 

semantic errors, and errors in punctuation, capitalization and so on were 

considered mechanical (ME) errors. See Table 1 for more detail on each 

category. Each error was counted separately, even if a similar error was 

made more than once. (See Appendix 2.)  

To be able to compare across essays, the errors were calculated 

relative to the number of words in the essays. Spearman’s rho non-

parametric correlations were performed to find out the relationship between 

the different categories of errors.  

Table 1. Types and relative frequency of form errors in essays  

 
Error types Descriptions of errors Number 

of errors 
Percentage 

n=378 
Noun phrase errors Incorrect use of articles; Faulty pre-

modification or post-modification 
135 35.7% 

Verb phrase errors Incorrect use of tenses; verb forms; 
voice; mood; aspect; agreement. 

38 10.0% 

Clause structure 
errors 

Lack of subject; subcategorization error; 
incorrectly formed constituent; word-
order problem 

62 16.4% 

Lexical errors Word choice and word form 72 19.0% 
Mechanics Spelling; Punctuation; Lack of 

consistency in pronoun use; Fragments; 
Comma splice; Fused sentences. 

71 18.8% 

In total 378 errors were made; with 35.7%, the NP errors accounted for the 

highest percentage of errors. Within this category, the most frequent error 

concerned English articles (88.2%). Therefore article errors accounted for 

31.5% of all errors made in the essays.  

Since our interest is in the frequency of article errors in comparison 

with other types of errors, we will first analyze the relation between the total 

number of errors with article errors and other major types of errors and then 
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that between the article errors and other major types of errors. First, as far as 

the relation between the total number of errors and other types of errors is 

concerned, the results from the correlation test in Table 2 show a 

significantly positive relation between the total number of errors and such 

major error types as verb phrase, clause, and mechanical ones. No 

significantly positive relation was found between the total number of errors 

and those errors relating to noun phrase, word use (i.e. lexis), and namely 

article. It is worth noting that the positive relation between these error types 

and the total number of errors was not high.  

Table 2. Correlations among the errors (n=14) (2-tailed) 
   Relative 

number 
of 

errors 

Article Noun 
Phrase 

Verb 
phrase 

Clause Word 
use 

Mechanics 

Corr. 
coeffi. 

1.000 .472 .486 .767 .569 .433 .640 Relative 
number 

of errors  Sig. . .088 .078 .001 .034 .122 .014 
Corr. 

coeffi. 
.472 1.000 .911 .299 -.180 -.357 .193 Article 

  
Sig. .088 . .000 .298 .539 .210 .509 

Corr. 
coeffi. 

.486 .911 1.000 .336 -.262 -.363 .196 Noun 
Phrase 

  Sig. .078 .000 . .240 .366 .203 .503 
Corr. 

coeffi. 
.767 .299 .336 1.000 .288 .218 .793 Verb 

Phrase 
  Sig. .001 .298 .240 . .318 .455 .001 

Corr. 
coeffi. 

.569 -.180 -.262 .288 1.000 .538 .363 Clause 
  

Sig. .034 .539 .366 .318 . .047 .203 
Corr. 

coeffi. 
.433 -.357 -.363 .218 .538 1.000 .165 Word use 

  
Sig. .122 .210 .203 .455 .047 . .573 

Corr. 
coeffi. 

.640 .193 .196 .793 .363 .165 1.000 Mechanic 
  

Sig. .014 .509 .503 .001 .203 .573 . 

Second, regarding the correlation between article errors and other 

types of errors, no significant correlation was found between article errors 

and those of others except that between the article and noun phrase errors, 
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which was significantly positive. This indicates that if there is a high level 

of errors in using noun phrases, there will be a high level of errors in using 

articles. 

Question  2: Do the relative frequency of article errors affect writing 
grades?  

To determine whether or not article use errors influence essay grades, each 

of the 14 essays was graded on a scale of 1-10.  Five university teachers of 

English at Cantho University (all native Vietnamese speakers) and two 

teachers at the University of Groningen (one native Dutch speaker and one 

native English speaker) were asked to grade each essay holistically on the 

basis of content and form.  

Table 3 (p. 14) shows that there was no significant relation between 

teachers’ scores (i.e. WM) and the relative number of article errors (r=-

.226). This revealed that there were essays receiving high scores although 

they had many article errors (see Fig.1). In addition, the table also presents a 

somewhat different picture when a distinction is made between the scores of 

two groups of teachers (i.e. Dutch and Vietnamese) in relation to the article 

errors. Dutch teachers seemed to have a tendency (r= -.455) to take into 

account the article errors (although the correlation was not significant).  

Vietnamese teachers, by contrast, did not pay any attention to the problem 

(r= -.029) through the fact that there was no correlation between their scores 

and the article errors.  

It is also interesting to note that essay scores correlated significantly 

and negatively with the relative number of errors found in clauses, verb 

phrases, and word use. No significant relations were found between grading 

and either mechanical errors or noun phrase ones. A further analysis into 

each group of teachers in Table 3 also revealed that teachers in two groups 
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focused much on the errors regarding verb phrases, which contains the core 

message of a sentence, rather than on noun phrase ones.  
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Fig. 1. Scattergram showing relationships between grading and 

article errors. 
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Question 3: Is there a correlation (a) between essay grades and proficiency 
scores and (b) between proficiency scores and  article errors and errors of 
other types?  

To test proficiency, the 2001 Michigan Proficiency Test was administered to 

the students. The test consisted of 50 items focusing on grammar, 27 items 

on vocabulary meaning, and 23 items on vocabulary in context. All the 

items were designed in the form of multiple-choice questions. Students took 

the proficiency test in 60 minutes. The test was graded on the basis of a 

correct/incorrect scoring method. 

Spearman’s non-parametric correlations were conducted to find out 

the relationship between proficiency scores and essay grades and between 

the number of article errors and proficiency level.  

First, concerning proficiency scores and essay grades, no significant 

correlation was found although the relation had a positive tendency, 

suggesting that students have high essay scores if they are proficient. Given 

that there was a tendency, the mean writing grades of Vietnamese and Dutch 

teachers did not significantly correlate with proficiency scores (r=.466; 

p=.093). However, when grades by the Dutch and Vietnamese teachers are 

taken separately, we find a positive relationship between Dutch teachers’ 

essay grades and proficiency (r=.604; p=.022), but not between Vietnamese 

teachers’ essay grades and proficiency scores (Table 4).  

Second, as far as the relation between proficiency scores and article 

errors is concerned, no significant correlation was found (r=-.433; p=.122; 

2-tailed). Yet, the relation had a negative tendency. This means that about 

16 percent of the variation among article errors is explained by proficiency 

scores. This goes against what Oller et al. (1971) confirmed that there was  

a close relation between skill in article usage and overall proficiency.  
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Third, concerning the relation between other error types and 

proficiency scores, no significant correlation was found. From these 

correlation analyses, although no significant correlations were found, it is 

worth noting that careful interpretations should be taken into account given 

the fact that the sample is not large enough.  

Question 4. Do essay grades improve when article errors are eliminated? 

To determine whether or not grades improve when article errors are 

removed, four essays out of the 14 graded were selected (Tables 5 & 6), 

representative of the essays with the most article errors (13 or more) and the 

least article errors (4 or less). Two essays had high grades (over 6.8 average 

on a scale of 1-10) and two had low grades (less than 4.2 average).  

 

Table 5. Selection of essays for question 3 

Essay Writing grade (1-10) Number of article errors 
A 4.2 4 
B 6.9 3 
C 6.8 23 
D 3.2 13 
 

From this set of essays another set was created in which the article errors 

were corrected. Thus, in total there were eight essays, four original ones and 

four corrected ones. Twenty advanced University Dutch students of English 

graded these essays. Each student received four different essays, two of 

which had the article errors corrected and two uncorrected. The corrected 

and uncorrected essays were systematically varied.  
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Table 6. Means scores of the four essays selected for question 3 

Essays Number of 
Article errors 

 Mean N Std 
Deviation 

4 Original  4.86 11 .8970 A 
0 Corrected 5.11 9 .8937 
3 Original 6.45 10 .4378 B 
0 Corrected 6.65 10 1.1797 
23 Original  6.5 10 .8498 C 
0 Original 6.8 10 1.0328 
13 Original  5.2 9 .8700 D 
0 Corrected 5.6 11 .9700 

 

With respect to the relationship between grading and the removal of article 

errors, the results obtained from the ANOVA computation indicate that 

there are significant differences among students and among the four essays 

(see Table 7), but not between corrected and uncorrected essays.  

Table 7.  Analysis of variance (ANOVA) 

 Df F Sig. 
Students 19 1.810 .045 

Essays 3 20.512 .000 
Correction 1 2.319 .133 

DISCUSSION  

This study shows that article errors occur relatively frequently (31.49%) 

when compared to other errors such as errors in the verb phrase, the clause, 

lexis, mechanics, or sentence. Therefore, it is evident that correct English 

article use is a problem for Vietnamese students, even for high-intermediate 

university students who are about to become teachers of English. In 

addition, the fact that there is no significant relationship between the 

number of article errors and the total number of errors found in the essays 

(r=.472; p=.088) supports the idea that  even “good” essays (i.e. essays with 



Chapter 2       19 

a low total number of errors) may still have a relatively high degree of 

article errors.  

This study also shows that there is no correlation between essay 

grades and the number of article errors (Table 4). However, when the mean 

grades of Vietnamese teachers and Dutch teachers are considered separately, 

a slightly different picture emerges. Whereas there is a tendency with Dutch 

teachers to consider the number of article errors in their evaluation of 

essays, Vietnamese teachers seem to overlook article errors completely, 

which may have various reasons. One possibility may be that Vietnamese 

teachers tolerate article errors either because they are used to seeing them 

frequently or they may find them difficult themselves. Another possibility is 

that because the current emphasis on communication and meaning rather 

than form and accuracy, Vietnamese teachers may feel that article errors are 

not problematic enough to pay attention to because they do not often cause 

communication to break down.  

But even when article errors are removed completely from four 

essays and graded by Dutch raters, the grades improved somewhat, but not 

significantly. This suggests that even teachers who are not used to seeing 

article errors frequently and who have no difficulty with articles themselves 

tend to ignore these errors when grading essays holistically. 

This study also shows that there is no correlation between essay 

grades and proficiency scores; this is not so surprising considering the fact 

that ‘proficiency’ in this study is limited to linguistic competence with a 

focus on the knowledge of structure and knowledge of lexicon, and writing 

may be graded more on content rather than form. As far as the relationship 

between proficiency scores and article errors is concerned, the lack of a 

correlation confirms the findings in the error analysis. Even the more 

proficient students still have problems in using the English articles. The 
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results are in conflict with Oller and Redding’s remark that “the learning of 

article usage goes hand-in-hand with the development of overall 

proficiency” (1971: 93). What has been found clearly gives the impression 

that students do not “automatically” internalize the rules for article use even 

when they become more proficient.  

IMPLICATIONS 

Obviously articles are a pervasive problem for Vietnamese learners of 

English as they are the most frequent of all errors, which do not decrease as 

proficiency increases. In other words, they are not learned “automatically” 

in the acquisition process. However, it is also clear that holistic essay grades 

are not much affected by the number of article errors, most probably 

because article errors are “local” errors that do not affect meaningful 

communication much.   

 The question then is should we pay attention to these errors at all and 

bother teaching the English article system since they are so problematic for 

Vietnamese learners. It seems to us that at the lower levels, students 

learning English who will be using English in a local variety do not need 

much focus on article use because it does not seem to affect meaningful 

communication. However, the issue is still worth pursuing for advanced 

learners of English who may have to write professionally for an 

international public. For, as Berry notes (1991: 252), if a writer keeps 

making this kind of ‘unimportant’ error, he or she may create a negative 

effect on readers. Readers may have the idea that the writer has an imperfect 

control of the language and his or her integrity may be undermined.  



Chapter 2       21 

Apparently, even university students who will become future 

teachers of English do not acquire the system through input or study. In the 

following chapter we will examine the reason why the English article 

system is so difficult to acquire for students with article-less languages like 

Vietnamese as their first language. 
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Chapter 3 
THE MEANING OF ARTICLES  

Chapter 2 has made clear that Vietnamese learners of English have 

relatively more problems with English articles than with any other grammar 

area. As this dissertation aims to help students improve in this area, we will 

try to find out where exactly the problem lies for these students. In Chapter 

5, we will perform an error analysis, but before we can do so, we have to 

understand the English article system so that we can categorize article errors 

into different types. The purpose of this chapter is therefore to explore the 

meanings of English articles. Because the explanations of meanings of 

English articles depend heavily on theoretical insights, we shall first give a 

brief overview of the main insights in different research traditions.  

In describing articles, theorists have generally agreed that English 

articles are prototypical realizations of marking definiteness (Halliday, 

1976; Chesterman, 1991; Lyons, 1999). They are used with noun phrases to 

denote that something (whether in the real world or not) is definite or not. 

That is, an entity referred to by a noun phrase cannot be known as definite 

or non-definite without the occurrence of an article. It is therefore crucial to 

understand the notion of “definiteness”.   

Below a brief overview is given of the notion of definiteness, 

starting from more formal, “objectivist” approaches, which do not take the 

role of a speaker (conceptualizer) into account, via descriptivist and 

pragmatic views and ending with a “subjectivist” account, which takes into 

account the role of the conceptualizer and the given context in construing a 

situation and portraying it for expressive purposes (Langacker, 1991b). In 

our view a subjective account is the most useful in explaining the article 
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system to L2 learners of English in that it seems to explain native intuitions 

about article use in a simple to understand framework.  

DEFINING DEFINITENESS 

The main notion associated with articles is definiteness. Intuitively, the 

concept of definiteness is quite simple.  A thing in the real world denoted by 

a noun, which is also called a referent, is definite when it is known, familiar, 

unique, or identified to the speaker and hearer. The referent is indefinite 

when it is novel, unfamiliar, or assumed not to be identified by the hearer. 

Theoretically, however, definiteness is a complicated issue. Being a covert 

category, the notion of definiteness becomes overt only through the co-

occurrence of a definite article (i.e. the) or an indefinite article (i.e. a, 

unstressed some, and zero) with a noun. Three levels of complexity are 

frequently discussed. The first level is centered on the meaning of 

definiteness, i.e. what does it mean to say that something is definite. The 

second level is concerned with the intersection between definiteness and 

specificity, in which the factor of reference is taken into account.  Several 

possibilities are yielded as a result of the combination between definiteness 

and specificity.  

a. specific + definite: I’m going to clean the house tomorrow. 
b. nonspecific + definite: I’m going to interview the first person 

who wins this contest. 
c. specific + indefinite: I met a survivor from the Asian tsunami 

yesterday. 
d. nonspecific + indefinite: I dream of buying a luxury house.   

The third level of intricacy is found when definiteness intersects with 

genericity, in which the notion of a set rather than a specific member of a set 

is the focus. Hence, we may have definite generic or indefinite generic.  
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Generic + definite: The house is the largest purchase you will make 
in your lifetime. 
Generic + indefinite: Houses are expensive. /  A house is expensive. 

These three levels of complexity of definiteness will be explored in this 

section. The first part of the section is concerned with the notions that have 

been used to define definiteness (e.g. uniqueness, identifiability, etc.) and 

the relation between definiteness and specificity, for the nature of 

definiteness, taken from a pragmatic position, cannot be detached from 

reference, an aspect of specificity. The second part is concerned with 

genericity of the articles. In these two parts, some research traditions will be 

presented alongside to provide some insights into the notions introduced.  

Notions used to define definiteness 

The literature abounds with discussion on how definiteness needs to be 

defined. Some of the most recurring discussions involve the notions of 

uniqueness versus existentiality, familiarity, identifiability versus 

locatability, and inclusiveness. Each of these will be dealt with separately 

below. 

Uniqueness and existentiality 

Many philosophers and logicians have engaged into a survey of the meaning 

of definiteness. The first attempt goes back to Russell. Russell (1905), by 

restricting himself to singular count-nouns, discusses the opposition 

between the definite article and the indefinite article through the following 

well-known example: 

(1)  The King of France is bald.  

This sentence, according to Russell, is a representation of a conjunction of 

three propositions.  
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(2) There is a King of France. 
(3)  There is not more than one King of France. 
(4) This individual is bald.  

These three propositions all share one property: they are all asserted. These 

propositions clearly follow a logical entailment. That is, if one of them is 

false, the whole conjunction is false. To assert (1) is to assert the other three 

propositions. (2) is an existential clause and claims the existence of the 

object referred to by the definite description. (3) is a uniqueness claim about 

the object: there is only one individual mentioned. And (4) claims that the 

predication is applicable to this unique, existing individual. According to 

Russell, the truth and falsity of (1) lies in all these three propositions. If one 

of them is false, (1) will be false. Thus, (1) would be false if it were uttered 

at the present time by virtue of the falsity of (2): there is no King of France 

nowadays. Or if there happened to be more than one King of France, (1) 

would be false as a result of the falsity of (3). And if this individual were not 

bald, (1) would not be true because (4) is false.  

For various logical reasons and arguments that we will not pursue in 

this context, Russell’s contribution to the understanding of the nature of 

definiteness is in the first two propositions – existentiality and uniqueness. 

An entity denoted by a singular noun used with the must exist and must be 

unique. An entity referred to by a noun marked by a, by contrast, is not 

unique, though it may exist. Because existentiality can be found in both 

definite and indefinite descriptions, uniqueness is generally agreed to 

characterize definiteness. Russell focuses on logical aspects when 

introducing the notion of uniqueness, but also from a pragmatic perspective, 

uniqueness can explain the use of the-marked nouns in linguistic contexts 

and non-linguistic contexts as the following examples illustrate. 
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(5)  I met an old man and a young boy in a park yesterday. 
Although the old man did not recognize me, I realized he 
was my friend’s father.  

(6)  I took a taxi to the airport, but the driver was new to the area. 
So I missed the flight.   

(7)  Just give the shelf a quick wipe, will you, before I put the 
television on it. 

(8)  Put these clean towels in the bathroom please. 
(9)  I hear the prime minister was poisoned today. 
(10)  The moon was very bright last night.  

Linguistic contexts are found in (5) and (6). In (5) the referent 

denoted by the old man is unique because a mention of the man is made in 

the previous clause. In (6), the driver is used as a result of the unique 

relationship between a taxi and a driver. That is, a taxi has a driver. In non-

linguistic contexts, we also find that we explain the use of the with the 

notion of uniqueness. The shelf in (7) and the bathroom in (8) are unique in 

the immediate situation. And the prime minister in (9) and the moon in (10) 

are unique on account of the larger situation (i.e. a country and the earth).  

Uniqueness can also explain the use of the definite article in logical 

expressions (e.g. superlatives, first, same, only, next, last) or in hypothetical 

or counterfactual cases (Lyons, 1999)2.  

(11)  She is *a / the best performer I have ever known.  
(12)  He is *an /the only male student in this class. 
(13)  She is *a / the first/next/last person in the list. 
(14)  The winner of this competition will get a free ticket to 

Vietnam. 

In (11-13) the meaning conveyed by the modifying expressions reveals 

uniqueness; as a result, the indefinite article is incompatible. Similarly, in 

(14) there is a unique winner who will be able to satisfy the description even 

                                                 
2 The contexts that create counterfactual or hypothetical cases in a sentence involve (1) 
verbs of “propositional attitude” (e.g. wonder, look for, try, hope, intend, etc.), (2) negation, 
(3) questions, (4) conditionals, (5) modals, (6) future tense (Lyons 1999: 166). 
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though it is a hypothetical situation in which the competition is not finished 

yet.  

However, some criticisms have been leveled against Russell’s 

accounts. The first is concerned with logical and pragmatic aspects of 

meaning.  Strawson (1971), who revives Frege (1892), criticizes Russell for 

putting the three propositions (2-4) on an equal basis. He insists that the 

existential clause in (2) and the uniqueness clause (3) are not asserted by (1). 

Only the predication of baldness (3) is asserted by (1). To him, (2) and (3) 

are only presuppositions or preconditions of (1). If (2) is false, (1) still 

makes sense although it lacks a truth value as a result of the fact that the 

definite description (i.e. in 1) fails to refer. In addition, Strawson rejects 

Russell’s uniqueness implication by maintaining that uniqueness is not 

restricted to singular definites. The referent of singular indefinites can be as 

unique as of singular definites. The following example will illustrate the 

case.   

(20) Linh sang well and won a prize – the only prize of the variety 
contest this year.  

In this context, the referent a prize in (15) can be interpreted as there having 

been only one vocal prize. Therefore, since existentiality is a trait that both 

singular definites and indefinites share, Strawson sees identifiability rather 

than uniqueness as the essence of definiteness. According to him, the 

elements of contexts and the role of the hearer should be included when 

describing the nature of definiteness. We will return to this notion of 

identifiability later.  

The second criticism was concerned with what Hawkins (1978) calls 

‘incompleteness.’ To Hawkins (1978), plural and mass nouns can take a 

definite article under the same conditions as singular unique nouns. The keys 

in where are the keys should refer to all of the keys in question. Or the sand 
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in  Move the sand from the front-yard into the barn is understood as 

referring to all the sand in question. The totality of the mass or the number 

of things referred to can be understood as being unique too. This is what 

Hawkins labels inclusiveness. We will get back to the notion of 

inclusiveness after dealing with familiarity and identifiability.  

Familiarity 

As mentioned earlier, uniqueness can be a constitutive element of 

definiteness. However, because an analysis in which meaning is divorced 

from pragmatic elements is felt to be inadequate, attempts have been made 

to define the meaning of definiteness in terms of reference. Also, because 

the role of speaker and hearer and the context should be taken into account 

in explaining the meaning of definiteness (Strawson, 1971), some 

grammarians consider familiarity to be also a constitutive element of 

definiteness.  

The idea of familiarity can be traced back to Apollonius Dyscolus 

(2nd century AD), who perceives the role of identity as well as the previous 

mention of the referent as factors that determine presence and absence of the 

definite article in Greek (Householder 1981, quoted in Lyons 1999: 254).  

Christophersen (1939) has developed this view more fully as becomes clear 

from the following description with respect to the use of the:  

…for the use of a the-form it is necessary that the thing meant should 
occupy so prominent a place in the listener’s mind that by the mention of 
the form the right idea is called up. There must be a basis of understanding 
and the purpose of the article the is to refer to this basis, to indicate “the 
thing you know.” This function may be described as “familiarization.” (69-
70) 

His description suggests that a noun phrase used with the indicates that the 

referent is familiar to both the hearer and the speaker. If nothing has been 
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filled in the hearer’s mind, a what-question may be anticipated from the 

hearer as in (16). 

(16)  A: “I was down at the bookseller’s yesterday, but I 
couldn’t get the book. It is out of print.” 

B:  (surprised) “What book?”  
A: “Oh, didn’t I tell you?...” 

The what-question in (16) can be asked because the hearer is not familiar 

with the book introduced by the speaker. Unfamiliarity arises as a result of 

the lack of a basis for understanding- ‘the thing you know.’ To remedy this 

situation, a book as in I was down at the bookseller’s yesterday, but I 

couldn’t get a book should have been used instead, suggesting that the 

speaker may be aware of what is being referred to but the hearer probably 

not. As Christophersen (1939: 28) asserts, if the speaker “wants to be 

understood it is important that he should not use words and phrases which 

the hearer is likely to misinterpret.” Hence, familiarity can explain the 

difference between the definite article and the indefinite article with regards 

to definiteness.  

However, Christophersen’s concept of familiarity as an explanation 

for the definite-indefinite distinction has also been subject to criticism. 

Hawkins (1978) maintains that the definition of familiarity is not accurate if 

one considers associative cases such as the author after a book has been 

mentioned. Christophersen acknowledges  this weakness as follows:  

Now, in all strictness, this term [familiarity] is not always quite correct. 
Though the previously acquired knowledge may relate to the very 
individual meant, yet it is often only indirectly that one is familiar with 
what is denoted by the word. It may be something else that one is familiar 
with, but between this ‘something’ and the thing denoted there must be an 
unambiguous relation. Talking of a certain book, it is perfectly correct to 
say “The author is unknown” (Christophersen 1939: 72-73).  

To Hawkins, the use of the author is unknown cannot bring up in the 

hearer’s mind the right individual that the speaker is thinking of. Moreover, 
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Hawkins (1978) maintains that ‘unfamiliarity’ in some cases is compatible 

with the use of the. Here are some examples. 

(17)  They’ve just got in from Ho Chi Minh City. The plane was 
five hours late.  

(18) The student Jim went out with last night was nasty to him.  
(19) Holland has been buzzing with the rumor that the Prime 

Minister is going to resign. 
(20)  My supervisor and I share the same secrets.  

In (17) getting from Ho Chi Minh City to Groningen does not necessarily 

involve flying. The association can be real in the example, but we cannot 

really say that the plane was known to the hearer before the second sentence 

of this example was uttered. In (18-20), the noun phrases accompanied by 

the are perfectly appropriate as first-mention definite descriptions. The 

student, the rumor and the secrets were not mentioned previously. Besides, 

there are no associative links between the referents of the boldface NPs with 

those of certain preceding NPs. No prior knowledge is required for the 

hearer in these cases. 

Perridon (1989: 111) states that the weakness of the familiarity theory 

shows in indefinite NPs. He provides the following example.  

(7) You have a fine daughter. 

The hearer in (21) should have good knowledge of the entity mentioned 

since it is his daughter. However, the speaker still uses a and not the. This 

challenges the term familiarity. For it is clear that a noun phrase marked by 

a can denote an entity which is familiar too. As a result of these 

inadequacies, the notion of identifiability has been suggested as a feature of 

definiteness.   
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Identifiability and Locatability 

Identifiability is considered to be a feature of definiteness when reference as 

a speech act is taken into account. Linguists who are influenced by 

Strawson, Searle, and Grice have come up with this concept, which is 

considered to be a redefinition of the concept of uniqueness and familiarity. 

Searle (1969) proposes a principle of identification, which defines the 

necessary conditions for a successful definite reference as follows:  

“[The principle of identification] requires that the hearer be able to identify 
the object from the speaker’s utterance of the expression. By “identify” 
here I mean that there should no longer be any doubt or ambiguity about 
what exactly is being talked about. At the lowest level, questions like 
“who?”, “what?”, or “which one?” are answered.  

Of course at another level these questions are still open: after something 
has been identified one may still ask “what?” in the sense of “tell me more 
about it”, but one cannot ask “what?” in the sense of “I don’t know what 
you are talking about”. Identifying, as I am using the term, just means 
answering that question. …Identification… rests squarely on the speaker’s 
ability to supply an expression of one of these kinds, which is satisfied 
uniquely by the object to which he intends to refer.” (pp. 85-86)  

Although Searle is concerned with the necessary conditions for the 

successful performance of a definite reference under speech act 

circumstances, his definition of identification may contribute to the notion 

of identifiability. To Lyons (1999), identifiability involves the hearer’s 

readiness in identifying the referent of the noun phrase signaled by the. And 

familiarity is not totally rejected. It is still a component of identifiability. 

You can identify some real-world entity, which you know to exist because 

you can see it or have heard of it. Examples (5), (6), and (7) apply to this 

case. However, identifiability requires more than that. It suggests that the 

hearer should exert some effort in working out which is referred to. Lyons 

provides the following illustration concerning (7), which is repeated here for 

easy reference.  
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(7) Just give the shelf a quick wipe, will you, before I put the 
television on it. 

In (7), the setting is in the sitting room. Now, for example, Ann wants to 

drive some nails into the wall to put up a picture while she is on a 

stepladder, and at that time Joe has entered the room. Without turning 

round, she says to Joe:  

(22) Pass me the hammer, will you? 

Joe has no prior idea of the hammer, but he can find it on a chair after 

looking around. Comparing (7) to (22), we can see that in (7) the hearer has 

knowledge of the shelf in the room, whereas in (22), he has no knowledge 

of the hammer at the time Ann utters the request. The definite article in the 

hammer tells Joe that he can identify the hammer Ann is talking about 

(Lyons, 1999). Thus, where familiarity is tenuous, identifiability can take its 

place.  

Identifiability can solve situations that familiarity cannot, especially in 

associative cases (e.g. the author is associated with a book). In (17), for 

instance, the association is probable rather than a known one, which has to 

do with familiarity. The journey from Ho Chi Minh City to Groningen 

nowadays will most likely involve an aircraft rather than a ship. As a result, 

the definite noun phrase the plane will help the hearer associate the referent 

with a plane taking off from Ho Chi Minh City. 

Nevertheless, Lyons (1999) shows that there are cases in which 

identifiability is hardly a feature of definiteness. Rather, uniqueness is still a 

‘powerful’ factor for explicating associate, situational, and cataphoric uses 

of the as in the following examples.  

(23)  I’ve just been to a wedding. The bride wore pink.  
(24) [A student entering a lecture class at the beginning of a semester 

without referring to the faculty’s notice about a guest professor] 
I wonder who the guest professor is this semester.  
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(25) Trang’s gone for a spin on the motorbike she has just bought.  

In (23) the hearer can infer that there is one bride at a wedding. Yet it would 

be ludicrous to say that the hearer can identify the bride. In (24) lecture 

classes involve instructors. On account of this, the phrase the guest 

professor is quite possible. However, can the speaker, in this case, identify 

the referent of the definite noun phrase? If the speaker cannot identify the 

referent, how can the hearer satisfy the expectation – to identify the 

referent? Although both participants have knowledge of the existence of an 

individual as a guest professor in this situation, this does not guarantee that 

identification is achieved.  In (25) the relative clause provides a context for 

the occurrence of the motorbike; however, it does not ensure that the hearer 

is able to identify which motorbike Trang is using except when he sees 

Trang riding it.   

Also, Hawkins (1978) indirectly challenges the notion of 

identifiability when he provides an example in which the indefinite article a 

is used instead of the in his criticism of Searle (1969).  

(26) So you were at Eton, were you? Then you are certain to 
know a chap called Bill Snoop. (p. 98). 

In (26) the hearer is given sufficient means to identify the referent, but the 

speaker still uses an indefinite NP. Probably to deal with the inadequacy of 

identifiability, Hawkins (1978: 167-168) introduces his location theory, 

according to which the speaker performs the following acts when using the 

definite article the: 

He (a) introduces a referent (or referents) to the hearer; and (b) instructs 
the hearer to locate the referent in some shared set of objects…; and he (c) 
refers to the totality of the objects or mass within the set which satisfy the 
referring expression. (p. 167)  

A shared set involves the knowledge that both speaker and hearer share of a 

given referent, which can be a physical or a mental object occurring in sets 



Chapter 3                           35 

of different kinds. There are four conditions for the speech acts to be 

successful: (1) set existence, (2) set identifiability, (3) set membership, and 

(4) set composition. Condition (1) concerns the knowledge the speaker and 

hearer have of the set of objects that the definite referent is located in. 

Condition (2) refers to the hearer’s ability to infer which shared set is 

actually intended by the speaker. The act of inferring lies in the previous 

discourse or in the situation of utterance. Condition (3) is involved with the 

relation between the referent and the shared set. That is, the referent must 

exist in the shared set inferred. Condition (4), having three sub-parts, is 

concerned with the correspondence between the number of objects in the 

shared set satisfying the descriptive predicate and the linguistic referents 

referred to by the definite description.  

To illustrate how the four conditions work, we will consider the 

following examples of communication breakdown (Hawkins, 1978: 168-

170).  

(27)  a. I’ve just seen the professor again.  
 b. I don’t think we’ve met before, have we?  
(28) A.  I’ve just seen the professor again. 
 B: Which professor? 
 A:  Oh, didn’t I tell you? 
(29) A:  I’ve just spoken to the professor. 
 B:  What? That one over there? 
 A: No, the one I was just talking to you about. 
(30) (i) The two students 
 (ii) The member of parliament 
 (iii) The professors 

Example (27) illustrates the important role of condition (1). The 

communication broke down in (27) because if the speaker and hearer do not 

know each other, they do not share a previous discourse set. That is, no 

previous talk-exchange has occurred between them. As a result, other 

conditions (i.e. identification and location) are ruled out.  
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Examples (28) and (29) demonstrate the relationship between 

conditions (2) and (3). They should work in harmony; if one of these 

conditions is not met, then communication may break down. In (28), 

condition (2) is met, but condition (3) is not. The cause of the break-down 

lies in the hearer’s knowledge that the referent was not actually a member of 

this set (condition 3) although he could identify some shared set 

pragmatically (condition 2). By contrast, (28) shows that condition (3) is 

met, but condition (2) is not. The breakdown arises because set 

identifiability failed, though the set membership condition was satisfied. 

The hearer did not know which shared set the speaker intended: a previous 

discourse set (i.e. the one I was just talking to you about) or an immediate 

situation set (i.e. that one over there).  

Example set (30) is concerned with condition (4). The two students 

is possible if the number of students the speaker and hearer are referring to 

two. Or, similarly, the member of parliament is not possible if it refers to 

more than one entity in the larger situation set. And the professors can be 

difficult to locate if in the previous discourse set there was only one entity.  

Although Hawkins has also been criticized (see Lyons, 1999 and 

Chesterman, 1991), Hawkins’ location theory can be seen as an attempt to 

redefine the notions of existentiality, uniqueness, and identifiability 

mentioned above. Existentiality and uniqueness are put in relation to 

speech-act participants. Two important issues found in location theory are 

the notions of a shared set and inclusiveness. Chesterman (1991: 17) 

describes the notion of a shared set as “a more precise way of defining the 

associated ‘something else’ that the hearer is assumed to be familiar with.” 

Inclusiveness is an aspect that has to do with the meaning of the definite 

article. The example set (30) relating to condition (4) mentioned above is 
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concerned with this notion. We will now discuss the relationship between 

inclusiveness and definiteness.  

Inclusiveness  

Before discussing how inclusiveness can be a factor in the meaning of 

definiteness, let us consider the following two examples (Hawkins, 1978)  

(31) Bring us the wickets in after the game of cricket. 
(32) We must ask you to move the sand from our gateway. 

In these examples, the definite article is used with the plural noun wickets 

and the mass noun sand. What are the referents of the noun phrases the 

wickets in (31) and the sand in (32)? As we know, in cricket, there are six 

wickets, but how many wickets do we want the hearer to bring us? And in 

(32), are we satisfied if the hearer moves only part of the sand away?   

If we hold the notion that uniqueness is applicable to a set or 

quantity instead of an individual, then what would happen if the hearer 

brought a set of four wickets, which according to the hearer can be the 

unique set? For the set of six wickets may have a number of subsets 

containing five wickets, four, three, or two wickets. Clearly, these subsets 

are irrelevant to us. It would disappoint us if he brought us a set of four 

wickets. In fact, what we are concerned with is the totality of the wickets or 

the whole set of six wickets. Similarly, we would not be satisfied if the 

hearer still left some sand in our gateway.  

Thus it is argued that the notion of inclusiveness should complement 

and even incorporate the criterion of uniqueness (Hawkins 1978). The 

notion of totality in plural nouns or mass nouns when used with the definite 

article is similar in meaning to the universal quantifier all and the wickets in 

(31) may be understood as the unique maximal set of wickets by virtue of 
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the context. However, if the totality of the entities that satisfies a definite 

description is just one, then inclusiveness is equal to uniqueness.  

However, Hawkins’ notion of inclusiveness has produced some 

objections. Chesterman (1991: 66-67) criticizes Hawkins for presenting 

inclusiveness in absolute, logical terms (i.e. all) and “raises major issues 

about the relation between logic and natural language.”  He provides some 

counter-examples in which the universal-quantifier reading is not possible.  

(33) The Americans have reached the moon. 

In (33) it is impossible for all Americans to have reached the moon. The 

Americans in (33) should be understood as representative of a whole set. To 

Chesterman, the all incorporated with the meaning of  the is similar to what 

we might call a pragmatic all, which means “all with respect to the relevant 

intents and purposes”, “more or less all” (p. 66).  

Similarly, Huddleston (2002) notes that the idea of totality expressed 

in a noun phrase marked by the is not as emphatic as that found with 

universal quantification (i.e. all), given that all entities in the set are 

considered to be basically similar. That is, plural noun phrases marked by 

the do not suggest that every individual entity should have the predication 

property. Here are examples from Huddleston (2002: 370). 

(34) a The bathroom tiles are cracked. 
  b All the bathroom tiles are cracked.  

The bathroom tiles in (34a) gives the impression that the totality of the tiles 

in the bathroom is cracked, but it does not mean that the ‘crackedness’ is 

found with every individual entity. By contrast, all the bathroom tiles in 

(34b) suggest that there is no exception for the ‘crackedness’ to be applied 

to every individual tile.  
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To summarize, we have considered some aspects of the nature of 

definiteness, which is a distinguishing criterion in the use of English 

articles. The aspects discussed are existentiality and uniqueness, familiarity, 

identifiability and locatability, and inclusiveness. Among these notions, two 

remain salient: identifiability and inclusiveness (Lyons, 1999). (Although 

Hawkins uses the term locatability, the generally agreed term is still 

identifiability. See Lyons, 1999.) The approaches used in treating these 

notions have shifted from an objective (Russell) to a less objective 

perspective where speech-act participants and context are taken into 

account. However, there is another approach—cognitive grammar by 

Langacker (1991; 1991b)--which is more subjective than Chesterman seems 

to advocate.  

In Langacker’s approach, definiteness is accounted for by looking at 

how speech-act participants “construe” (conceive of) an entity and also 

includes the notions of mental contact and discourse space, but ignores the 

notion of reference, which is also a controversial notion in the literature. So 

before discussing Langacker’s notion of definiteness, we will first deal with 

referentiality, a notion that intersects with definiteness in that it 

distinguishes between an identified entity that is referential or non-

referential. Because the notion of referentiality is intertwined with the 

notion of specificity, we will deal with both at the same time.          

Specificity and Referentiality 

Specificity and referentiality are two terms often found in treating 

definiteness. However, the difference between these two terms is not all that 

clear. Traditionally, in grammar books, the notion of specificity has to do 

with distinguishing a specific entity from a general entity (i.e. a set or sets). 

This may explain why Quirk et al. (1985) makes a distinction between 
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specific reference and generic reference when describing the use of the 

articles. Referentiality has to do with referring or pointing to something. 

This notion has frequently been used after the introduction of the notions of 

reference and speech-acts (Strawson, 1971; Searle, 1969). Generally, the 

two terms seem to be used interchangeably. In defining specificity, Brinton 

(2000: 292) says that specificity is concerned with whether or not a 

description conveyed by a NP refers to a specific entity in the real world. In 

this definition, the notion of reference is combined with specificity. Hence, a 

general distinction is often made as a result of combining specificity and 

definiteness. We have cases in which a specific entity is either definite or 

indefinite as in (35) and (36), and a non-specific entity is non-definite (37).  

(35) A lion and two tigers are sleeping in the cage. 
(36) I am going to clean the house. 
(37) Pass me a book. 

Researchers are still at variance with each other about whether or not 

definites and indefinites refer pragmatically or semantically and whether or 

not definites can be non-referential in the same way that indefinites can be. 

The first view holds that non-specific noun phrases describe, but do not 

refer (Donnellan, 1978; Fodor and Sag, 1982). This is the case of a book in 

(37). Similar to this view is a ‘weaker’ position (Lyons 1999: 165), which 

maintains that definite phrases may (but need not) refer, but indefinites do 

not. A lion in (35) does not refer because it is not identifiable to the hearer. 

Although the hearer may understand what is conveyed through the 

indefinite description, he may not be able to identify the lion in question. 

The main difference between the first view and the weaker one is 

that the first view does not hold that definite NPs and indefinite NPs refer in 

a semantic sense (Neale 1990, Ludlow and Neale 1991). Based on Russell’s 

account (1905), they argue that simple definites and indefinites are to be 

considered quantificational rather than directly referential. However, this 
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does not mean that this view rejects the notion of reference, but reference is 

limited to proper nouns, demonstratives, and personal pronouns, whose 

meaning is to pick out an individual entity. 

Lyons (1999: 166) takes a non-committal position in saying that 

definites and indefinites are “potentially referring.” He does not commit 

himself to either side in explicating the reference from a pragmatic or 

semantic point of view, but he does argue that the specific—non-specific 

distinction applies equally to both definite and indefinite noun phrases. The 

mechanism that influences such a distinction involves certain grammatical 

contexts, which may create an ambiguous reading: specific (referential) or 

non-specific (non-referential) in two types of contexts: opaque and 

transparent.  

We will first consider how opaque contexts influence specificity. 

Opaque contexts, simply put, are the ones in which, on the non-specific 

interpretation, a co-referential expression is not ‘eligible’ to be used to 

substitute for the noun phrase in question. For example, in (38) a Norwegian 

can have a non-specific interpretation and then it is possible to substitute 

one is possible, but impossible to substitute a Norwegian with him. 

(38) Hillie wants to marry a Norwegian, though she hasn’t met 

one / *him yet.  

The proposition in the continuation can clarify the meaning, but if it is not 

provided, the sentence is ambiguous because it may have a specific or non-

specific reading. The reason why a co-referential pronoun is not possible 

lies in the fact that the verb want in (38) presents a proposition which is 

potential or not factual. The Norwegian Hillie wants to marry is in Hillie’s 

desire, and through the continuation “she has not met a Norwegian yet” it is 

clear that he is not yet a ‘factual’ or specific person. Him would be possible 
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if a Norwegian is a specific person as in “Hillie wants to marry a 

Norwegian, but she has’t told him yet.”  

Verbs such as believe, intend, hope, believe (i.e. “propositional 

attitude” verbs) or intensional verbs (e.g. look for) are like want in that they 

are hypothetical or counterfactual. A similar characterization obtains in 

other structures such as negation, questions, conditionals, modals, future 

tense. In the following examples of opaque contexts from Lyons (1999: 

168), we can see that non-specificity is also applicable to noun phrases used 

with the definite article.  

(39)  a. I’m going to buy a suit tomorrow – you’ll be horrified by 
the colour. 

 b.  I’m going to buy a suit tomorrow – even if I can’t find one 
I really like. 

(40)  a.  I’m going to have lunch with the president tomorrow – 
I’m dreading it, he’s such a boring man. 

 b. I’m going to have lunch with the president tomorrow – 
that is, if the election takes place today and we have a 
president.  

In each set of examples, there are two readings based on the continuations. 

Without them, ambiguity arises. Thus, the referential reading is found in the 

(a) examples and the non-referential in the (b) examples. Other near 

equivalent terms for specific reading are extension, de re, or referential and 

for non-specific reading, intension, de dicto or non-referential. 

As (40b) illustrates, the specific—non-specific distinction is not just 

limited to noun phrases marked by the indefinite article. According to the 

standard account, the agent that causes the availability of two readings of 

noun phrases in opaque contexts is the so-called “scope ambiguity.” (For a 

detailed account, see Lyons 1999: 169-170). 
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Second, the distinction of specificity also exists in transparent 

contexts (non-opaque contexts). Here are some examples concerning 

indefinite noun phrases (Lyons 1999: 170).  

(41)  a.  I haven’t started the class yet; I’m missing a student—
Mary’s always late. 

 b.  I haven’t started the class yet; I’m missing a student –there 
should be fifteen, and I only count fourteen.  

Two readings are available in the (41) set. In (41a), a student is specific 

because the speaker has in mind a particular individual, and Mary in the 

continuation refers to a student. In (41b), non-referentiality is the case since 

the identity of the student is not the focus although the speaker seems to be 

‘specific’ when she knows that she misses one student. According to Lyons, 

the distinction between the (a) and (b) reading lies in a pragmatic rather than 

semantic explanation. That is, “there is no ambiguity in the sense of each 

such sentence having two semantic representations (different either lexically 

or in structure). Rather, the expression is vague between readings on which 

the speaker either has or does not have a particular referent for the indefinite 

noun phrase in mind” (p. 171).  

The specific—non-specific distinction in transparent contexts also 

obtain in definite noun phrases as seen in (42), where (42a) is referential, 

and (42b) non-referential.  

(42)  a.  We can’t start the seminar, because the student who’s 
giving the presentation is absent –typical of Bill, he’s so 
unreliable. 

 b.  We can’t start the seminar, because the student who’s 
giving the presentation is absent – I’d go and find whoever 
it is, but no-one can remember, and half the class is absent. 
(Lyons, 1999: 172) 

A similar distinction is found in Donnellan’s well-known example 

(1966) in (43), although other theorists tend to use different terminology for 

the distinction in question: referential versus attributive.  
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(43)  Smith’s murderer is insane. (i.e. The murderer of Smith) 

In one reading of (43), the referential one, the referent of Smith’s murderer 

(or the murderer of Smith) is specific. A certain individual such as John, 

Doreen’s neighbor, the guy in the black suit, is designated through the use 

of the description. In the other reading of (43), the attributive one, the 

description can be applied to anybody who killed Smith. In this case, the 

referent is non-specific.   

From Lyons’ account, it can be observed that the specific—non-

specific distinction applies equally to both definite and indefinite noun 

phrases in both opaque and transparent contexts. The issue is more complex 

in transparent contexts when there is a correspondence between the different 

readings of definites and those of indefinites as a result of the intersection 

between the elements of specificity and those of definiteness. According to 

Ludlow and Neale (1991) and Larson and Segal (1995), as cited in Lyons, a 

“referential” use must be distinguished from a “specific” use for both 

definites and indefinites. We have a referential use when a speaker intends 

to communicate something about a particular individual and expects the 

hearer to identify which individual is intended. By contrast, we have a 

specific use, when the speaker, though he has in mind a particular 

individual, does not intend the hearer to realize any particular individual. 

Along this line, if the attributive use in (43) is taken into consideration, 

clearly, as Lyons (p. 172) remarks, “these uses are both distinct from the 

attributive or non-specific use, which is purely quantificational, involving 

no individual ‘referent’ at any level.”  

Although the issue is still under debate, we can infer that what 

matters is whether or not an entity is definite. Although the distinction 

between a specific referent and a non-specific referent can be useful for 

indefinite NPs in co-referential cases, the main criterion in terms of article 
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usage is whether the noun marked by an article is definite or non-definite. 

That is, if speaker and hearer can uniquely identify the referent, then the 

article the is used, and if not, a is used. This is probably the reason why 

Langacker (1991: 97-98) suggests that it is not necessary for specificity to 

be known when he introduces the notion mental contact.  

In the next section we will look at Langacker’s view, which entails a 

different view entirely because he argues that the notion of reference is not 

necessarily included in the notion of definiteness. Definiteness is achieved 

when both speaker and hearer can contact an entity mentally as unique, so it 

is not necessary for the entity involved to be real or referential; mere 

awareness of the entity is quite sufficient.  

Definiteness in cognitive grammar  

Langacker (1991), who bases his account on Hawkins (1978), provides the 

following description of definiteness:  

“Use of the definite article with type description T in a nominal implies 
that (i) the designated instance t1 of T is unique and maximal in relation to 
the current discourse space; (2) S has mental contact with t1; and (3) either 
H has mental contact with t1 or the nominal alone is sufficient to establish 
it.” (p. 98) 

Leaving the notion of type aside for the time being (it will be discussed in 

the second part of this chapter), we can conclude that definiteness, to 

Langacker, lies in the speech act participants’ awareness of the entity 

referred to by a nominal (i.e. a noun marked by an article) in the current 

discourse space. It involves uniqueness and maximality (i.e. inclusiveness). 

To attain successful communication, the participants should rely on their 

ability to of reach one another’s mental space within the discourse space. 

Put differently, two prerequisites for establishing definiteness are discourse 

space and mental contact.  
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Langacker’s discourse space is based on Fauconnier’s notion of 

‘mental space’ (1985). A mental space, which is comprised of a set of 

elements and relations, is a conceived situation that may have various 

degrees of complexity. Mental spaces are created, evoked, or modified as a 

result of the addition of new elements and relations throughout the process 

of discourse. Specifically, one space can be included in another and the 

relations among the elements of different spaces may be established too. 

Thus, mental spaces in a person’s mind are either his or her conception of 

reality in the present and past or his or her vision in the future; even those 

aspects of the present or past s/he has no knowledge of. These mental spaces 

are distinguished and manipulated easily by a person, although they may 

have considerable variation in cognitive and logical status. It is worth noting 

that what one person is capable of, with regard to conceiving reality and 

manipulating mental spaces, can also be understood by another person since 

the other’s capacity is comparable to his or her own. This suggests that 

“person A’s conception of person B’s view of reality (or some other mental 

space available to B) can be regarded as a subspace within A’s own reality 

conception” (Langacker 1991: 97).  

A variant of a mental space is what Langacker (1991) calls current 

discourse space.  The current discourse space, which is shared by the 

speaker (S) and hearer (H), is made up of those elements and relations 

construed as a basis for communication at a given moment in the flow of 

discourse. The realm of the current discussion is interpreted as that 

containing those entities constituting the space. They are immediately 

available to both S and H, who can figure them out in their conscious 

awareness or elicit them easily through association or simple inference. The 

entities making up the discourse space may include: 
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(a)  all or portions of other, previously existing spaces available 
(e.g. I bought a flat TV and a DVD recorder, but I had to 
return the DVD recorder.) 

(b)  a new space created by the discourse itself (e.g. There was a 
beautiful lady who wanted to see you.) 

(c) present reality or the immediate physical context as the 
discourse space by default (e.g. Watch out for the dog behind 
you!). 

A current discourse space is needed for establishing mental contact.  Mental 

contact concerns an entity being singled out for individual conscious 

awareness in the conceptualizer’s current psychological state. Speech-act 

participants can have mental contact easily with an instance (i.e. an entity 

conveyed by the noun marked by an article) even when the entity involved 

does not exist or does not refer to something in the real world as long as it 

exists in some mental space; in addition, nothing specific need be known 

about it. Some examples will illustrate the point.  

(44) Once upon a time, there was a beautiful princess who lived 
with an ugly frog in a castle overlooking a championship golf 
course…. 

(45) David wants to catch a fish.   

In (44), there is a vague description of the characters and the setting (a 

princess, a frog, a castle, and a golf course), and they are presumed to be 

imaginary, but the hearer will not experience any difficulty in being aware 

of them.  In (45), the hearer can be brought into mental contact with a fish 

even though two readings are available: specific and non-specific. In a non-

specific reading, the fish exists in the space representing David’s desire; 

whereas, the specific reading suggests only that David should have a 

particular fish in mind. This does not presume that the speaker or the hearer 

has knowledge of the fish. What is revealed from this reading is that the 

speech-act participants have no knowledge other than that there is a fish in 

David’s mind and that it is the fish he wants to catch.  
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Definiteness and non-definiteness therefore can be explained on the 

basis of the awareness or unawareness that speech-act participants have 

towards a thing expressed by a noun marked by an article. If speech-act 

participants share an awareness of an entity, they should be able to uniquely 

and maximally identify (i.e. inclusive) it.  

Concluding definiteness 

Some recapitulation may be useful at this point. So far in this chapter, we 

have explored the defining elements of definiteness. Four meanings have 

been advocated from different research traditions: uniqueness, familiarity, 

identifiability, and inclusiveness. We argued that these four meanings can be 

amalgamated into two: identifiability and inclusiveness. Identifiability 

subsumes familiarity, and inclusiveness subsumes uniqueness. We have also 

explored the interrelation between definiteness and specificity. What can be 

concluded from Lyons’ account is that specificity can be applied to both 

definite and indefinite noun phrases, and that referential and specific use 

may need to be distinguished by means of pragmatic factors. To resolve 

these issues, we introduced Langacker’s notion of mental contact, which is 

the only prerequisite for definiteness. If a speaker and hearer achieve mental 

contact, then they can uniquely identify an entity, and factors such as 

referentiality and specificity are redundant. Awareness and nothing else is 

sufficient.  

Let us now consider another aspect of the meaning of the English 

articles. That is, the relation between definiteness and genericity.  
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GENERICITY 

Some differences between definiteness and genericity can be noted at the 

outset. Definiteness versus non-definiteness is marked by the form of the 

article: the for definiteness and a or zero for non-definiteness. Genericity 

does not have one form. It has been agreed that all three forms of the articles 

(the, a or zero), when used with NPs, may have a generic reading as in (46), 

even though other factors such as aspect, frequency adverbs, the meaning of 

the predicate (e.g. a verb) have their impact too. (For details on these 

contextual factors, see Lawler, 1972, Ihalainen, 1974; Smith, 1975; Lyons, 

1999.)  

(46) a. A cat has four legs. 
 b.  The cat has four legs. 
 c.  Cats have four legs. 
 d.  (The cats have four legs). 

In capturing the nature of genericity, most theorists view generic 

NPs as those whose reference is made to an entire class as a whole – the 

class in question being that consisting of all the entities satisfying the 

description inherent in the noun or nominal (Lyons, 1999: 179). Or to 

Huddleston (2002), generic NPs can be understood as those expressions 

denoting the situation type called unlimited states, which potentially hold 

for all time. Hence a relevant factor concerning the nature of genericity is 

the nature of the class reference. Lyons remarks that theoretical trends have 

focused on whether the reference is to the class as (1) an entity, (2) a 

“second-order” individual, or to the class as (3) the “aggregate” of its 

members (i.e. the generalization is about the members of the class).  

As with definiteness, theorists do not share similar views with 

respect to the possibility and precise nature of a generic reading in relation 

to the articles. Generally, they disagree with each other about what 
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constitutes a generic NP (Chesterman, 1991). They are still doubtful 

whether or not the + Plural N (Burton-Roberts, 1976; Quirk et al. 1985), the 

zero article (Burton-Roberts, 1981) and a (Jespersen, 1949) have a generic 

status. Even these native speakers have different readings of genericness. 

Based on  Smith (1975), Chesterman (1991) provides the following 

examples along with his comments.  

(47) The idea is more perfect than the object. (generic for 
Vendler (1968: 20; ‘dubious’ for Smith) 

(48) A beaver built dams in prehistoric times. (generic for Smith, 
unacceptable on a generic reading for Perlmutter (1970)) 

(49) Time elapses more quickly in old age than in childhood. 
(non-generic for Smith, generic for Chesterman) 

(50) Ideas are alien to the undergraduate. (non-generic for Smith, 
generic for Chesterman) 

(51) The true lover kisses whenever the opportunity presents 
itself. (starred by Smith, grammatical and generic for 
Chesterman) 

In line with these differences in opinion, there is evidence that 

genericity cannot be considered a ‘unified’ phenomenon (Chesterman, 1991: 

34). For generic articles have different distributions and are not in free 

variation, as seen in the following examples.  

(52)  a. The lion is becoming extinct. 
 b. Lions are becoming extinct. 
 c. *A lion is becoming extinct. 

(53) a. *The book fills leisure time for many people. 
 b.  A book fills leisure time for many people. 

The explanation given for the ungrammaticality of (52c) is that it cannot 

semantically satisfy the class predicate be extinct. In (53) by contrast, (53a) 

is ungrammatical because there is no class predicate. Even so, there are 

examples that show that a generic reading can be achieved for all three 

forms, even when class predicates are absent (Chesterman, 1991).  

(54) a. The rabbit likes carrots. (generic or non-generic) 
 b. Rabbits like carrots. (generic only) 
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 c.  A rabbit likes carrots. (generic or non-generic) 

From these bits of evidence, we may conclude that a generic reading 

is not the same for each of the articles. It seems that the intrinsic meaning of 

each particular article has exerted its influence on the interpretation of a NP 

as generic or non-generic. Let us now turn our attention to the articles and 

see how linguists account for their generic use. We will see that different 

views are projected when analyzing the meanings of the so-called generic 

articles.  

Generic a 

The indefinite article a used with a noun is thought to have a generic reading 

when it is a representation of a species (i.e. a typical X by Chesterman, 

1991). At the same time, in instructional materials, it is often presented as 

the equivalent of ‘any’. In this discussion, we will see that the issue is not 

that simple. There are cases that ‘generic’ a + N is not paraphrasable by any 

and doubts have been raised concerning the status of genericity for a.  

We will start first with the case in which indefinite singular generics, 

a N, is not acceptable (in relation to other generics), while the lion is 

acceptable as in The / *A lion is becoming extinct. One account, introduced 

earlier and repeated here in detail, maintains that the predicate determines 

the appropriateness in interpreting the class as an entity, a second-order 

individual, or the aggregate of its members as introduced earlier. Class 

predicates such as be extinct, be numerous, die out, abound require a class 

(or group) expression3 as subject. This explains why the lion is acceptable 

and *a lion is not. For extinction is a property of the class as a whole. The 

class generic, the N, refers to the class as a whole, while a N, does not. 

Burton-Roberts (1976) elaborates by explaining that *a tiger is ruled out 
                                                 
3 Class expressions are those that refer to the class as a whole or a unit. 
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because “becoming extinct” is an accidental property – not an inherent 

characteristic. The indefinite singular generic represents a “property 

generic.” It denotes the intension of the noun with no extension4. As a 

result, this generic type, a N, can only take predicates which express 

inherent or defining characteristics as in A whale is a mammal, where a 

whale denotes “being a whale” or “whale-hood.” But it is hardly possible to 

say that *A lion is becoming extinct. If the sentence were produced, it would 

suggest that the inherent property of being a lion is equal to becoming 

extinct. Thus, it is understandable that an accidental property such as 

becoming extinct cannot be predicated of the intension of a noun.  

Another possible reason for the fact that generic a is not equivalent 

to other generics may lie in the meaning associated with paraphrases 

involving any (Perlmutter, 1970, in Burton-Roberts 1976). Some linguists, 

however, do not agree generic a can coincide with any.  Burton-Roberts 

(1976) provides the following counter-examples where oddity results from 

the substitution of any for generic a.  

(55)  a.  A kitchen is a cooking room. 
 b.  *Any kitchen is a cooking room.  
(56) a. A whale suckles its young. 
 b.  *Any whale suckles its young.   
(57)  a.  An eagle, which is the national bird, is generally only 

seen by zoo visitors. 
 b.  *Any eagle, which is the national bird, is generally seen 

only by zoo visitors.  

The unacceptability found in the (55-57) b-examples suggests that any 

cannot underlie generic a5. Actually, the underlying structure of the a-

examples, to Burton-Roberts, is to be x. However, there are cases in which 

“any does appropriately paraphrase the indefinite article in the subject N--

                                                 
4 The term extension refers to the set of entities satisfying the description; intension, by 
contrast, refers to the sense or the description itself (Lyons, 1999: 183). 
5 Readers who are interested in this issue, please read Burton-Roberts (1976).  
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namely those in which the subject is modified by a restrictive relative clause 

(i.e. a non-generic relative clause), or by a pre-posed modifier derived from 

one” (pp. 440-441).  Here are some examples, also from Burton-Roberts. 

(58) a.  A whale which is sick yields no blubber. 
 b. Any whale which is sick yields no blubber. 
(59) a.  A hungry lion is a dangerous animal.  
 b.  Any hungry lion is a dangerous animal.  

The acceptability of (58b) and (59b) lies in the fact that the sentences, (58a) 

and (59a), are not generic; rather, they are general statements. He presumes 

that general statements are non-specific indefinite on the basis of the 

relationship between (58b) and (59b) and (60) and (61) that follow: 

(60) If a whale is sick, it yields no blubber. 
(61) If a lion is hungry, it is a dangerous animal. 

The status of (60) and (61) is similar to that in (62) and (63), where 

genericity is out of the question. 

(62)  If a duck is trapped, I go out of my way to help it. 
(63)  If a girl has a complaint, she can go to the chaperone.  

From this evidence, Burton-Roberts concludes that non-specific indefinite 

rather than generic is paraphrasable by any.  

Some other theorists take another view when considering generic a 

as coinciding with non-specific a (Christophersen, 1939; Hawkins, 1978). 

Hawkins explains that a generic indefinite NP is similar to a non-specific 

indefinite NP in that their reference is to a single object that is random and 

arbitrary to both speaker and hearer. Both speaker and hearer do not have a 

particular referent in mind. However, Chesterman disagrees when stating 

that a generic reading “must sometimes be distinguished from a non-specific 

one.” He provides an example from Burton-Roberts (1981).  

(64) An Indian smokes a pipe every night. 
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An Indian in (64) is ambiguous because it has three readings: specific, non-

specific, and generic. The fact that it can be construed as generic proves that 

coinciding generic indefinites with non-specific indefinites is not “quite 

right” (Chesterman, 1991: 35).  

Although Chesterman may be right, the fact is that the article a used 

with a noun in what is called ‘generic’ contexts does not refer to an actual 

entity but a concept, which seems to suggest that it is also non-specific (See 

Burton-Roberts, 1976). This can be the reason why Langacker (1991), from 

a cognitive grammar perspective, agrees with Hawkins that a noun used 

with a in generic statements expresses a non-specific, arbitrary instance. To 

Langacker, the notion of arbitrary instance in relation to a mental space can 

explain the generic use of a. An illustration can be seen in the well-known 

example. 

(65)  A beaver builds dams.  

In this example, a beaver is non-specific because both S and H have no pre-

existing mental contact with the referent (i.e. instance) designated by the a-

marked noun (also called as a nominal). “The instance is conjured up just 

for purposes of making the generic statement and as such is thought of as a 

representative instance of the category rather than a particular instance 

known on independent grounds” (p. 106). With reference to the notion 

mental space introduced earlier, a beaver is considered to be part of a 

special mental space, R', which represents a fragment of the speaker’s 

conception of “how the world is structured” (p. 106). This special world-

knowledge mental space, hosted by the speaker, is distinguished from the 

present reality mental space (R) of the speaker and hearer. Therefore, 

because the speech-act participants have no previous mental contact with a 

beaver because it is not situated in the present reality mental space, it is non-

specific.  
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Generic the 

Generic the is found with singular nouns and plural nouns. Used with a 

singular noun, like the horse, generic the  refers to a genus or a species 

‘horse’. However, with respect to plural nouns, some linguists do not agree 

by arguing that there can be no more than one ‘horse’ genus before dealing 

with cognitive grammar. Let us now examine how linguists treat the+plural 

N and see whether it treats the+singular N as generic or definite NPs. 

According to Chesterman (1991), the+plural N can have a generic 

reading on the condition that reference is made to a set of subspecies. He 

provides the following examples. 

(66) Among the lizards, iguanas are the most popular as a focal 
food.  

(67) Bjorn wants to gather statistics on at least three whales that 
are threatened with extinction. Ideally, the whales should all 
be most numberous in the same part of the world. (Burton-
Roberts, 1981) 

(68) He likes the wines of this shop. (Quirk et al., 1972) 

In (67) the lizards should be interpreted as a family of lizard types or all the 

types of lizards. In (67) the reference of the whales is to kinds of whales. 

And similarly, the brands or types of wine available in the shop is the only 

reading found in (68).  

Hawkins (1978) questions whether the label ‘generic’ should be 

applied to the+Plural N when actually generic the with plural nouns is 

similar to non-generic definite plurals if the inclusiveness principle is taken 

into consideration. Based on Christophersen (1939) and Bolinger (1975), he 

maintains that the notion of ‘singling out’ or delimitation is still inherent in 

the definite article when it is used with plural nouns. By comparing 

the+plural N with bare plurals (i.e. plural nouns used with the zero article), 

he explains that all plural definite descriptions are characterized through 
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their possibility of being located within a pragmatic set. Bare plural NPs, by 

contrast, are not subject to such delimitation. Here are some examples: 

(69)  a. The climate of southern California is ideal for Samoans. 
 b.  The climate of southern California is ideal for the 

Samoans. (Christophersen (1939). 
(70)  a.  Italians are musical. 
 b.  The Italians are musical.  

The bare plurals Samoans (69a) refer to all Samoans, who may live in other 

places outside southern California. The Samoans in (69b) is limited to those 

who live in southern California. Similarly, the property of being musical is 

applied to all Italians in (70a). The predication of be musical is pertinent to 

anyone who either is, has been, or will be an Italian. The definite plural NP 

in (70b) by contrast, is interpreted as “those individuals of Italian parentage 

who currently inhabit Italy” (Hawkins, 1978: p. 217). In terms of quantity, 

Italians refers to more individuals than the Italians. Nevertheless, it is worth 

noting that the reference of the Italians is made in relation to the world in 

which the speaker and the hearer live. This relationship hence can lead to 

ambiguity as in  (70b) (Lyons 1999: 193) because it may refer to the Italians 

mentioned before, known to the speaker and hearer—a point that Hawkins 

fails to mention. 

In cognitive grammar, a plural noun such as pebbles in the pebbles is 

considered to designate a set consisting of two or more instances. This set is 

considered to be an instance of the pebbles category. That is, pebbles is 

similar to a mass which cannot be further pluralized. Hence, the whole mass 

can be regarded as one instance (i.e. of the pebbles category in this case) 

(Langacker, 1991: 81). When used with the definite the, the whole mass is 

likely to be considered to be unique on the basis of the context it occurs. 

Clearly there is a maximal implication suggested in the structure, which 

corresponds to Hawkin’s inclusiveness (1978) mentioned earlier.  
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With respect to ‘generic’ the used with a singular noun, Langacker 

(1991) considers the structure as denoting a type (i.e. genus or kind) 

construed as a unique instance (i.e. entity or set member) through the notion 

of a type hierarchy. For example, my cat Tommy belongs to the species cat, 

but at the same time, it can be considered a mammal, an animal or a thing. 

The categories can be sequenced in an order referred to as a type hierarchy 

(e.g. thing > animal > mammal > cat). The nominal ‘the cat,’ for instance, is 

construed to be unique if it does not refer to instances (i.e. individual 

members) of the type or genus cat, but as a type having only one instance 

(i.e. the only species). Construed in this way, which is also shared in 

accordance with Givón (1993), the nominal has a definite meaning because 

the whole species is interpreted as a unique instance. This is the reason why 

instances (i.e. individual members) can be considered to be the lowest level 

in the type hierarchy (i.e. genus hierarchy) if they are construed as a unique 

instance of the type. Consider the following example from Langacker. 

(71) The okapi and the wombat are two mammals seldom found 
in zoos. 

In (71) the nominals-- the okapi and the wombat— are generically 

interpreted. In cognitive grammar, they are construed as types rather than 

particular instances of okapi or wombat. They take the definite article 

because they are contextually unique. That is, there is only one instance of 

each type in question: okapi and wombat. Therefore, the term ‘generic’ 

seems to be unnecessary to be applied to the definite article. What is worth 

distinguishing is whether a noun used with the is construed as an instance or 

as a type having only one instance. 
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Generic zero 

In discussing generic uses, linguists wonder whether or not a generic 

reading lies in an article-marked noun itself or in other factors in a sentence, 

such as the predicate (e.g. a verb). This is the reason why doubts have been 

raised about the ‘all’ reading found in generic statements in which the zero 

article occurs with either a mass noun or a plural noun. Also, with respect to 

the zero article, the term ‘generic’ again is put to question. Let us consider 

the former issue first. In (72)  

(72) Oil floats on water. 

Oil, a mass noun, can be paraphrased as all oil floats on water. However, a 

generic reading paraphrased as all is inappropriate in some cases. . 

(73) Rabbits like carrots.  

We cannot be certain that ‘all’ rabbits like carrots. A relevant quantifier as 

in general (Biggs, 1978) or a generic verb such as tend (Lawler, 1972) can 

be used to paraphrase (73). Also either most or at least most can paraphrase 

the noun marked with the zero article in generic contexts (Lawler, 1972; 

Chesterman, 1991).  

Although a generic reading as at least most applied to nouns marked 

by the zero form seems to be adequate, there are cases in which it is difficult 

to decide whether those nouns are generic or non-generic. The problem is 

found mostly with bare plural NPs and theorists provide conflicting answers 

with regard to this issue. Burton-Roberts (1976), for example, proposes 

considering the NPs “determined by the so-called generic zero” to be non-

generic. Here is some evidence from Burton-Roberts (1976: 443). 

(74) a. In Canada, the beaver is hunted by professionals. 
 b.  In Canada, beavers are hunted by professionals. 
(75) a.  In Canada, professionals hunt the beaver. 
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 b.  In Canada, professionals hunt beavers.  
(76) a.  Lions are increasing in number. 
 b. The number of lions is increasing in number. 
(77) a. The rabbit is suffering from myxomatosis. 
 b. Rabbits are suffering from myxomatosis. 
 c.  A rabbit is suffering from myxomatosis. 

The definite generic NP (74a) and the bare NP determined by generic zero 

(74b) are generally considered to be generic. However, in the set of (75), 

where the sentences are active, the definite NP is generic, and the bare 

plural NP is not. In (76a), lions is a “putative” generic zero; in (76b), where 

it is a paraphrase of (76a), it is a non-specific zero. In the (77) set, a rabbit 

in (77c) is clearly specific. The rabbit in (77a) may be ambiguous between 

the definite reading and the generic reading. In (77b), by contrast, “there 

seems to be no plausible distinction between generic and non-specific”. 

These observations have been grounds for Burton-Roberts to suggest that 

we “abandon” the notion of plural indefinite generic.  

A partly different view from Burton-Roberts’, which according to 

Lyons is widely accepted, is from Carlson (2002), who postulates the idea 

that bare plurals (i.e. plural nouns with the zero article) are semantically the 

same, whether they are used generically or non-generically. To Carlson, two 

interpretations of bare plurals, the generic (kind-referring) and the 

existential (indefinite or non-generic), can be unified on the basis of kind-

referring.  Carlson maintains that ambiguity (i.e. the generic and indefinite 

plural interpretations) is not available as a result of contextual factors that 

are “independently motivated and are needed elsewhere in the grammar to 

account for interpretations of certain constructions that are wholly distinct 

syntactically from zero NP” (2002: 53). When ambiguity arises, it is some 

predicates that are the cause of the problem. For some predicates may be 

interpreted either as being characteristic or eventful. Here are some 

examples from Carlson. 
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(78) Frogs are clever. 
(79) Frogs are awake. 
(80) Dinosaurs ate kelp. 

Frogs in (78) is understood to be generic, as opposed to the non-generic 

reading found in (79). No ambiguity occurs in (78) and (79) because the 

predicates in those sentences have only one interpretation. In (78), a 

property is predicated of being clever. As a result, it selects the generic 

reading. In (79), the predicate reports an event; it selects the non-generic 

reading. In (80), by contrast, ambiguity arises because of the availability of 

two readings that the simple past ate6 reveals: eating kelp can be a 

characteristic of dinosaurs or can be a past event.   

Lyons (1999: 190) remarks that the predicate is not the only factor 

that may cause different interpretations: generic and non-generic. Other 

elements such as locative expression and information structure are also 

those worth considering. The following are his examples. 

(81)  a. Lions live in Africa – so if you want to see lions, that’s 
where you have to go. 

 b. Lions live in Africa – in fact there are more lions in 
Africa than any other continent.  

(82) a.  Cats mess in loose soil. 
 b. Cats mess in gardens other than their own. 
 c. Cats mess in the open air. 
 d. Cats mess in my garden. 

In (81), a generic reading is found in (81a), and a non-generic in (81b). A 

difference in intonation is possible, as Lyons notes, as a result of a 

difference in structuring information. Lions in (81) is the topic of the 

sentence because the discussion is likely about lions. Conversely, the 

discussion in (81b) is probably about Africa. This renders the bare plural 

lions in (81b) to be the comment of the sentence. In (82), a non-generic 

                                                 
6 In English, the simple past may represent both habitual and punctual aspect, which has to 
do with property and a non-state event. 
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reading is impossible in (82a-c), but it is available in (82d). Given the fact 

that the predicate mess is similar in those sentences, the factor that may 

create different readings are the locative expressions. A generic reading is 

available with those expressions which have a general interpretation. This 

explains why cats in (82d) is non-generic. 

With respect to cognitive grammar, Langacker (1991) does not 

specify conditions for a generic reading with generic masses (i.e. either a 

plural noun like cats or a mass noun like water). However, insights into how 

generic masses are cognitively construed, combined with the presentations 

above, can make the issue clearer. To Langacker (1991: 551), a bare plural 

is regarded as a reference mass, RT, which is the maximal extension of a 

category or a type ti in the current discourse space. It is “a hypothetical mass 

with respect to which a profiled mass is assessed as constituting some 

proportion.” A plural noun like cats resembles a mass noun like water 

because it comprises all instances of cats, which are non-discrete and 

overlapping. Any subpart of cats, including the whole set, counts as a valid 

instance of the cats type.  Expressed in a notation, it is ti = RT, in which an 

instance of a type is equal to a reference mass. This is how English captures 

the construal of a generic mass as indefinite. Syntactically, a reference mass 

is used with a zero article, which places no restriction on its magnitude. 

Nations in 83 is an example. 

(83) Nations have natural disasters.  

The presence of the zero article suggests that there is no restriction on the 

magnitude of the mass and thus the reference mass nations may includes RT 

as a whole or any subpart or proportion of RT. This explanation is analogous 

to Chesterman’s (1991) paraphrase “ranging from all to at least most” 

introduced earlier. The plural NP in 83 has a generic reference because 

“nothing is done to single out any portion of RT (p. 101). Only if a portion of 
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RT is singled out for individual awareness, then the definite article, the 

crucial aspect of definiteness, should be used. Semantically, a reference 

mass, with its maximal instance in the relevant discourse space could be 

construed as definite because it is unique. (For this reason it will be argued 

that in Chapter 5, non-count nouns in Vietnamese are construed as being 

neutral with regard to definiteness or non-definiteness when they are used 

generically.) 

Langacker’s explanation is in line with Quirk et al’s notion of 

categorical meaning if a plural noun is construed as referring to a type (i.e. 

category), and the magnitude conveyed by the zero article ranges from a 

relative size to a maximal size, depending on the context in which the 

nominal occurs. To them, the generic meaning of the zero article is “no 

more than a special variant of [the] categorical meaning” (Quirk et al. 1985: 

275).  

Concluding genericity 

It is obvious that genericity is also a notion that is difficult to capture. 

However, if we compare the use of the three articles—the, a, and the zero 

article in expressing genericity, we can conclude that each article also 

retains some of its prototypical sense. A singles out one instance to stand for 

all others, as in “A beaver builds dams”, but because it is only one single 

instance it cannot be used in a full generic sense as in “A beaver is 

becoming extinct”. In its generic use, the singles out a whole class as a 

whole, as in “The beaver builds dams”, and because it includes all members, 

it may be used fully generically as in “The beaver is becoming extinct.” But 

the full generic sense of the also explains the ungrammaticality of (52) “The 

book fills leisure time of many people” because a human cannot possibly 

read the whole class of books in his leisure time. Finally, in its generic use, 
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the zero article is rather vague and ‘assists’ nouns in reaching full generic 

reference on the basis of its predication (i.e. no restriction on magnitude) 

and can therefore be used in either a vague sense as “Beavers may be 

dangerous” or in a full generic senses as in “Beavers are becoming extinct”.  

 

CONCLUSION: DEFINITENESS AND GENERICITY 

Now that we have looked at how “definiteness” and “genericity” may be 

explained from different research traditions, we believe that the cognitive 

grammar framework is most useful in language teaching because it is most 

elegant in that it only needs a few principles to explain the many uses of the 

articles coherently. However, insights from other research traditions may 

also be used in explanations, either in cases where cognitive grammar does 

not explicitly state solutions or in cases where cognitive grammar insights 

are too theoretical to be understood by a non-linguist language learner.  In 

the next chapter, we will move away from these theoretical explanations and 

look in more detail at how English articles are used in practice.
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 Chapter 4 

USING ARTICLES 

In Chapter 3, we dealt with the English articles from an ‘abstract’ point of 

view, and in this chapter, we will investigate how articles are actually used. 

However, before getting to the main part of this section, we will briefly 

discuss which forms should actually be regarded as articles and how nouns 

can be classified. In each sub-section we will introduce different 

perspectives again and end with the cognitive grammar view.  

TYPES OF ARTICLES 

Jespersen argues that there is no doubt about the article status of  the and a 

as a result of their historical origin (see Jespersen 1949: 405-416). However, 

the status of both unstressed some and ‘no article’ are still controversial. We 

will first briefly discuss some and then ‘no article’, and we will argue that it 

would be helpful to include the null form into the final article paradigm, 

which we will use in analyzing Vietnamese learner errors (in Chapter 5) and 

which we will use as a basis for the newly written cognitive lessons on 

article use (in Chapter 6). 

With respect to the unstressed some, it has generally been agreed that 

it has the function of an article even though Christophersen (1939) and 

Jespersen (1949) did not mention it. Hawkins (1978) mentions it explicitly 

in his work on definiteness. Palmer (1939: 75) calls it the affirmative 

partitive article. Quirk et al. (1985: 265) categorize it as indefinite with 
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respect to specific reference and note that, as a result of its quantitative trait, 

it is sometimes regarded as a plural article. The reason for its inclusion in 

the system is its complementary distribution in relation to a (Chesterman, 

1991: 45), and “closely corresponds in function to the indefinite article” 

(Palmer, 1939: 75). It can occur before plural nouns and mass nouns, but not 

singular count nouns. Here are some examples.  

(1) a. I’ve just bought a book. 
 b. I’ve just bought some books. 
 c. ? I’ve just bought books. 
 d. I’ve just bought books (but not pens). 

In (1b) some books is specific and the number is more than one. It 

corresponds with (1a) concerning number. (1c) is questionable because the 

notion category is implied, as is seen in (1d), where some cannot occur. (See 

generic zero in Chapter 3.) The fact that the use of a bare plural in (1c) is 

questionable brings us to the ‘no article’ status in what follows.  

Yotsukura (1970) seems to be the first person who suggests adding 

another category besides the zero article. To Yotsukura, there is 

distributional evidence suggesting a form other than the zero article. By 

using a post-modifying restrictive relative clause test, she discovered that 

the second zero form is found before singular proper nouns and some 

common nouns. Along similar lines, Sloat (1969: 26) maintains that the 

second form of the zero article is “a zero allomorph of unstressed the” and it 

occurs before proper nouns, which comprise a special subclass of common 

nouns. Quirk et al. (1985: 246) describe a proper noun like Marjon as 

having “no article” and a common noun like music as having a “zero 

article”. Chesterman (1991) and others such as Kaluza (1963, 1968), 

Seppanen (1986), (cited in Chesterman, 1991) take the same position. 
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Chesterman suggests using the term the null form for the second zero article. 

Let us consider examples such as the following from Chesterman (1991). 

(2) a. * I like London that the tourists see. 
 b. I like the London that the tourists see. 
 c. I like cheese that is made of goat’s milk.  

(3) a. Word has come that the Pope has died. 
 b. *Word that came yesterday was that the Pope has died. 
 c. The word that came yesterday was that the Pope has 

died. (p. 17) 

(4) a. What about question seven? 
 b. *What about question seven you answered before, then? 
 c. What about the question seven you answered before, 

then? 

(5) a.  Breakfast is ready. 
 b. *Breakfast you asked for is ready. 
 c. The breakfast you asked for is ready. 

Through a post-modifying restrictive clause test, it can be seen that there is a 

difference between a proper noun such as London (with a presumed null 

article) and a common noun such as cheese (with a presumed zero article). 

A noun with a zero article can be used with a restrictive clause, but a noun 

with the null form cannot. In order to ‘identify’ the proper nouns in (2b), 

(3c), (4c), and (5c), the should be used instead. According to Langacker 

(1991),  the before a proper noun can be explained by the fact that they can 

also be construed as common nouns. Prototypically, a nominal such as 

London refers to the unique instance of London, but when used as a 

common noun, we can construe of London as having many different 

identities. So, the article the is used when we refer to a particular instance of 

these identities.  

As far as the null article is concerned, Chesterman (1991) notes that 

the count singular common nouns that can be used with the null form are 
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those that some grammarians classify as having ‘idiomatic’ structures or 

fixed phrases (e.g. at church, eye to eye) as well as those in the copular 

structure (e.g. be captain of the team). Master (1997) supports Chesterman 

when he regards the null form as the null article. To him, the null article is 

the most definite of the articles. It is used to name a set (Chesterman, 1991: 

84) or a one-member set (Master, 1997: 223). The notion of familiarity is 

taken into consideration when Master maintains that a singular count noun 

used with the null article is considered to be more familiar (6a) than that 

used with the (6b). 

(6) a. After dinner, we’ll see a movie. 
 b.  After the dinner, we’ll see a movie. 

From this presentation, let us see how Langacker (1991) treats these 

issues from a cognitive linguistic perspective. Langacker also considers 

unstressed some and the ‘zero determiner’ to have the same status as the 

articles the and a, which, together with demonstratives, constitute grounding 

predications. (Grounding is concerned with the relationship between 

speech-act participants and the designatum. For more detail, see Langacker, 

1991: Chapters 2 & 3.) With respect to unstressed some, which occurs with 

mass nouns (Langacker’s term in denoting both mass nouns and plural 

nouns), he argues that some expresses a limited quantity. It is different from 

the zero article in that the noun used with the latter can refer to an unlimited 

size, even a maximal quantity of the reference mass described earlier.  

With respect to the null article and the zero article, Langacker does 

not explicitly state the distinction as suggested by the linguists mentioned 

above. To him, maximally general mass nouns, either plural or mass, are 

similar to proper nouns in that they are semantically unique and one would 

“not expect an article.” (Langacker, June 2004: personal communication). 
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However, we believe a distinction between the null article and the zero 

article is useful in distinguishing between a noun conceived as designating a 

type and a nominal designating an instance. Also according to Langacker 

(personal communication 2004), a noun such as captain in He is captain of 

the team is a noun, not a nominal, because it specifies a type. And for the 

current purpose, it is enough to understand that a noun, in cognitive 

grammar, is conceived as designating a type, and as such it has a bare form 

(i.e. no article form). Therefore, distinguishing between the ‘null’ article and 

the ‘zero’ article will help us distinguish between a  noun (designating a 

type) and a nominal (designating an instance). The distinction, in turn, will 

be useful in categorizing the errors Vietnamese learners make (see Chapter 

5).  To conclude, we will take the position that there are five articles: the, a, 

some, zero, and null. Because the use of each of these articles depends on 

the type of noun it is used with, we will now consider noun classes in 

English.  

CLASSES OF NOUNS 

Traditionally, nouns are divided into two categories: common nouns and 

proper nouns (Table 1). Common nouns can be subdivided into two classes: 

count and non-count noun. In each subclass, a further semantic division is 

made, which results in concrete count/non-count and abstract count/non-

count (Quirk et al. 1985: 247).  

As Quirk et al. admit, such a classification can be problematic 

because exceptions should be made with nouns having dual membership. A 
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noun like cake can be viewed as both count and noncount as in the 

following example from Quirk et al. 

(7) A: Would you like a cake? 
 B:  No, I don’t like cake.  

Table 1. The most important noun classes (Quirk et al. 1985: 247) 

   Concrete bun, pig, toy… 

  Count   

   Abstract difficulty, 

remark, … 

 Common    

   Concrete butter, gold 

nouns  noncount   

   Abstract music, 

homework, … 

 proper   John, Paris, … 

 

Chesterman (1991), based on Guillaume (1975) suggests considering 

nouns in overlapping cases as count or non-count based on their typical use. 

For example, furniture is non-count, because it typically rejects the 

occurrence of the indefinite article. Similarly, nature and mankind usually 

reject the presence of the. However, this division between typical and non-

typical is not very useful to the L2 learner. How is s/he to know when a 

noun is used in its typical sense or not? Let us now see how cognitive 

grammar treats nouns.  

Langacker’s (1991) categorization of nouns is generally similar to 

traditional grammar. He also uses terms such as common nouns, count 

nouns, non-count nouns and proper names, but what Langacker focuses on 

is why a noun is considered such a noun and relates the semantic aspects of 
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these types of nouns to how we conceive ‘the world’. In doing so, he uses 

the distinction between noun and nominal, along which some other relevant 

distinctions such as type vs. instance, boundedness vs. unboundedness, and 

proper names versus nominals. 

First, we will see how he explains the differences between a noun 

and a nominal. Overly simply put, a noun has no article, but a nominal does. 

A noun (e.g. site) and a nominal (e.g. an excellent convention site, the 

excellent convention site) share some conceptual properties. A noun or a 

nominal profiles (i.e. designates) a thing, which is a region (i.e. set of 

interconnected entities) in some domain in our mind (i.e. conceptualization). 

Langacker’s noun/nominal distinction is in line with Guillaume’s distinction 

(1975) between nom en puissance and nom en effet. Nom en puissance is 

concerned with an idea (or a type) and nom en effet with the realization of 

an idea (an actual instance).   

As far as domain of instantiation is concerned, the noun sand, for 

example, makes us think of material substance, and this substance is located 

in the domain of space in our mind. The fact that sand is conceived of in a 

certain spatial domain in our thought can be illustrated through the 

ungrammaticality found in *When is the sand? rather than Where is the 

sand? Thus space is the domain of instantiation (i.e. in our thought) for 

material substance as profiled by sand. Similar applications can be made to 

such nouns as moment, note, or yellow. The domain of instantiation for the 

thing profiled by moment is time, note is the musical scale, and yellow is 

color.  

Although a noun and a nominal have similar conceptual properties, 

there are differences between them with respect to their semantic function. 

What distinguishes them is what Langacker calls as the type/instance 



Chapter 4                                 
                                                                                 
    
   

72 

property. A noun names a type; a nominal designates an instance of that 

type. Thus a noun like site may specify various entities as being 

representative of the same class (i.e. type specification) without connecting 

it to any particular instance of that class. We can say that a type specified by 

a noun provides us with a useful tool in delimiting the potential objects in 

our thought. It confines our attention to a set of things (i.e. category) 

regarded as equivalent in certain respects.  

By contrast, a nominal (e.g. the site or an excellent site) presupposes 

instantiation (i.e. elaboration) of the type in question. It mentions a thing 

and to make it a momentary focus of attention. Its main function is to single 

out particular instances of the specified type by providing additional 

information. Two kinds of information that it supplies are quantity and 

grounding. The information concerning quantity can be either absolute (e.g. 

four dogs) or proportional (e.g. most dogs; all dogs). The information 

concerning grounding has to do with speech-act participants (i.e. speaker 

and hearer) and the speech event (i.e. discourse). Simply put, a nominal like 

the books reveals that the number of books is more than one (i.e. quantity) 

and that the hearer and the speaker share their mental contact by identifying 

them uniquely and maximally (i.e. grounding) in a given discourse space 

(i.e. context).  

To account for countability of nouns in general and to help account 

for the fact that a noun like cake may occur as a count or non-count noun, 

Langacker introduces the conceptual notion of boundedness, which refers to 

whether we can conceive of clear boundaries of an entity or not. For 

example, boundaries are inherent to the typical conception of a lake when 

defined as “a large area of water surrounded by land and not connected to 

the sea except by rivers or streams.” (Cambridge Advanced Learner’s 
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Dictionary Online). The notion of boundedness can be seen through the 

expression surrounded by land. By contrast, the idea of boundary is not 

imposed on a quantity of a substance profiled by a mass noun. For example, 

the noun sand, referring to a general substance consisting of many particles 

that are too small to be perceived individually, does not render any clear 

boundary in our thought. According to Langacker, an entity that is construed 

as bounded is expressed as a count noun in English and an entity that is not 

bounded as a non-count noun.  

A noun like cake can be conceived as unbounded when it refers to 

the substance, but bounded when it refers to a specific piece. Sleep is 

construed as unbounded when it refers to the general activity of sleeping, 

but bounded when it is construed as an event with a clear beginning and 

end. Thus the notion of boundedness can explain the following sets of 

examples, in which the same noun can be used as a count or non-count 

noun. 

(8)  a.  I like to eat cake. 
 b. I baked a cake.  
 c. All humans need sleep.  
 d. My baby needs a sleep.  

To account for the dual membership that Quirk et al. (1985) 

mentions (as exemplified in 7a and b), Langacker introduces the notion of 

quality space, which is defined as “a set of domains supporting the 

qualitative characterization of a physical or abstract substance” (1991: 551). 

The noun wine, for instance, is typically unbounded as in “I like wine”. It 

can become bounded, though, if it is conceived of as distinguished from 

other substances. Conceived in this way, it can be said to occupy a 

“circumscribed portion of quality space” (Langacker, 1991: 18). For 

example, in “This is a good wine”, “a wine” actually stands for “a kind of 
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wine”. This explanation explains cases as noted by Quirk et al. (1985), in 

which (9a) is ungrammatical. Sensitivity is usually construed as an 

unbounded entity in the domain of human emotions, and is therefore usually 

non-count. However, as illustrated by (9c), within this unbounded domain 

there can be “a circumscribed portion of quality space” when we construe 

sensitivity as consisting of various kinds and refer to one of those.  

(9) a. She played the oboe with *a sensitivity. 
 b. She played the oboe with sensitivity. 

  c.   She played the oboe with an unusual sensitivity. 

Before we end this part, let us see how Langacker explains the 

semantic aspects of proper names in relation to the distinctions of type vs. 

instance, and noun vs. nominal . In cognitive grammar, a proper name like 

Mary Smith has different kinds of information. First, it is construed as 

having a type specification on the basis of what is conventionally accepted 

in that Mary Smith suggests a female human. Second, an instantiation is 

presupposed when a name is taken to be as characteristic of a specific 

person. As such, quantity is implied because only one person bears the 

name. Grounding is also incorporated in the name when the name is 

considered unique and either the speaker or the hearer can identify it easily. 

Since different kinds of information are thus conflated in it (i.e. type, 

instantiation, quantity, and grounding), a proper name has the status of a 

nominal. Although it is a nominal, it is not used with the definite article to 

avoid redundancy. Proper names thus have their own semantic structure 

conveying the essential content of the. Therefore, a phrase such as *the 

Henk Joosten is usually ungrammatical. 

Yet, in real life, there are cases in which a name is born by more 

than one person, or there are people that we know who have the same name. 
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In these cases, some grounding predications (i.e. articles) are needed. To 

distinguish three Mary Smiths that we know, the article the is used together 

with some descriptive expressions as the Mary Smith who used to play 

professional tennis or the Mary Smith who married my brother. When a 

name is borne by more than one person, an indefinite article should be used 

like a Mary Smith phoned you while you were out. In these cases, the names 

are grammatically used as a common noun.  

Now that we have discussed the different types of articles and noun 

classes,  we will proceed with the contexts in which articles occur.  

USAGE CONTEXTS  

Quirk et al’s classification of usage types (1985) has been well known and 

been frequently cited. Their classification is based on notions of reference 

and genericity: specific reference and generic reference. Yet, as mentioned 

earlier, this taxonomy has provided overlapping cases which are 

controversial, notably the relation between genericity and non-specificity. 

From a language teaching perspective, this classification has produced lots 

of ‘detailed rules’ which can be generalized and re-categorized 

(Chesterman, 1991). By contrast, Langacker (1991) does not provide a 

detailed account of usage types. However, his ideas can provide a basis for 

generalizing the usage rules by Quirk et al. In this section, we will start with 

a summary of the usage types by Quirk et al. (1985) and then get into 

Langacker’s account (1991). We will end the section with our suggested 

usage types based on Quirk et al’s descriptions and Langacker’s cognitive 

principles.  
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Quirk et al.’s classification  

As mentioned earlier, definiteness is regarded as the main property that 

distinguishes the articles. Therefore, in describing usage types, most studies 

focus on the use of the, whose usage is considered a reference point for 

other articles. This is also the case in Quirk et al’s A Comprehensive 

Grammar of the English Language (1985), who incorporate insights by 

Hawkins (1978).  

Endophoric uses  
1.  Anaphoric use 

a.  Direct anaphoric use:  
(10) John bought a TV and a video recorder, but he 

returned the video recorder. 
b.  Indirect anaphoric use:  

(11) I lent bill a valuable book, but when he returned it, 
the cover was filthy, and the pages were torn. 

2.  Cataphoric use: 
(12) The girls sitting over there are my cousins. 

Exophoric uses 
3.  Situational use: 

a.  Immediate situation use: 
(13) Have you fed the cat? [said in a domestic context] 

b.  Larger situation use 
(14) The Prime Minister; the airlines 

4.  Logical use:  
(15) This is the only remaining copy. 

5.  Sporadic use: 
(16) My sister goes to the theatre every month. 

6.  Body parts reference use: 
(17) Mary banged herself on the forehead.  

7. Generic reference use:  
(18) The bull terrier makes an excellent watchdog. 

The uses are generalized into two main categories: endophoric use (i.e. 

textual reference) and exophoric use (non-textual reference) (Halliday, 
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1976). Endophoric use is found with anaphoric and cataphoric uses because 

they are concerned with a text or discourse. Exophoric use is found in (13-

18) above. It is worth elaborating these uses.  

As mentioned, endophoric use is found with anaphoric and 

cataphoric uses. Anaphoric use can be figured out roughly through the 

relevant term second mention, which has been highly criticized by 

researchers. Anaphoric use has to do with the backward reference of a 

definite phrase to a piece of information given earlier in the text or 

discourse. There are two kinds of anaphoric use: direct and indirect. Direct 

anaphoric use arises when a definite phrase refers directly to the same noun 

head that has occurred in the text (10). Indirect anaphoric use lies in 

association or inference from what has already been mentioned on the basis 

of the hearer’s knowledge. For instance, after mentioning a book, the author 

can be used because it can be inferred that a book is supposed to be written 

by one author. Similarly, each book has one cover, and all the pages belong 

to a book (11). Cataphoric use (12) concerns the reference of a definite 

phrase based on what follows the head noun. Although cataphoric use is 

generally related to postmodification, Quirk et al. (1985) note that there is 

no difference between postmodification and premodification.  

Exophoric use lies much in pragmatic knowledge. It is not limited to 

the information provided by a text or discourse. These are cases in which the 

is used without second mention. First, the basis for the use of the may lie in 

the immediate situation (13) and larger situation (14). When we are in a 

garden, we can mention the roses; or (if we are citizens of a certain country) 

we can talk about the Prime Minister on the basis of the knowledge that 

each country has one Prime Minister. Similarly, knowledge based on 

anatomy (17) and the logical interpretation of certain words (15) also give 
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grounds for the use of the. Besides, the use of the can be extended to what 

Quirk et al. (1985) call “sporadic use”, which has to do with an institution 

of human society. Consequently in (16) it is not possible to ask which 

theater? because the reference is made to “an institution which may be 

observed recurrently at various places and times” (p. 269). In the same line, 

if reference is made to the whole species as one class, the is used as in (18). 

Because sporadic use and generic use of the seem to share some similarities, 

Langacker (1991) treats them as types. We are going to return to this issue 

in Langacker’s classification. 

Before we move on to the uses of the indefinite and zero article, it is 

worth noting that in Quirk et al.’s A Comprehensive Grammar of the 

English Language,  the use of the is also treated in the section on proper 

nouns, which by default take the zero article. The is not treated as an 

exceptional case, but as a kind of in-between form, which is different from 

the definite description and the ‘frozen’ form usually regarded as a name. 

Although Quirk et al do not mention the role of ‘familiarity’, we believe this 

notion can be useful to explain the in-between case in a gradience scale in 

which a name like the Oxford Road can occur: 

 (i) the Oxford road > (ii) the Oxford Road > (iii) Oxford Road > (iv) Oxford 

The Oxford road, being a definite description (i.e. the road to Oxford), has 

become more familiar in (ii) when Road is capitalized as a sign of 

conventionalization. The process of becoming a name begins to be obvious 

when the is dropped in (iii) so that Oxford as the purest form of name occurs 

in (iv). Therefore, in the case of names used with the, Quirk et al. consider 

them to be “the in-between” of names (p. 295). Let us now see how Quirk et 

al. describe the uses of a and the zero article. 
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The indefinite article a and the zero article are also defined in terms 

of definiteness. The similarity they can have is that the condition for the use 

of the does not obtain, but in some cases the zero article has a definite sense. 

With singular count nouns, a is used, and with plural nouns or non-count 

nouns, either the unstressed some or the zero article is used. A summary of 

Quirk et al.’s description concerning these two articles is as follows: 

The indefinite article a:  
Non-definite use 

(19) An intruder has stolen a vase. (The intruder) … 
Non-referring use 

(20) Paganini was a great violinist. 
Numerical use 

(21) The Wrights have two daughters and a son.  
Generic use: 

(22) A bull terrier makes an excellent watchdog. 

The zero article: 
Non-definite use: 

(23) a. I’ve been writing (some) letters this morning. 
 b. Would you like (some) coffee or (some) tea? 

Definite meaning use: 
Copular relation (e.g. He is captain of the team.) 
Sporadic reference  
(a) Institutions (e.g. at church) 
(b) Means of transport and communication (e.g. by bus; by 

radio) 
(c) Times of day and night (e.g. at dawn; at night) 
(d) Seasons (e.g. in (the) spring) 
(e) Meals (e.g. have breakfast) 
(f) Illnesses (e.g. influenza; (the) flu) 
Parallel structure (e.g. eye to eye) 
Fixed phrases involving prepositions (at home; on foot) 

Generic use: 
(24)  Bull terriers make excellent watchdogs. 

Quirk et al.’s categorization is not quite satisfactory. First, with 

reference to the use of the, it seems that we can blend some uses. For 
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example, sporadic use of the is quite similar to a type use (i.e. generic use), 

and even some cases of larger situation use are quite similar to a generic 

use. Second, with respect to the zero article, we wonder why those definite 

meaning uses are not classified under those uses of proper nouns and names. 

For all the nouns listed in the definite meaning use are singular count nouns. 

(This is the reason why Chesterman (1991) suggests using the null article 

for those nouns and argues they should have the same status as names.) Let 

us now see how Langacker describes the use of the articles.  

Langacker’s classification 

Before we start with Langacker again, it is worth remembering that 

cognitive grammar deals with how we conceive things. As far as the use of 

the articles is concerned, the focus is on what is happening in our mind on 

the basis of what our nervous system can capture in our surrounding. Let us 

begin with the use of the.  

To Langacker, the condition for the use of the lies in the mental 

contact achieved by the speech-act participants with an instance of a type in 

the current discourse space. It is through the discourse space (introduced 

earlier) that the hearer can figure out the instance that the speaker intends. 

Here is a recapitulation of Langacker’s description of the use of the. 

“Use of the definite article with type description T in a nominal implies 
that (i) the designated instance t1 of T is unique and maximal in relation to 
the current discourse space; (2) S has mental contact with t1; and (3) either 
H has mental contact with t1 or the nominal alone is sufficient to establish 
it. (p. 98) 

Generally, there are three circumstances engendered from the 

discourse space. Consider the following examples:  
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Direct awareness: 
(25) a. I bought a palm and a memory stick, but I had to return 

the palm. 
 b. I have seven cats. The cats are very naughty. 
Indirect awareness: 
(26) I have to sell my motorbike because the engine is almost 

shot. 
Nominal content-based awareness: 
(27) The first day of Christmas 2004 was filled with tsunami 

disaster. 
(28) The initial sentences in these examples introduce an 

instance of dogs. 
(29) A fly is on the tip your nose. 
Immediate physical context: 
(30) Watch out for the crocodile behind you. 
Present reality context: 
(31) Marjolijn goes to the supermarket every Saturday. 
(32)  The whale is a mammal. 

The first circumstance is direct awareness. Speech-act participants may be 

aware of a certain instance (i.e. expressed by a nominal) at a given moment 

in the flow of discourse (25a). And it is worth reminding that if there are 

many instances, those instances are construed as the most inclusive instance 

in the discourse space (25b). It can be compared to the direct basis that the 

discourse space creates for mental contact. This is in line with the direct 

anaphoric use described by Quirk et al. in that the discourse space creates a 

direct basis for mental contact. The second circumstance has to do with 

indirect awareness. For example, mention of a motorbike can create the 

condition for a mental association with engine (26). The third circumstance 

is involved with a situation in which the discourse space does not furnish 

any basis for mental contact to be achieved. That is, no instance is included 

in the discourse space for the hearer’s awareness. In this case, a domain can 

still be salient in our mind. It is the domain of present reality or the 

immediate physical context. This domain “may be adopted as the discourse 
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space by default” (Langacker, 1991: 97). Hence, mental contact in this case 

can be achieved based on the content of the nominal. The content may 

invoke our knowledge concerning logic or human anatomy (27-29). Or if no 

type description (i.e. pre-modification or post-modification) is found in the 

nominal, then the immediate situation (arising in our mind) will be the clue 

(30) .  

With reference to what Quirk et al. classify as sporadic reference and 

generic reference, Langacker treats the nominals used in these categories as 

designating a unique instance of a type. However, depending on the context 

or “scenario” (Langacker, 2004: personal communication) in which the 

nominals occur, they can be considered either a member of a type hierarchy 

(32) or a role having a global status (e.g. the Pope) or a local status (e.g. the 

Prime Minister; the supermarket; the theater) (31).  

 Now, let us see how Langacker presents the use of the indefinite 

article a, the unstressed some, and the zero article. The sharing property of 

these articles is that “the nominals they ground7 are insufficient to put hearer 

in mental contact with a uniquely determined instance of a type” (p. 103). 

Consider the following examples,  

 Non-unique instances 
(33) a. Maria bought a motorbike. 
 b.  Maria drank (some) juice. 
 c. (Some) cats got into the bedroom. 
Maximal instances 
(34) a. The formula for water is H2O. 
 b. Whales are mammals. 
Arbitrary instances: 
(35) a. A beaver builds dams. 

  b.   He is a teacher.  
                                                 
7 The notion ground  refers to the speech event, its participants, and its immediate 
circumstances. 
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The difference among these indefinite articles lies in their function. A is 

used only with singular count nouns, but the other two are used with mass 

nouns and plural nouns. Again there is a contrast between some and zero. 

These two differ from each other in terms of quantity. The instance 

designated by a nominal used with some is of limited size; however, the size 

of the instance expressed by zero is of any size (33b-c). A maximal instance 

can be achieved if there is no restricted quantity (34a-b).  

Other uses of a that are worth mentioning again are its generic and 

non-referring uses as described by Quirk et al.(1985). As introduced in 

chapter 3, in cognitive grammar, generic a (35a) or non-referring a (35b) are 

considered to express an arbitrary instance when they occur with a nominal. 

The speaker does not have any pre-existing contact with it except that it is 

“conjured up for a particular immediate purpose and has no status outside 

the special mental space thereby created” (p. 104).  

To conclude this section, Langacker’s objective in cognitive 

grammar is to provide a conceptual framework for the use of the articles. As 

a result, there are some uses of articles that he does not explicitly deal with. 

The main aspect that he does not treat is the use of proper names, which can 

be used with two types of articles: the and zero. Also, he does not discuss 

explicitly what Quirk et al. consider bare noun phrases with a definite 

meaning. Therefore, what follows is a classification based on insights from 

Quirk et al. and Langacker. This taxonomy will be the basis for an analysis 

of article errors and for the design of an approach that can improve the 

performance of non-native language learners whose language does not have 

a corresponding system.  
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Classification of the article environments 

The proposed classification is mostly based on Langacker’s account. The 

purpose is to describe all the uses of the articles with as few subcategories 

as possible. Overall, the articles are categorized under two headings: definite 

and non-definite. Under the heading of definite, there are three 

subcategories: names, a type as one instance, and a unique instance of a 

type. Under the non-definite heading, there are three subcategories: non-

unique instances, arbitrary instances, and maximal instances. The following 

is an elaboration of this taxonomy.  

First, let us consider the components of the definite heading. In the category 

of names, there are three sub-categories: proper names, pseudo-names, and 

groups. Under the category of proper names, there are three components: 

names of people (e.g. Stan Smith), temporal names (e.g. Easter), and place 

names (i.e. countries, cities, etc.). The reason for treating temporal names 

like Christmas and place names as Groningen as names is that they share 

semantic properties with people’s names.  

Under the category of pseudo-names, there are two groups with 

respect to the forms of articles they are used with: the Null-group and The-

group. We use the term pseudo-names to distinguish them from ‘true’ 

names. The null-group, consists of singular nouns that Quirk et al. classifies 

under the zero article, with a definite meaning. They are nouns related to 

institutions (i.e. transport and communication), days’ time, season, meals, 

illnesses, sports, and role (e.g. be captain of the team). The reason for 

classifying them as pseudo-names is that they seem to be ‘completely 

familiar’ (Jespersen, 1949: 418; Chesterman, 1991). They can be construed 

as specifying a type, and as such they have a ‘no-article’ form. Although 
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Langacker considers sports names abstract non-count nouns construed with 

maximal generality, we are inclined to see them as names on the basis of the 

possibility of construing them as types. 
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The the-group comprises those nouns related to singular nouns that 

are used with or without modification, hence, such names as geographical 

names (e.g. the Huong river), public institutions (e.g. the British Museum), 

ships and planes (e.g. the Titanic), and newspapers (e.g. the Saigon Times). 

These the-marked names are what Quirk et al. consider in-between or nearly 

completely familiar. 

The third group under the category of names is group-names. These 

names, marked by the, are different from the groups mentioned in that they 

are plural proper names. Also included in this group are adjectives 

considered to be nouns. If these nouns are construed as types, they can be 

considered names in that they are similar to one semantic function of 

peoples’ proper names, which are also construed as specifying a type. A 

name like Bob Higgins specifies a male human. 

The second category under the heading of definite is types as unique 

instances. In this category, there are two members: the type hierarchy 

member group (e.g. the whale), and the global/local role (e.g. the Pope; the 

supermarket).  

The third category under the definite heading is a unique instance of 

a type. This category subsumes the three circumstances of discourse space 

described above: direct awareness, indirect awareness, and tenuous 

awareness, which in turn consists of two sub-groups: nominal content and 

immediate situation.  

The second heading of the taxonomy, non-definite, includes three 

categories: non-unique instances, arbitrary instances, and maximal 

instances. Non-unique instances are actual or specific instances in relation to 

the discourse space. The three forms of nouns are singular, mass, and plural 
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nouns. These are marked by a (i.e. singular nouns) and zero or the 

unstressed some.  

Concerning the arbitrary instance group, there are two subgroups of 

nouns: singular and plural. Under this category, there are three members: 

generic a, non-specific a, and predicate nominative construction (i.e. 

nominals as complements of be). We are not sure whether or not mass 

nouns (e.g. It is water) should be included in this group because Langacker 

gives no account of this. For the time being, a case like water, will be 

treated as belonging to the next category: maximal instance. The maximal 

instance category consists of two groups of nouns: mass and plural nouns. 

They are used with a zero article.  

As can be seen from this classification, the English article system is 

not easy to capture, but given a language teaching position, we feel that 

Langacker’s distinction between “type” and “instance” helps account for 

some uses of articles. We will use this taxonomy in the next chapters to 

analyze the article errors that Vietnamese learners of EFL make and to form 

the basis of a cognitive article lesson. 
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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 



Chapter 5 130 

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.  
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Chapter 6 
APPROACHES TO TEACHING THE ENGLISH 
ARTICLE SYSTEM 

Chapter 2 has shown that the acquisition of English articles is indeed a 

problem for Vietnamese students and that they do not acquire the system 

automatically as they become more proficient. Chapter 3 and 4 have shown 

that the English article system is so complex that philosophers and linguists 

have difficulty in agreeing on the underlying notions designated by the 

different forms. Chapter 5 has shown that the English article system is 

conceptually so different from the Vietnamese system that it must be almost 

impossible for students whose L1, like Vietnamese, does not have a 

corresponding system, to recognize the underlying rules and conventions. 

However, with the great emphasis on communicative language teaching in 

recent decades, many researchers such as Pica mentioned in Chapter 5 do 

not believe that teaching these rules and conventions explicitly leads to 

improved acquisition. On the other hand, several studies have shown the 

usefulness of attention to form or forms (cf. Norris and Ortega 2000). No 

matter which view one holds, it is a fact that grammar books are published 

and used widely. Teachers, especially non-native language teachers of 

English as a foreign language, look for help in pedagogical grammar books 

such as Quirk et al. (1985) and reference books such as Swan (1994), and 

use textbooks such as Murphy (1985) to help improve their students’ 

performance. As we have seen in the previous chapters, the Vietnamese 

students we tested, who have no doubt been exposed to such books, have 

not yet mastered the English article system to any great degree, and there 

seems to be very little systematicity to their interlanguage. In other words, 
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the methods used so far have not proven to be very effective.  Without 

taking a position on the usefulness of focus on form or forms, we believe 

that one problem in the current books is that they do not address the article 

system in a manner that makes clear the meaning of the forms to the L2 

learners whose language does not have a similar system.  

In this chapter, we will first survey pedagogical studies, books 

teachers may use, on teaching articles and some current grammar-cum-

practice books, books students use, and we will argue that they are not in 

line with the theoretical findings presented in Chapter 3. At the end of this 

chapter, we will present a description we feel would be more effective.  

PEDAGOGICAL SUGGESTIONS ON TEACHING ENGLISH 
ARTICLES 

As Beaumont remarks (1994), it is not an easy task to set up a working basis 

for teaching articles, but there has been agreement that formal instruction is 

needed to achieve a positive effect in helping non-native students acquire 

the English article system (Lindstromberg, 1986; Berry, 1991; Master, 

1997). This is also reflected through the different attempts on proposing 

different approaches of teaching the English articles on the grounds of 

students’ errors and of objections to either a linguistic theory or problems 

from approaches found in grammar books. In the following paragraphs we 

will present a brief overview of these studies.  

During the time the generative-transformational paradigm was 

dominant in linguistic theory, Grannis (1972) was the first to object to using 

this theory in explaining article use and propose a non-formal approach. One 

of his main objections was related to the fact that the theory could not 

account for differences in meaning between the following pairs of sentences 

with a restrictive relative clause.   
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1.  a.  I saw the man whom Albert told me about. 
 b. I saw a man whom Albert told me about. 
2.  a.  I saw every man whom Albert told me about. 
 b.  I saw that man whom Albert told me about.  

He, therefore, advised teachers to ignore the dominant theoretical 

framework and  “fall back into a basically unstructured, traditional approach 

to the description of English” (p.288).  

Whitman (1974), also reacting to the inadequacy of the linguistic 

theory at the time to explain meaning, proposes a pedagogical sequence on 

the assumption that English article structure “is a sequence of quantification 

and determination rather than a choice between specified and unspecified” 

(p.253). He suggests six consecutive steps for teaching the English articles 

based on ease of explanation and frequency of occurrence: 

1. Quantity (singular/plural distinction) 
This is a book vs. Those are three books. 

2. Generic plural: 
All apples are red > Apples are red. 

3. Non-count nouns (count nouns vs. non-count nouns) 
A lot of books vs. A lot of water 
Many books vs. Much water 

4. Determiners: (Which-NP question; second mention) 
Which books are green? The books on the table. 
I saw a book. The book was called “Moby Dick.” 

5. Quantity and determiner:  
One of the books on that table is blue. 

6. Generic articles 
A mouse is smaller than a rat. 
The mouse is smaller than the rat. 
Mice are smaller than rats. 

Whitman introduces quantity first because  “the concept of ‘counting’ is 

easier to talk about than the concept of ‘known groups’” (p. 258). Then, 

since the generic plural is closely related to the concept of quantity, 

Whitman introduces the generic plural in step two and retains generic 
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articles a/an and the until the last step because generics a and the are not 

commonly found.   

McEldowney (1977), without referring to a particular grammatical 

theory, advocates the idea of simplifying the grammar of the English 

articles. She based her study on the ‘common errors’ tradition of French 

(1949) and her experience of training teachers of English as a foreign 

language. In simplifying the grammar of the English article system, she 

raises the importance of establishing one form for one function (i.e. code 

marker). To her, three concepts that comport with the three markers are: (a) 

choice marked by a in the sense of any; (b) specification coded through 

special the; (c) and generalization through general –s and a and the. On the 

basis of these three forms, she suggests a four-stage teaching approach, 

which can be summarized into three main stages.  

Stage 1: count nouns used in the sense of “any one” and “the special 
one.”  

Stage 2: uncountable nouns distinguished by “the substance in 
general” and “the special substance” (e.g. mud vs. the black 
mud).  

Stage 3: generalizations conveyed through the three markers (i.e. a + 
N; the + N; the + N + s). 

 

Lindstromberg (1986) also suggests that teaching the rules of article 

usage can make a difference to learners in helping them understand and use 

the system. However, his approach is not to simplify the system as 

suggested by McEldowney but to make the complex system manageable on 

the basis of simplifying the terminology. Master (1991) (discussed below) 

has incorporated some of these suggestions.   

Berry (1991), after studying current approaches in some grammar-

cum-practice books, finds that they “are not yet well in the matter of 

teaching articles.” Three main problems that he identifies are (1) incorrect or 
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misleading formulation, (2) unwarranted emphasis on certain usage types, 

and (3) lack of variety in formats. A typical misleading formulation is 

second mention usage. Berry states that there are cases in which the is not 

used after a is used for the first time (see Chapter 3). Cases of unwarranted 

emphasis are generic usage, the used with proper nouns, and also second-

mention usage, which are uses that are not commonly found. The lack of 

variety in formats has to do with the over-use of gap filling in exercises 

designed to practice usage. According to Berry, a harmful effect of this type 

of exercise is that it can reinforce learners’ beliefs about the redundancy of 

the articles. For learners can wonder why they should fill in the articles 

based on “the information in the rest of the text” when the information is 

there already.  

Based on these three objections, Berry proposes seven principles in 

designing materials for teaching the articles, which can be summed up into 

three main points: (1) use a principled descriptive account; (2) make 

exercises / activities varied in terms of production, comprehension and 

perception, and (3) apply some principles of presentation methodology (e.g. 

simplicity, appropriateness). Berry uses Quirk et al. (1985), who 

incorporates insights from Hawkins (1978), as a source of such a principled 

descriptive account. 

In line with Lindstromberg’s recommendation to simplify rules is 

Master’s account. Master (1990) introduces a binary system in which article 

use is reduced to a meaning contrast between “identification” (marked by 

the) and “classification” (marked by a or ø). The binary system, in fact, is an 

effort to manipulate various descriptions by simplifying them with attention 

to the principle of one form for one function (McEldowney, 1977; Bolinger, 

1977). Although he does not refer to the cognitive grammar framework, his 

method is rather ‘cognitive’ in that he ignores “specificity” in definite and 
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indefinite nouns (Table 1). In Cognitive Grammar, Langacker (1991, vol. 2: 

104) argues that the notion of specificity may be useful in establishing a 

discourse referent, but should be put aside “as a red herring” in explaining 

English articles. Master’s schema (1990) is based on his original 6-point 

schema (1988b) and is improved in that it focuses on helping students 

identify (1) countability, (2) definiteness, (3) modification, (4) specificity 

vs. genericity, (5) common noun vs. proper noun, and (6) idiomatic usage. 

Master (1987, quoted in Master, 1997) tested his original approach and 

found a significant improvement in test performance, but he wonders if the 

improvement might have arisen from “the focusing of students’ attention on 

the need for articles in English rather than from any explicit method for 

choosing the article correctly” (1990: 465), which in our opinion might well 

have been a direct effect after explicit teaching. In his study, Master did  not 

contrast his approach with another one, nor did he test for long-term effects. 

Table 1.  Master’s Summary of Aspects of Classification and Identification (1990) 

Classification (a; ø) Identification (the) 

Count/noncount  

First mention Subsequent mention 

 Ranking adjectives 

 Shared knowledge 

Defining postmodification Limiting postmodification 

Partitive of-phrase Descriptive of-phrase 

Intentional vagueness  

General characteristics  

Existential there and it  

 Generic the 

Classified proper nouns Proper nouns (ø and the) 

Idiomatic phrases  Idiomatic phrases 
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From the studies mentioned so far, some observations can be made. 

Overall, all suggestions include producing a simplified framework for 

teaching the articles. Emphasis is found either on the sequence between 

form and function (Whitman, 1974) or in the correspondence between those 

two entities (McEldowney, 1977; Master, 1990). That is, one form should 

correspond with one function. The second aspect is the categorization of the 

notions concerning the semantic function of the articles. The division is 

centered around the specific-generic distinction (McEldowney, 1977; Berry, 

1991) and definiteness (i.e. classification vs. identification) (Master, 1990). 

Another general agreement among the studies is that generic usage should 

not be overly emphasized (Berry, 1991) or should be presented only after all 

other aspects of article usage are mastered (Whitman, 1974; McEldowney, 

1977; Master, 1990).  

The studies mentioned so far also have some shortcomings. The 

main shortcoming, in our opinion, is that readers are not explicitly made 

aware of the general meanings of the articles (null, definite, indefinite and 

zero) nor the underlying concepts of notions ascribed to them such as 

“definiteness”, “genericity”, “count”, “non-count”, and so on, so that each 

case is treated as a separate case rather than as part of a whole system. 

Another shortcoming is the fact that the treatment of proper names is left out 

completely or treated only as item-learnt chunks (Berry, 1991; Beaumont, 

1994), without giving underlying principles to help students memorize those 

chunks. Finally, even though there have been suggestions for sequencing 

article lessons (Whitman, 1974; McEldowney, 1977; Master, 1990) and 

using appropriate ‘ingredients’ for different levels (Master, 1997), none of 

the studies include suggestions to adapt a pedagogical approach to the needs 

of a particular student population (e.g. like Vietnamese), ignoring the idea 
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that a good pedagogic rule should be able to answer a question that “is 

generated by [a learner’s] interlanguage” (Swan, 1994: 51).  

Finally, these proposals lack empirical evidence. Recommendations 

are made, but no statistical results of the applications are reported. Master 

did mention his experiment (1987) on spoken article usage by 20 non-native 

speakers, but only short-term effects of the teaching method were measured.    

However, on the whole, Master’s account is in our eyes 

pedagogically the most sound in that it gives the students one general “rule” 

that is easy to remember and apply: “If the noun is definite, use the; if not, 

use a or zero”. We will use this system as a starting point, but we will pay 

more explicit attention to why a noun may be used in a definite sense and 

how, through “construal” the same noun, even in a similar context, may be 

used in a definite or non-definite sense (e.g “Please, I would like to order a 

tuna fish sandwich” versus “I would like to order the tuna fish sandwich”). 

Another difference between Master’s system and ours will be the fact that in 

our system emphasis is given to why a noun may be considered count or 

non-count, again related to construal as in “I need sleep” versus “I need a 

sleep”. 

In the next section, we will see to what extent the suggestions 

mentioned above in treating the article system have found their way in the 

textbooks students actually use. 

STUDENT TEXTBOOKS AND THE ENGLISH ARTICLES 

In this section we turn our attention to currently commonly used grammar 

textbooks to see how article usage is actually described. Four grammar 

books that are surveyed are: (1) Advanced Grammar in Use (Hewings, 

1999), (2) Oxford Practice Grammar (Eastwood, 1999), (3) English 
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Grammar in Use (Murphy, 1985), (4) Mosaic one: A Content-based 

Grammar (Werner, 1996). These are also called grammar-cum-practice 

books because they give considerable amounts of grammatical information 

along with exercises (Chalker, 1994). All four stress that they are self-study 

reference and practice books and that they are for intermediate level 

students and upwards. These books are available in Vietnam and widely 

used by teachers at universities there.  

The following questions will guide this survey: 

1. What issues concerning article use are dealt with? 

2. What are the general presentation patterns of these issues? 

3. How are the contents sequenced? 

4. How are the rules designed (i.e. described)?  

Usage Content and Categorization 

In the four books, the following issues are treated: countability of nouns, 

specific uses and generic uses of the articles with common nouns, and use of 

the articles with proper names and in fixed phrases.  

Concerning countability of nouns, two issues are often dealt with: 

countability vs. non-countability and number. Number is treated based on 

countable nouns which can take two forms: singular or plural. Under the 

non-count noun category are mass nouns.   

With respect to the articles, besides the definite article the and the 

indefinite articles a/an and zero, some textbooks mention the use of some. 

In describing the uses of the definite article, textbook writers focus on four 

main issues: anaphoric reference use (i.e. prior awareness in relation to 

speech-act participants), immediate and larger situation reference (i.e. 

unique things), cataphoric reference use (i.e. nominal content), and logical 
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use (e.g. with superlatives). It is worth noting that some authors have 

categorized anaphoric use, immediate situation, and cataphoric use under 

one category as ‘known things’. Larger situation is treated under the 

category of unique things. Under the category ‘known things’, except 

Hewings, the other authors did not mention indirect anaphoric use. Under 

the category of unique things, a kind of ‘forced’ categorization is found in 

some authors. For example, the use of  the with a superlative (e.g. It’s the 

biggest hotel in town) is treated as an exception under the category of non-

specific uses of a/an (e.g. It’s a big hotel).  

With reference to the indefinite articles, besides the typical use as 

‘not saying which one,’ (Eastwood, 1999), non-specific usage is found 

through such descriptions as to classify things, to describe people, or to 

define things (Murphy, 1985; Eastwood, 1999; Hewings, 1999).  

Regarding proper names, textbook writers focus on the following 

categories: people, places, meals, and temporal terms (including holidays).  

 

Patterns of Article Usage Presentation 

Two general patterns are found from the presentation of the usage contents 

mentioned above: a discrete presentation or a contrastive one. A discrete 

presentation is noticeable through the separate treatment of two main kinds 

of articles (i.e. the and the indefinite articles) in separate parts or lessons 

(Werner, 1996).  

By contrast, a contrastive presentation is the treatment of the articles, 

namely the and a/an at the same time in each chapter or lesson based on a 

certain usage content (Murphy, 1985; Eastwood, 1999; Hewings, 1999). The 

contents that the authors often make use for a contrastive presentation are 
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centered on the three main specific uses of the: known things (i.e. second 

mention and immediate situation), unique things, and things in general (i.e. 

generic use).  

Sequencing  

From those two general presentations, some sequencing patterns are also 

found based on the main content areas. Overall, the general sequence is that 

countability is presented before the uses of the articles with common nouns. 

Proper names and fixed expressions come last. 

Concerning article usage, some sequencing patterns are discerned 

based on a particular kind of presentation. In a discrete presentation, uses of 

the indefinite articles are presented before those of the definite article 

(Werner, 1996). In a contrastive presentation, specific uses are presented 

before generic uses (Murphy, 1985; Eastwood, 1999; Hewings, 1999).  

Further observations can be made with generic uses based on 

presentation patterns. In a discrete presentation, use of indefinite generics 

(i.e. a/an, some and zero) are addressed before generic the. In a contrastive 

presentation, generic the is compared first with generic zero, and then with 

generic a/an. It is also worth noting that, in both ways of presentation, each 

lesson or section will end with sets of exercises that are related to the 

grammatical points introduced.  

Rule descriptions and presentation 

Recent developments in linguistic theory and suggestions from pedagogical 

theorists seem to have left some ‘traces’ in these books. For example, 

Eastwood uses such terms as old vs. new information when explaining the 

anaphoric use of the with a noun when later references are made to it . Or 
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the role of the speech act participants is stressed  in Advanced Grammar in 

Use (Hewings, 1999). For instance, after introducing an example about an 

apple pie, Hewings explains that “we say ‘an apple pie’ when we first 

mention it, and ‘the apple pie’ after that, when the listener or reader knows 

which apple pie we mean.” (unit 58). The importance of context in 

determining the use of the is also addressed. This is found in the 

introduction to the use of the definite article in Werner’s (1996). 

Improvements on the formats of exercises, as suggested by Berry (1991), 

are also found in some authors, especially those textbooks that have been 

published recently.  Besides the traditional gap filling format, which is one 

form of production exercises, forms of recognition exercises are also found. 

These kinds of exercises range from error recognition to identifying 

meaning difference. A variety of formats of production exercises are also 

perceived. Some of them are: error correction, sentence completion, 

paraphrasing, and reproduction based on a ‘bare’ text (i.e. without articles). 

Besides those positive traits, some inadequacies can be detected 

from these books.  The first problem is concerned with the usage rules. In 

some cases, there are many detailed rules. These cases are found in sections 

dealing with non-specific uses of a/an. The rules are stated as functional 

uses (e.g. to describe things; to describe people’s jobs) based on the 

complement construction (i.e. be + complement). Proper names are also the 

case. No general principles were provided as guidelines for the retention of 

many rules and exceptions.  

The second problem has to do with vague descriptions. Such terms 

as ‘particular’ or ‘identified’ are an example. The description such as “we 

say the when we mean something in particular” (Murphy, 1985) may raise 

skepticism. For, as discussed in chapter 3, a car in “I bought a car this 

morning” also refers to a particular car and can be distinguished from other 
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cars I have in my mind (Lyons, 1999). A similar problem can also be 

perceived through the term ‘identified’ as used in the following description: 

“The is used before a singular or plural count noun when that noun is 

specifically identified” (Werner, 1996: 205). Suppose that in the 2004 

presidential election of the United States, an American may say: “I wonder 

who the president is this term.” One question can be asked is: “can he - as 

the speaker - identify the referent of the definite noun phrase? The answer is 

probably not. He or she cannot identify the president as Kerry or Bush. But 

the president is possible because there is an association with the election or 

that the president is associated with the fact each country should have only 

one president. Eastwood (1999) seems to avoid this problem by describing 

that “we use the when it is clear which one we mean.” The situation is, 

however, not much better than the former. Students may wonder how they 

are able to know “when it is clear which one we mean.”  

Potential misunderstandings from the rule descriptions are another 

problem. First, although some authors, in describing the cataphoric use of 

the, are careful in wording the rule by adding the word ‘often’, the attempt 

cannot eliminate the possibility of causing a misunderstanding in students 

that: ‘use the whenever a noun is modified by a modifying phrase or clause.’ 

Second, the contrastive introduction of the with predicate nouns modified by 

superlatives or ordinals (e.g. He is the tallest person) after demonstrating 

the use of a/an with predicate nouns functioning as describing things (e.g. 

This is a book) or jobs (e.g. He’s a teacher) may give rise to the fact that the 

definite article is used limitedly to the superlatives or ordinals in those 

structures in which the nouns act as complement of the verb be. Another 

problem is found with the explanation of the definite article in generic 

usage. We feel doubtful about the ‘appropriateness’ of a description such as 

“we don’t use the before a plural noun when we mean something in general” 
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(Murphy, 1985). For how we can explain the phrase The Finns as in “The 

Finns are fond of sport” (Quirk, 1985: 284). 

Simplicity, a criterion in designing pedagogic rules (Swan (1994) 

can be a factor that accounts for the problems discussed. However, the 

relationship between truth and simplicity is not in good terms sometimes 

given “some trade-off with truth and/or clarity" (Swan, 1994: 48). In 

relation to the vague description “use the when it is clear which one we 

mean” mentioned above, a simplified-but-unmanageable rule is not 

efficient. Some detailed descriptions concerning the contexts in which the is 

used should have been provided. Also other aspects of the-usage should 

have been mentioned rather than having been left out as a result of 

oversimplification. Indirect anaphora (i.e. latent awareness), also remarked 

by Berry (1991) in his survey, and the lack of giving demarcation rules 

concerning cataphoric use (i.e. a noun followed by a modifying phrase or 

clause) are examples (Werner, 1996; Hewings, 1999, Eastwood 1999). 

Explanations should be given, for example, about the possibility that a zero 

determiner is likely to be used with a noun followed by a modifying phrase 

or clause. Though Murphy (1985) admits that in some cases the difference 

between something in general and something in particular is not easy to 

distinguish, he provides no more general ‘guidelines’ or elaboration on the 

issue.  

To sum up, the survey of the four commonly used grammar books 

has shown that there are several problems in treating the article system. The 

descriptions of the rules are often either vague, inadequate, or actually 

contradictory and confusing. Moreover, even though some of the books 

have a ‘notional-functional’ approach, none of the books give an overall 

principled introduction to the article system, leaving it up to the student to 

make sense of a maze of separate, seemingly arbitrary uses of the article 
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system. Clearly, all of the methods are based on a traditional description of 

the article system.  To deal with the article in a more principled way, we 

developed an approach based on Master’s schema, augmented with insights 

from cognitive grammar.   

ENGLISH ARTICLE USAGE: A COGNITIVE GRAMMAR-
BASED APPROACH 

Our approach is concerned with textbook instruction for high-intermediate 

or advanced Vietnamese students who aim to obtain a high level of fluency 

and accuracy in their L2. The main aim was to present the “rules” of using 

English articles in such a way that students whose L1 has a system 

completely different from English, could “reason out” a native speaker’s 

intuitive “rule” step by step by means of a flow chart that is kept as general 

and simple as possible. We felt the reasoning should go from most general 

principles and prototypical cases to peripheral or less frequent cases. 

Because article use may seem completely arbitrary in some cases, such as 

“He needs education” versus “He needs an education” or “I’ve been writing 

letters” vs. “I’ve been writing some letters” we felt students needed to be 

made aware of the principles that cause the differences in meaning. We also 

felt that “simple” rules such as first and second mention should be avoided 

or reformulated as they are simply inaccurate and may cause more harm 

than good (Berry, 1991; Beaumont & Gallaway, 1994). However, because 

our students have been exposed to such rules extensively already, they 

should be warned explicitly against the use of such rules in our lessons.  In 

the same line, we felt that such rules as “use the when a noun is modified by 

a phrase or a clause” should be reinterpreted on the basis of the fact zero or 

a can still be used. On account of this, students should   also be warned to be 

vigilant with this kind of rules. 
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We assumed Vietnamese students have a different intuition about 

what is considered “definite” or “non-definite” in English because the 

Vietnamese language has a different way (i.e. a covert one) for marking 

definiteness. We also assumed Vietnamese learners would have great 

difficulty in developing an intuition about whether an English noun is count 

or non-count because most nouns are mass nouns in Vietnamese. Finally, 

we assumed that Vietnamese learners have more problems with using the 

articles in unique type and maximal set environments as reported in Chapter 

4. Obviously, these two environments have to do with genericity. It is the 

context that plays an important role in determining whether or not an 

instance is construed either as a unique type or with maximal generality; as 

such an appropriate article form can be decided. Therefore, we devoted a 

separate section as a ‘consolidation part’ to help students get an overview of 

the issue after the main principles (i.e. concerning definiteness) have been 

presented. .   

 In the remainder of this section we will discuss the general principles 

on which our approach is based and point out the similarities and 

differences between other approaches were applicable. Then we will discuss 

several elements separately.  

General Principles 

First the students are told that English has two general classes of nouns: 

common nouns and proper nouns and that to avoid confusion, proper nouns 

will be dealt with at the end. Students are told that the first step is to decide 

whether a common noun is used in a definite sense or not. If so, the noun 

requires the.  If not, the noun requires a if it is a singular count noun and 

zero if it is not a singular count noun.  
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This flow chart (fig.1) reminds one of the phrase found in most 

traditional grammar textbooks “use the when a noun is definite” or “use 

a/an when a noun is indefinite,” but also accounts for the fact that a proper 

noun may have a zero-determiner. Moreover, this approach emphasizes the 

importance of meaning in that students are to discover the sense in which a 

noun is used, i.e. in a definite or non-definite sense, before finding out 

which article to use. In fact, we are implicitly referring to the Langacker’s 

concept of “grounding” by asking students to discover whether a noun is 

used in a definite sense or not and to Langacker’s concept of “quantity” 

when we ask whether a noun is used as a count noun or not and if so 

whether it is singular or not.  

Another difference between this approach and traditional ones is the 

fact that definiteness is treated before countability.  This has been done for 

several interrelated reasons. First of all, if a common noun is used in a 

definite sense, it will always take the, so a student can be spared the extra 

trouble to find out whether the noun is count or not, especially because the 

notion of countability is tied up with the notions of “boundedness” and 

“construal” and reasoning out whether a noun is countable or not takes 

several more steps than reasoning out whether it is definite or non-definite. 

Also, the notion of definiteness is so unfamiliar to our student population 

that we felt it needed a great deal of attention.  

This approach also implies a discrete presentation of the different 

articles: first the for definiteness and then a or zero for non-definiteness. 

Contrastive presentations are given only after students have been given the 

general underlying principles in meaning and to make clear what the subtle 

differences in meaning might be when using different articles in similar 

situations. For example, at the end of Lesson 3 we illustrate the subtle 

differences in meaning between generic statements such as “A tiger is a 
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fierce animal, Tigers are fierce animals, and The tiger is a fierce animal” 

based on the general principles already discussed. 

This approach may seem oversimplified in that it ignores a 

distinction between specific and generic, but we feel this distinction is not 

needed. When a noun phrase is definite, it is implied that it is also specific 

as a result of the mental contact coordinated by the speaker and the hearer 

with a unique instance of a type (Langacker, 1991: vol.2) and can thus be 

ignored. Besides, generic the is not that different from specific the and can 

be seen through the difference between two notions: the physical domain of 

instantiation and the abstract domain of instantiation. Using Master’s terms 

(1990: 468), the physical domain of instantiation can be construed as “a real 

or actual noun,” while the abstract domain of instantiation, called type space 

in cognitive grammar, has to do with the idea or concept that a noun 

suggests or profiles.   

In the physical domain of instantiation, each type (i.e. kind) such as 

a computer has many instances, and if the speaker and the hearer share 

mental contact on one particular instance of a computer, it is uniquely 

identified and therefore definite and implicitly specific. In the abstract 

domain of instantiation, there are many types, such as tables, chairs, 

computers, wheels, tigers, dogs, and so on. In other words, a class of entities 

as a whole is considered a “type” and our world can be considered a “type 

space” and the world has many instances of types. If the speaker and hearer 

coordinate mental contact on one particular type as a whole, it can also be 

construed as uniquely identified and therefore definite, but in this case 

implicitly generic. Therefore, we feel it is warranted to use the notion of 

definiteness for both specific the and generic the, the more because it keeps 

the schema as simple as possible. 
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Also in the case of indefinite noun phrases, the distinction between 

specific and generic reference can be partly ignored because as far as 

Langacker is concerned, they both are non-definite. This is in line with 

Master who argues that “whether or not we mean a specific, actual tick [as 

in A tick entered my ear] or a generic one [as in A tick carries disease], we 

still classify that tick when we use the article a” (p. 467). The distinction 

between specific and generic may be important, however, when the noun is 

referred to again by a pronominal, as for example in “I needed a digital 

camera, but I couldn’t find it” versus “I couldn’t find one”. We agree with 

Master that this distinction can be dealt with later in the instruction of an 

advanced class of English as a second or foreign language.  

One difference between the cognitive schema and Master’s lies in 

terminology. Master justifies the terms identified and classified by saying 

that they  “embrace a larger concept than definiteness” (p. 466). We do not 

agree because in almost all discussions the general notion definiteness 

subsumes such notions as familiarity, identifiability, uniqueness, and 

inclusiveness. Therefore our schema will use the traditional terms: 

definiteness and non-definiteness.  

Also, there is one major conceptual difference between the cognitive 

schema and Master’s binary schema. In his classification, Master mentions 

two features: [±identified] and [±count], which are somewhat similar to the 

cognitive notions of “grounding” and “quantification”. In CG a nominal (i.e. 

article-marked noun) should be grounded and quantified (see Fig.2). 
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 Fig.2. Cognitive schema for grounding and quantification 

 

The main difference is that the notion of grounding stresses the role of 

speech-act participants in relation to the current discourse space. In other 

words, in cognitive grammar it is up to the speech-act participants to 

construe an entity as definite or not, as can be exemplified with the 

previously mentioned example of “I will have a tuna fish sandwich” versus 

“I will have the tuna fish sandwich”. Even though the objective situation 

may be entirely the same, the speech act participant may construe an entitity 

as uniquely identifiable or not. The noun phrase also contains information 

about quantity, both a + singular noun and the + singular noun in these 

examples signify that there is one instance of the type sandwich.  

Another important difference between our schema and Master’s is 

the fact that ours is a scalar one, ranging from definiteness to non-

definiteness in line with  Jespersen’s scale of familiarity (i.e. complete 

familiarity, nearly complete familiarity, and complete unfamiliarity). Under 

the category of definiteness, there are three groups of items: (a) proper 

names, (b) types as unique instances, and (c) instances uniquely identified in 

the current discourse space. Under the category of non-definiteness, there 

ARTICLE-MARKED  
NOUN 

GROUNDED 
(Speaker-Hearer)

QUANTIFIED 
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are also three groups of items: (a) particular or actual instances, (b) arbitrary 

instances, and (c) maximal generality.  

Corresponding to the aspects of meaning in Figure 3 are the forms 

ranging from zero to zero (See Fig.4). Although we favor the idea of one 

form for one meaning (Bolinger, 1977), it is not entirely possible in his 

schema. Both a proper name, which is on the utmost left of the scale, and a 

maximally general noun, which is at the utmost right of the scale, take a 

zero-determiner. However, to avoid confusing students with one form  for 

two different senses, proper names are treated separately in the lessons. 

Proper names are often used with the null article, but they can also 

be found with the definite article, causing confusion. Traditional approaches 

often favor offering them as item-learnt chunks to be memorized. However, 

this may be almost impossible to do without some understanding of 

underlying principles. Our approach includes explaining the principle of 

familiarity (Jespersen, 1933), which is similar to Quirk’s  (1985) gradient 

between descriptions (i.e. the + proper name + common noun) and names. 

Recall an example from Chapter 3. During the course of language change, a 

phrase such as the Oxford Road may experience changes as it becomes more 

and more familiar to language users and eventually may be referred to 

simply as Oxford: 

The Oxford road >> The Oxford Road >> Oxford Road >> Oxford.  

This principle of familiarity can be used to explain the fact that some Proper 

Names still have a definite article as in “the Huong river” and some 

common nouns used with zero article with a definite sense (Quirk, 1985) 

such as (by) bus, (on) TV, (to) bed and so on.    



 
 

 

 

 
Fi

g.
 3

. E
nt

iti
es

 th
at

 a
re

 c
on

si
de

re
d 

de
fin

ite
 a

nd
 n

on
-d

ef
in

ite
 

 

N
O

M
IN

A
LS

D
EF

IN
IT

EN
ES

S 
N

O
N

-D
EF

IN
IT

EN
ES

S 

PR
O

PE
R

 
N

A
M

ES
 

TY
PE

S 
A

S 
 

IN
ST

A
N

C
ES

U
N

IQ
U

E 
IN

ST
A

N
C

ES
A

C
TU

A
L 

IN
ST

A
N

C
ES

 
A

R
B

IT
R

A
R

Y
 

IN
ST

A
N

C
ES

 
M

A
X

IM
A

L 
 

G
EN

ER
A

LI
TY

 



 
 

 

 
Fi

g.
 4

. F
or

m
 a

nd
 m

ea
ni

ng
 o

f a
rt

ic
le

s 

 

D
ef

in
ite

ne
ss

 
N

on
-d

ef
in

ite
ne

ss
 

N
U

LL
+P

ro
pe

r 
N

am
es

 
Th

e+
Pr

op
er

 N
am

e+
 

C
om

m
on

 n
ou

n 
Th

e+
 C

om
m

on
 

no
un

 

A
+S

in
gu

la
r n

ou
n 

(/s
m

/)+
Pl

ur
al

/  
M

as
s 

ZE
R

O
+M

as
s/

Pl
ur

al

C
om

pl
et

el
y 

de
fin

ite
 >

>>
> 

 N
ea

rly
 c

om
pl

et
el

y 
de

fin
ite

   
   

>>
>>

>>
>>

>>
>>

 C
om

pl
et

el
y 

in
de

fin
ite

 



 

Chapter 6        159  

 

On the whole we have tried to limit the number of separate 

explanations, starting with the two notions of “definiteness” and “non-

definiteness” and their prototypical uses and then extending them to less 

frequent cases. In each case we try to explain how the non-prototypical 

cases are motivated. Now that we have given reasons for the general choices 

we have made in our approach, we will present a brief outline of the actual 

lessons (see Appendix) with a rationale for the choices. 

Elements of The Approach  

After students are presented with the flow chart (see Figure 1), they are 

made aware of the difference in meaning between the different forms of the 

article by asking them which one of the four following sentences would be 

the most efficient and appropriate way for a speaker to obtain three black 

balls.   

a. Please pick up black balls. 
b. Please pick up the black balls. 
c. Please pick up the three black balls. 
d. Please pick up three black balls.  

Sentences (a) and (d) would not be appropriate. Both (b) and (c) could 

reflect what the speaker wants, but (b) would be more efficient. This activity 

is intended to raise student’s awareness of the fact that the use of articles is 

meaningful. The notions of definiteness, non-definiteness, and through it, 

the sense of ‘maximality’ are implicitly introduced. After this general 

introduction there are separate lessons on definiteness, non-definiteness, 

count-non-count nouns and proper names. 
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Definiteness 

The first lesson deals with the notion of definiteness. In line with insights 

from cognitive grammar, the role of the Speaker and Hearer in sharing their 

awareness of the sense of a noun is stressed. To keep the schema and 

definitions as simple as possible, we give one general definition, which 

stresses the notion of “uniquely identifiable to Speaker and hearer”:  

A noun is used in a definite sense when both the Speaker and Hearer (or 
writer and reader) know exactly which one(s) is/are meant. In other words, 
when a Speaker thinks that the Hearer can identify it as unique or the only 
ones, he/she will mark a common noun with the definite article (or another 
definite determiner, which will be discussed later).   

 

Then the different contexts in which a noun can be considered “uniquely 

identifiable” are given: when there is only one in our world (general world 

or immediate surroundings), when there is only one that can be meant in the 

immediate context (text or conversation), when only one can be logically 

meant, and when a class as a whole is referred to (this is also called a 

generic sense). Each of these cases is followed by elaborations and 

exercises.  

Non-definiteness 

The lesson on non-definiteness starts with a reminder of what is considered 

definite and the statement is made that if a nominal is not definite, it will be 

non-definite by default. Students are reminded of the notion of “mental 

contact” as it is also a useful notion in introducing non-definiteness. 

Because many advanced students have already been exposed to the notion 

of specificity before, the lesson points out with several examples that 

English does not mark for specificity, but only for definiteness and non-

definiteness.  
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Two main non-definite uses are presented: an actual member of the 

class (e.g. I bought a TV), and an arbitrary member of the class (e.g. A 

whale is a mammal). To limit the number of different classes as much as 

possible, the notion of arbitrary case member is extended to include 

nominals in complement constructions (e.g. A whale is a mammal). To 

counteract the incorrect “second mention rule” that Vietnamese students no 

doubt have been exposed to, the lesson points out that the second mention 

rule applies only to actual members of a class. (e.g. I bought a TV and a 

camcorder. But the TV …)  

Also, because students have “learned” the incorrect rule that nouns 

followed by a modifying phrase are always definite, a section points out 

how to determine what article is used when a noun is modified by a phrase 

or clause. Also, a separate section is devoted to the difference between the, 

a/an and zero when used generically and relates these to the general notions 

definiteness and non-definiteness that were  introduced earlier.  

Countability 

Once students know which nouns are used in a non-definite sense, they have 

to be able to determine whether the noun is count or not. The underlying 

conceptual notions of “boundedness” and “construal” are first introduced. 

For example, a noun like stone can be construed either as bounded (i.e. He 

lifted a stone.) or unbounded (i.e. The house is built of stone). After giving 

examples and explanations with prototypical concrete mass nouns the 

notions are extended to abstract entities such a “transportation”, “education” 

and so on.  
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Proper nouns and names 

In the introduction, proper nouns and names are first mentioned, but because 

they seemingly behave in an opposite manner from common nouns they are 

dealt with separately to avoid confusion. Proper names, when used in a 

prototypical sense are definite, but do not take an article. When used as a 

common noun, then they use articles.  

a. Mrs. Johnson called. (Proper name used in a prototypical sense; Mrs. 
Johnson is uniquely identifiable by Speaker and Hearer) 

b. A Mrs. Johnson called. (Proper name used as a common noun; Mrs. 
Johnson is not uniquely identifiable by Speaker and Hearer) 

In this chapter, we have tried to show what the problems may have 

been in traditional approaches in teaching the English article system to 

Vietnamese students and have presented a description and rationale for a new 

approach that takes Master’s schema as a starting point and is enhanced with 

insights from cognitive grammar. The overall aim has been to show the 

English article system as a coherent system, but also to present as simply as 

possible. The main choices are between definite and non-definite and these 

notions are made clear by showing the role of both the speaker and hearer in 

construing the entity. We feel that our approach is pedagogically more sound 

than traditional ones because it alleviates the burden of having to memorize 

many separate, seemingly arbitrary rules. However, the “proof is in the 

pudding” and we will test this hypothesis in the next chapter.  
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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 



 

Chapter 7        166                                       

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. 
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Chapter 8 

CONCLUSION 

In this concluding chapter, we will restate in a more condensed form the 

central issues discussed in this book. The chapter is organized in three 

sections. The first reviews the process of ascertaining why it is important to 

look at articles in particular and reports on the results of the experiments. 

The second provides some limitations that this research encounters. The 

third presents some implications for the new approach and gives an 

overview of the areas that could benefit from additional research. 

SUMMARY OF THE FINDINGS 

The dissertation set out with the objective to find a solution to help 

Vietnamese learners address problems in using English articles. However, in 

order to ascertain that English articles are indeed an area of difficulty for 

Vietnamese students of EFL, we conducted an exploratory study. The 

results in Chapter 2 show that articles are a pervasive problem for 

Vietnamese learners and that they do not decrease as proficiency increases. 

Because  even advanced students still make these errors--even though they 

do not seem to affect essay grades--we find that the issue is worth pursuing 

because errors may undermine a student’s ‘integrity’ if s/he has to write 

professionally for an international public.   

To find a solution, we first analyzed the article errors. To do so, we 

needed to categorize the errors into different types. Hence an exploration of 

meanings and uses of English articles was made in Chapter 3. Definiteness 
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is considered the main property distinguishing the articles. Four features of 

definiteness that different research traditions have advocated are uniqueness, 

familiarity, identifiability, and inclusiveness. We argued that these features 

can be amalgamated into two: identifiability and inclusiveness. However, 

difficulty arises when these meanings intersect with specificity and 

referentiality. As such, issues have been raised relating to whether or not 

there is a difference between specificity and referentiality and whether or 

not definite noun phrases are non-specific and non-referential. We argued 

that the only prerequisite for definiteness is Langacker’s (1991) notion of 

mental contact, which is based on insights by Fauconnnier (1985). If a 

speaker and hearer achieve mental contact, then they can uniquely identify 

an entity, and factors such as referentiality and specificity are redundant. 

Awareness and nothing else is sufficient.  

Also, in discussing definiteness, genericity is often mentioned. This 

is a notion that is not easy to capture. From a cognitive grammar 

perspective, it can be said that each article still retains some of its 

prototypical sense when it is used generically. The article the can denote a 

type (e.g. genus, species, etc.) as a unique instance. The article a may be 

used to profile an arbitrary instance which is independent from the reality of 

discourse. And a maximal construal (i.e. a full generic sense) is obtained 

when a noun phrase is used with the zero article.  

Although different research traditions have afforded different 

explanations on definiteness and genericity, we believe the cognitive 

grammar framework is the more useful in language teaching because only a 

few principles are needed to explain the many uses of articles coherently. 

Therefore, we chose cognitive grammar as the basis for our taxonomy in 

describing the usage of English articles in Chapter 4, but useful insights 

from ‘objective’ research traditions are not excluded.  They are used in 
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explanations either when cognitive grammar does not explicitly state 

solutions or when cognitive grammar insights are too theoretical to be 

understood by a non-linguist language learner.  

Insights obtained in Chapters 3 and 4 into the intricate English 

article system provided a basis for the error analysis of Vietnamese learners 

using English articles. Chapter 5 shows results from L2 acquisition studies 

focusing on article-less language learners and an overview of the 

Vietnamese determiners because we wanted to know which article forms 

and which noun phrase environments in which the articles occur students 

have problems with. We hypothesized that students would have more 

problems in using the than using a because definiteness is not overtly 

marked in Vietnamese. We did not believe that mid-level Vietnamese 

learners would have more problems using a as reported by some researchers 

because the English and Vietnamese systems partly overlap here in that an 

indefinite article is used in Vietnamese to indicate a specific or non-specific 

reference (e.g. I bought a book; I want to buy a book). However, in arbitrary 

instances the systems differ in that Vietnamese does not use an article in a 

sentence such as He is a teacher.  Once we identified where errors occurred, 

we also wanted to know what the sources of confusion might be. The results 

show that students have most problems using the articles the and zero. As 

far as NP-environments are concerned, students have difficulty with “unique 

type” and “maximal set” environments and the overuse of zero and  the 

more so than  a. Even though there is some systematicity in the errors, 

students clearly have problems with all articles. We can conclude from the 

evidence that there is some influence of the Vietnamese language, an L1 

transfer as claimed by researchers. Such an influence can be seen through 

the overuse of  the zero or null article and the students’ inability to 

distinguish definiteness from non-definiteness and non-count from count 
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nouns. Similarly, the notion of maximality construed either semantically 

(i.e. a whole mass can be unique) or conventionally (i.e. plural nouns 

marked by the to express inclusiveness) is difficult to grasp for Vietnamese 

learners. 

The error corpus shows that Vietnamese students make errors in 

using English articles and suggests that the methods students have used so 

far have not been very effective. Therefore, Chapter 6 surveys pedagogical 

studies on the teaching of articles and some current grammar-cum-practice 

books on the use of English articles to identify problems in current teaching 

methods.  

The survey of the pedagogical studies indicates that there has been 

an attempt to produce a simplified framework for teaching the articles with a 

focus on one form for one function. However, what teachers do not obtain 

from these studies is an understanding of the general meanings of the 

articles based on the distinguishing property: definiteness. Also, the studies 

suggest that proper names, especially what we term pseudo-names should be 

treated as item-learnt chunks without underlying principles given to help 

students memorize these chunks.  Also little empirical evidence has been 

reported, and no suggestions are given to adapt a pedagogical approach to 

the needs of a particular student population.  

We expected the suggestions in pedagogical studies on the teaching 

of articles to have some impact on grammar textbooks. A survey of the four 

textbooks described in Chapter 6 reveals that there have been improvements 

relating to usage content, usage presentation patterns, sequencing, and rule 

descriptions, but several problems occur in the way rules are described. 

They are either vague, inadequate, or actually contradictory and confusing. 

Moreover, none of the books give an overall principled introduction to the 
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article system, leaving it up to the student to make sense of a maze of 

separate, seemingly arbitrary uses of the article system.  

The problems (noticed in the pedagogical studies and grammar 

books) have created a basis for us to develop an approach that deals with the 

article in a more principled way. Our approach is based on Master’s schema, 

augmented with insights from cognitive grammar. The rationale behind this 

approach was as follows. First, since our main aim was to present the 

“rules” of using English articles in such a way that article-less language 

learners could “reason out” a native speaker’s intuitive “rule” step by step 

by means of a flow chart, which is kept as general and simple as possible, 

we felt the reasoning should go from the most general principles and 

prototypical cases to peripheral or less frequent cases. Because the use of 

English articles may often lie in a speaker’s choice, we also felt that students 

needed to be made aware of the principles that cause the differences in 

meaning.  

Since students have often been exposed to oversimplified rules of 

thumbs such as “first mention use a, second mention use the” or “use the 

when a noun is modified by a phrase or a clause,” we felt that students 

should be warned explicitly against the use of such rules in our lessons. 

Finally, based on the evidence in Chapter 5, we felt that Vietnamese learners 

have a different intuition about English definiteness, countability, and 

maximality, so our approach has given a great deal of explicit attention to 

the conceptual import of these notions. On the whole, we assumed that the 

new approach is pedagogically more sound than traditional ones because it 

gives a coherent account of the article system as a whole, and it may 

alleviate the burden for students to memorize many separate and seemingly 

arbitrary rules.  
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To judge the effectiveness of the approach suggested, an experiment 

was conducted as found in Chapter 7. The aim of the experiment was to 

compare the new approach with a traditional one that has been applied in 

current grammar textbooks. Three levels of analyses were performed: (1) a 

general one in which we looked at which group performed better in using 

articles in general, (2) a more detailed one in which we looked at differences 

in particular article forms, and (3) a detailed one in which we looked at 

differences in the semantic environments in which articles occur. At the 

general performance level, the results showed that immediately after the 

treatment, the group treated with the new approach performed better than 

the group treated with the traditional approach. The ‘cognitive’ group 

performed better than the traditional group in using the. The cognitive group 

also performed better than the traditional group in three environments: 

names, unique type, and maximal set. However, when we measured for a 

long-term effect, we found no significant difference between the two groups 

even though the mean scores of the cognitive group were somewhat higher. 

Analyses of particular errors revealed that a significance difference was still 

found between the two groups in that the cognitive group still performed 

better than their counterparts in using zero and in using zero in maximal set 

environments.  

Despite the disappointing long-term results, we still feel that this 

dissertation has given quite a few new insights into the reasons why 

Vietnamese students have such difficulty with the English articles and in the 

principles that seem to govern article use. Therefore, it might be worth 

pursuing our approach to teaching articles further. However, awareness of 

the limitations of this research is necessary for future applications and 

research. 
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LIMITATIONS 

Limitations of this research are found both in the treatment and data 

analysis. As far as the treatment is concerned, the first limitation in our 

lessons was the lack of an explanation of the type-instance distinction. We 

focused much on the definiteness and non-definiteness distinction, which 

are both at the level of instantiation. If we had presented the notion of type 

and instance first, students could have understood better the contrasts 

between the noun phrase in English and Vietnamese, especially in 

categorizing nouns as either count or non-count.  

Another limitation in our lessons lies in the lack of variety of 

discovery tasks and task-based practice (Bygate, 1994). For example, in 

Lesson 1, which is about definiteness, we provided an identification 

exercise at the end of the lesson, asking students to explain why the definite 

article is used in a certain context. However, from our observation, some 

students had difficulty recognizing the difference between such notions as 

“immediate environment” and “larger situation.” Also, such notions as 

“arbitrary instance” and “actual instance” presented problems for students. 

If some discovery tasks had been designed to help students understand the 

meaning difference of these notions, they could have been useful tools in 

making choices. Also, translation exercises, as suggested by Berry (1991), 

could have been provided. These exercises might have assisted students in 

recognizing the differences between Vietnamese and English in expressing 

definiteness and non-definiteness.  

The lesson on names could also have been improved. In this lesson, 

we relied on Quirk et al. (1985), and the notion null we used in this 

dissertation was not mentioned. Also, Chesterman’s insights in what we call 

pseudo-names were not dealt with. We did not mention the principle of 
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familiarity, which would have helped students to know when a name 

becomes familiar and when it is still less familiar.  

Finally, a major obstacle in the treatment lessons is found through 

the backwash effect of previous lessons the students have been exposed to. 

In many traditional grammar books, students are taught to use the when a 

noun phrase is mentioned again. Students may respond automatically again 

when they encounter such instances. As a result of our warning, the 

cognitive group may have been confused especially in unique contexts. Of 

course, to avoid fossilized article errors, it would be even better for students 

to be exposed to adequate explanations from the very beginning.   

IMPLICATIONS AND ADDITIONAL RESEARCH 

Even though the long-term effects were disappointing, we feel that the 

strength of the approach lies in the fact it takes into account the similarities 

and differences between English and Vietnamese. The type-instance 

distinction in cognitive grammar is an example of a helpful tool to help 

Vietnamese learners to see the similarities and differences between English 

and Vietnamese noun phrases. The noun cake in its purest form is 

considered a type in English and Vietnamese. It becomes instantiated as a 

cake or  the cake when the elements of grounding (i.e.articles are added) and 

quantity occur (e.g. (a) book; (the) books). For example, mieng banh (‘piece 

of cake) is similar to the cake in English in that it is singular and definite. 

The difference is that English marks definiteness with the and Vietnamese 

with null. 

Second, the new approach is pedagogically more sound than 

traditional ones because it alleviates the burden for students to memorize so 

many separate and seemingly arbitrary rules, and helps them reason from 
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the more general principles and prototypical cases to peripheral or less 

frequent cases. We do not agree with Beaumont and Gallaway’s (1994) 

claim that “a semantic approach is of no help in article use that is fixed or 

idiomatic.” For in our approach, fixed or idiomatic phrases can also be 

explained semantically. For example, nouns such as home or school in fixed 

phrases like go home or go to school can be accounted for on the basis of 

the familiarity principle (Chesterman, 1991).  

If the suggestions for improvement of the method are incorporated, it 

would be useful to test our approach again. It would also be interesting to 

see how students perform if they have not been exposed to oversimplified 

rules of thumb previously. Secondly, despite our detailed error analyses, we 

can still not be sure what motivates students to make their choices. For 

example, as far as overuse of no-article form is concerned, do they know it 

is a singular count noun and use null as in Vietnamese or do they think it is 

a mass noun and use zero as required in English? Similarly, why do students 

overgeneralize the in maximal set environments? We hypothesize that they 

overuse the in maximal set contexts because they do not distinguish between 

what we call conventional maximality (i.e. plural nouns used with the) and 

semantic maximality (i.e. mass and plural nouns used generically). Yet, the 

source of the errors could also lie in the fact that students used the because 

of the ubiquitous rule of thumb “use the when there is a post-modifying 

phrase after a plural or mass noun” as found ungrammatically in the 

minerals in the world. To find out, we could conduct protocol studies to 

gain insight into students’ metalinguistic knowledge and the steps they take 

in making their choices.  

Finally, it must be said that the English article use is extremely 

complex for a Vietnamese student, and we might ask if it is worth the effort 

spending much time on it for learners who need English only as an informal 
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lingua franca, as it does not often interfere with communication.  However, 

the extra effort may be useful for the more advanced students who will be 

professionals in their fields and who may have to write for an international 

public, as they will feel more confident when errors in English are kept to a 

minimum. 
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Appendix 1 
 
WRITING TASK 
 
You should spend about 60 minutes on this task. 
 
Present a written argument or case to an educated reader with no specialist 
knowledge of the following topic: 

The idea of having a single career is becoming an old fashioned one. 
The new fashion will be to have several careers or ways of earning 
money and further education will be something that continues 
throughout life.  
 

You should write at least 250 words. 
 
Use your own ideas, knowledge and experience and support your arguments 
with examples and relevant evidence. 
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Appendix 2 

A GRADED ESSAY  
Notes: strikethrough: wrong use or insertion; underlined: omission; doublestrikethrough: use confusion; 
Small Cap: wrong order 
 
Nowadays, the society develops very quickly. The economics of each country also  
           (article)           (tense-aspect)                        (word use) 
changes in a positive way. To stabilize in the period of information technology, each  
                                                            (article confusion)  
person should have several careers or ways of earning money. Moreover, further  
 
education will continue throughout human beings life.  
                                                (article)  (noun phrase)  

Having many careers or ways of earning money is aIways target of  people in  
                                                                                                      (article)    
modern period. The society provides them a  lot of opportunity in order to promote  
(article)          (article)                    (verb phrase) 
their position through modern technology  wide relation among the countries in the  
                                                                  (article)       
world. When one person goes downtown, he can see material’s life developing more  
                                               (word use)                  (noun phrase) 
and more. As a result, he must try his best to earn money so that he can buy valuable  
 
things. Beside their professional career in offices, people can work in other places  
                 (word use) 
such as factories, schools, even in their house. They will have high income thanks to  
                                                              (noun phrase)          (article) 
many ways of making money or different careers. If one person ONLY HAS one career,  
                                                                                                      (word order) 
he may not both enjoy benefits and keep up with the progress of the society as well as  
                  (clause)                                                                        (article) 
life in modern period.  
     (article) 

Moreover, it is very important to continue further education. (the more  
                                                                                                            (mechanics)   
the society develops, the more people must study. This is a way for them to merge  
(article) 
into the development of the society. In reality, many new things appear in  
                                      (article)    
human‘s life, so they need to comprehend these things by studying higher.  
(article)                                                                                              (word use) 
However, people cannot stop studying in a certain stage but continue throughout life  
 
because of advancement of technology. In further education, they will have the  
               (article) 
chance to approach and practise valuable invention from human. At that time, people  
                                 (word use)  (article)                        (noun phrase) 
will not be dismissed from human’s society In short, further education is always  
                                            (word use) 
basis for everyone to reach their wishes. In conclusion, each person should have  
(article)                                (word use) 
several careers or ways of earning money in modern period. Furthermore, continuing  
                                                                   (article) 
further education should be considered purpose for people to pr6mote their status in  
                                                             (article)    
the society. To avoid bad things in future, they must achieve the standards the society needs. 
(article)                                                                                             (article)   



 

Appendiix 3                               192 

Appendix 3 
Proficiency Test 
 
 

 LOUDET 
 
 
 
 
 Diagnostische test — versie september 2000 
 
 
 
 Rijksuniversiteit Groningen 
 
 
 
Dit is een diagnostische test. De resulaten zijn slechts bedoeld om jou 
en ons inzicht te geven in je vooruitgang wat betreft je kennis van het 
Engels en hebben verder geen consequenties voor je 
studieresultaten. 
 
 
De test bestaat uit een grammatica en een vocabulaire onderdeel. 
Voor beide onderdelen samen heb je ongeveer 45 minuten de tijd. De 
praktijk wijst uit dat dit ruim voldoende is. Blijf daarom niet te lang 
nadenken over een bepaald item, maar probeer zo veel mogelijk af te 
krijgen binnen de gestelde tijd. 
 
Beide onderdelen bestaan uit meerkeuze vragen. Deze beantwoord je 
op het bijgevoegde computerformulier. Vergeet niet je naam en 
studentnummer op het computerformulier in te vullen. 
 
NB: bij het onderdeel grammatica zijn er soms twee items in één tekstje 

gestopt. Dit is echter in alle gevallen duidelijk aangegeven. Let er wel op bij 

het invullen op je scoreformulier! 

NB: werken met potlood maakt het mogelijk om eventuele fouten te 
corrigeren…. 

 
 SUCCES! 
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1. Most of the ––––– is still missing 
 a. taken money in the "Geldnet" van hold-up 
 b. in the "Geldnet" van hold-up taken money 
 c. money taken in the "Geldnet" van hold-up 
 
2. “You’re rude on the phone, you mismanage my diary, and now this 

letter is full of typos! Can’t you do ––––– right?” 
 a. nothing  b. a thing   
 c. something  d. anything 
 
3. Supporting the company will be the Regimental Band and Buglers 

and a demonstration drill squad. A number of other activities ––––– 
to be arranged to coincide with the Royal visit 
a. is   b. are 

 
4. A recent Treasury survey of 1,300 small and medium-sized firms 

(employing most of the nation’s workforce) produced these alarming 
results: 11 per cent ––––– the euro is launching in 6 months time 
a. knows  b. know 

 
5. Who would want to be ––––– these days? 
 a. secondary school teacher   b. a secondary school teacher 
 c. any secondary school teacher 
 
6. Peter drew himself to attention and said, 'Sir?' They had to call him 

“Sir”; it ––––– good manners. 
 a. was   b. were 
 
7. The global passion for Viagra tells you all ––––– you need to know 

about male vanity. 
 a. that  c. no pronoun needed 
 b. which d. both a and c are correct 
 
8. The British have long been known for their love of ––––– 
 a. the scenery  b. a scenery   
 c. some scenery d. scenery 
 
9. The ––––– has not yet been found  
 a. used car for the hold-up   
 b. car used for the hold-up 
 c. for the hold-up used car 
  

A. Kies bij onderstaande items steeds het alternatief dat het 
beste in de context past, of dat de beste Engelse vertaling 
van de Nederlandse zin is. 

NB: Er is per vraag slechts één antwoord mogelijk! 
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10. Had international copyright, the royalty system and legal protection 
been in their present state Beethoven ––––– a good living, even 
after he became deaf 

 a. had made  b. made     
 c. would have made d. would make 
 
11. Ik heb liever Schotse whisky dan Ierse  
 a. I prefer Scotch whisky to the Irish    
 b. I prefer Scotch whisky to the Irish one 
 c. I prefer Scotch whisky to Irish one     
 d. I prefer Scotch whisky to Irish 
 
12. He was particularly interested in finding out why we weren't having a 

white wedding. At the wedding rehearsal the vicar told us he would 
write to the Bishop and tell him that he had two non-active 
Christians in the parish. He said that if he ––––– told to marry us he 
would resign 
a. would be  b. were  c. is  d. will be 

 
13. I wanted to be a journalist, so I decided to do the magazine 

journalism course at City University, ––––– was most useful in that it 
gave me the opportunity to come to London and start freelancing. 

 a. which   b. what    
 c. who   d. which one 
 
14. This followed the postponement of the British leg of the group’s 

Bridges to Babylon tour, ––––– singer Mick Jagger claimed was due 
to concern at the potential loss of earnings to members of the crew 

 a. that   b. which  
 c. what   d. a, b and c are correct 
 
15. Even people with friendly and sociable ––––– have been known to 

refuse invitations if the acceptance of them conflicted with some 
television programme they have become attached to 

 a. nature  b. natures 
 
16. David Blunkett, the shadow education secretary, ––––– last night 

that he would expect half an hour homework a night for children 
aged seven 
a. has said  b. said   c. has been saying 

 
17. The bill was welcomed by Fairshares, a group ––––– campaigns for 

fair division of all assets on divorce. 
 a. who    b. which   
 c. no pronoun needed d. a, b and c are correct 
 
18. As soon as I ––––– what has happened I'll let you know  
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 a. will have found out   b. find out 
 c. will find out    d. found out 
 
19. Ruth Wise, ––––– garden wall was flattened, said the scene was 

“like something you would see in the Wizard of Oz” 
 a. of who the   c. whose 
 b. of whom the   d. both a and c are correct 
  
20–21. You will have to pencil another date in your diary: Eddie George, the 

Bank of England governor ––[20]–– baring his soul to Jimmy Young 
for two weeks. He was due on the show tomorrow morning. 
George's aides are remaining coy but hint that something very 
important ––[21]––. 

 20. a. has postponed    
b. postponed 
c. both a and b are correct 

21. a. cropped up 
b. has cropped up 

  c. both a and b are correct 
 
22. “I’ll be out all afternoon. If anyone –––––, take their number and tell 

them I'll call them back tonight” 
 a. called  b. would call  c. will call d. should 

call 
 
23. Janet Evans, the four-times Olympic swimming champion ––––– by 

a German television station when the bomb went off. 
a. was interviewed b. was being interviewed  
c. both a and b are correct 
 

24–25. Letter to the Editor: Innocent masons: 
Sir - Anne Atkins gives advice to a wife whose husband ––[24]–– 
her for Freemasonry. All Freemasons should know that family ––
[25]–– before Freemasonry, and the erring husband should be 
advised accordingly. 
24. a. neglects     

b. is neglecting      
c. both a and b are correct 

25. a. always comes 
b. is always coming 
c. is coming always 
d. both a and b are correct 

      
 
26. Tottenham captain Mabbutt, who yesterday became an MBE for his 

services to football, will today visit a leading eye specialist with his 
surgeon, David James, in the hope that he ––––– the all-clear to go 
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ahead with a double operation to have a plate removed from his 
cheek. 

 a. is given  b. is being given  
 c. will be given d. b and c are correct 
 
27. “That is why we are putting down amendments to secure this, and if 

those amendments ––––– , then I think we will vote against this bill 
on the third reading on Thursday” 

 a. are not accepted   b. will not be accepted 
 c. will not have been accepted d. would not be accepted 
 
28. The original site of Harry Ramsden’s in Guiseley is in the Guiness 

Book of Records as ––––– largest fish and chips restaurant, serving 
nearly one million customers a year 
a. world’s  b. the world’s 

 
29–30. Sophie, an Afghan hound, attends St Martin's veterinary surgery in 

West Drayton, Middlesex. At 43.7 kg, she ––[29]–– the equivalent of 
two Afghans. Sophie ––[30]–– on a calorie-controlled diet since mid-
January, but her owner, Mrs Taylor feels guilty when forced to stop 
feeding her titbits. 

 29. a. is weighing   30. a. is 
b. weighs    b. has been 

  c. a and b are correct   c. a and b are  correct 
 
31. At 28 Sally Herbert Frankel was appointed Professor and then Head 

of the Department of Economics of the University of Witwatersrand, 
a post which he ––––– until 1946. 

 a. has held   b. had held   
 c. has been holding  d. held 
 
32. The BBC World Service ––––– yesterday that it was planning to 

launch a second channel in English carrying 24-hour news. 
 a. announced  b. has announced c. had announced 
 
33. After a dip in the sea on Boxing Day somebody winces: 'Ee, that's 

the coldest ––––– it in 13 years. 
 a. I know  b. I knew   
 c. I've known  d. I am knowing 
 
34. Ever since they overran Tibet three decades ago, the Chinese ––––

– to wipe out the Dalai Lama's influence in Tibet through campaigns 
of 'patriotic education'. 

 a. are trying  b. have been trying   
 c. try   d. both a and c 
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35. The 5th lord Grey of Codnor, who has died aged 93, had the 
remarkable distinction of succeeding in 1989 to a peerage which ––
––– in abeyance for nearly 500 years. His predecessor, the 4th 
Baron, died in 1496. 

 a. had been  b. has been  c. was being 
 
36. How ––––– Hong Kong continue to attract tourists now the Chinese 

have taken control of the city? 
 a. does  b. will  c. both a and b are correct 
 
37. Writing in his local paper, Eltham News Shopper, former minister 

Peter Bottomley MP discloses bold plans: 'My ambition is to become 
an intellectual when I ––––– 50. 
a. am b. will be c. am going to be d. would be 
 

38. Make sure you get to the airport in time. The only plane ––––– 
around 6.30am, and if you miss that you could be stranded for 
another week. 

 a. will leave b. leaves c. is leaving d. all are  correct 
 
39. Since I came off the Hay Diet six months ago I have been feeling 

irritable and lethargic. I shall try again in the New Year, but it's the 
same as any diet: you –––– on Monday. 

 a. always start   
b. are always going to start  
c. will always start 

 
40. Have you ever watched a pornographic film? ––––– made me watch 

one about ten years ago but it certainly wasn't a turn-on. 
 a. A friend of mine b. A friend of me c. A friend from me 
 
41. ––––– the potential of a song lyric to be poetry. 
 a. Never one should overstate b. One should never overstate 
 c. Never should one overstate d. both a and b 

 
42. –––––, Access to Justice, which was published in July, contains a 

number of recommendations to make civil justice less expensive, 
quicker, and more efficient. 

 a. A report of Lord Woolf  b. Lord Woolf's report 
 
43. A resentful underclass could spell trouble for Latin America's new-

found political stability and economic prosperity. ––––– more 
apparent than in Venezuela, a founder-member of OPEC and the 
region's most prosperous country. 

 a. Nowhere this is   b. Nowhere is this   
 c. This is nowhere   d. both a and c are correct 
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44. While it is dangerous for a publisher to have favourites, I am 
particularly excited to be publishing ––––– Wonder Boys. 

 a. the second novel of Michael Chabon  
b. Michael Chabon's second novel 

 c. the second novel by Michael Chabon  
d. both b and c are correct 

 
45. He wasn't able to ––––– on his exams. 

a. concentrate himself  
b. concentrate 
c. to concentrating 

 
46. He was looking forward ––––– to the party. 
 a. to go b. to going c. going d. both a and b  

 
47. ––––– is technically deficient as a recording, but who cares when 

music is being made like this?  
 a. Clemens Krauss's 1940 Beethoven Missa Solemnis 
 b. The 1940 Beethoven Missa Solemnis by Clemens Krauss 
 c. The 1940 Beethoven Missa Solemnis of Clemens Krauss' 
 d. both a and b are correct 
 
48. General Iulian Vlad, head of Romania's former Securitate secret 

police, appealed ––––– against his nine-year prison sentence for 
complicity in genocide. 

 a. in Bucharest yesterday  
b. yesterday in Bucharest  
c. both a and b  

 
49. My New Year's resolution, were I to have one, would be to give up –

––––. 
a. to smoke b. smoking c. both a and b are correct 
 

50. You really should remember ––––– tonight! 
 a. posting that letter  b. to post that letter c. both a and b 
 

 

 
 

B. Een snelle vocabulaire ronde. Kies bij de onderstaande items 
steeds het alternatief met dezelfde betekenis als het gegeven 
woord of de gegeven uitdrukking. 

 NB: slechts één antwoord is mogelijk! 
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51. abject 
 a. horrifying 
 b. inescapable  
 c. miserable 
 d. undeniable 
 
52. an adept at/in 
 a. craftsman 
 b. genius 
 c. lover of  
 d. expert 
 
53. to construe. 
 a. to present  
 b. to interpret 
 c. to quote 
 d. to erect 
 
54. contingency. 
 a. eventuality 
 b. emergency 
 c. liability 
 d. support 
 
 
55. to defer. 
 a. to cancel 
 b. to prolong 
 c. to restrict 
 d. to postpone 
 
56. discrepancy. 
 a. mistake  
 b. inconsistency 
 c. eventuality 
 d. oversight 
 
57. to efface. 
 a. to affect 
 b. to distort  
 c. to rub out 
 d. to stain 
 
58. fallacy 
 a. mistaken belief 
 b. crazy idea 
 c. an unproved theory 
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 d. a whim 
 
 
59. to forfeit. 
 a. to give up 
 b. to donate 
 c. to promote 
 d to purchase 
 
60. garbled. 
 a. colourful 
 b. consistent  
 c. confusing 
 d. critical 
 
61. to glean. 
 a. to hear  
 b. to gather 
 c. to learn 
 d. to understand 
 
62. tenuous. 
 a. close 
 b. obvious  
 c. weak 
 d. implausible 
 
63. to scour. 
 a. to drain 
 b. to haunt  
 c. to search thoroughly 
 d. to scrutinise 
 
64. blatant. 
 a. bold  
 b. shameless 
 c. emphatic 
 d. outspoken 
 
65. sanctimonious. 
 a. self-righteous 
 b. religious 
 c. irrelevant 
 d. irreverent. 
 
66. unctuous. 
 a. bold  
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 b. ingratiating 
 c. kindly 
 d. exaggerated 
 
67. vestige. 
 a. semblance  
 b. trace 
 c. hint 
 d. appearance 
 
68. warped 
 a. strange 
 b. devious  
 c. twisted 
 d. confused 
 
69. scathing. 
 a. scornful 
 b. destructive 
 c. unjust 
 d. bloody 
 
70. sacrilegious. 
 a. sacred 
 b. controversial 
 c. criminal  
 d. irreligious 
 
71. obtrusive. 
 a. fussy  
 b. noticeable 
 c. faded 
 d. bright 
 
72. to mesmerise. 
 a. to move deeply 
 b. to tantalise  
 c. to thrill  
 d. to hold spellbound 
 
73. facetious. 
 a. hurtful 
 b. rude  
 c. frivolous 
 d. inconsiderate 
 
74. exacerbate. 
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 a. to complicate 
 b. to provoke 
 c. to unsettle  
 d. to aggravate 
 
75. to enthral 
 a. to captivate 
 b. to upset 
 c. to disturb 
 d. to intrigue 
 
76. to thwart. 
 a. to reject 
 b. to undermine  
 c. to hinder 
 d. to force 
 
77. spurious. 
 a. false 
 b. worthless 
 c. dubious 
 d. pointless 

 
 
78. A report recommended that all university lecturers should be ––––– to 

attend training courses, and said the quality of teaching was unlikely 
to improve until lecturers were systematically assessed, and 
outstanding performance was recognised and rewarded. 

 a. interested  b. compelled   
 c. deleted  d. estimated 
 
79. Professor Friedrich August von Hayek was born in Vienna on May 8 

1899. The aristocratic 'von' derived from a minor title ––––– by the 
Emperor on his great-great-grandfather, who had introduced textile 
manufacture into Lower Austria. 

 a. conveyed b. sent  c. certified  d. conferred 
 
80. Calling for ''a new human order'' of ––––– and development, the 

Human Development Report, presented by the United Nations, wants 
20 billion a year spent on human resources like education, health and 
water.  

C. Vocabulaire in context. Kies bij de onderstaande items steeds 
het alternatief dat het beste in de context past. 

NB: slechts één antwoord is mogelijk 
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 a. aid b. backing c. assessment  d. allocation 
 
81. Section 1 of the Children and Young Persons Act 1933 contains an 

offence which may be termed "child neglect". It ––––– wilfully 
assaulting, ill-treating, neglecting, abandoning, or exposing a child in 
a manner likely to cause unnecessary suffering or injury to health. 

 a. consists essentially of   b. consists essentially in 
 c. exists essentially  of    d. insists essentially on 
 
82. While doing research on the 15th-century Teutonic Knights Michael 

Burleigh became aware of the numerous German historians who had 
used their expertise in the service of Nazi propaganda - men like 
Albert Brackmann, who ––––– that the German Volk had a historic 
mission to 're settle' the immense 'living space' to the east of the 
Reich. 

 a. showed up  b. exposed   
 c. manifested  d. demonstrated 
 
83. In Sweden salmonella has been ––––– from poultry by vaccination 

but cases of food poisoning are still increasing. 
 a. increased b. eradicated c. banned d. eradiated 
 
84. In a recent television address the Russian President appealed for all 

nations to rid the world of fears and mistrust, of ––––– and 
unnecessary weaponry, outdated political concepts and military 
doctrines, and "artificial barriers between peoples and countries'' 

 a. plentiful  b. similar   
 c. excessive  d. much beloved 
 
85. In 1937, the Japanese Number 731 Bacteriological Warfare Unit 

conducted an 'experiment' in which they injected deadly ––––– into 
about 3,000 people to see how long it took them to die. 

 a. poison b. germs c. beetles d. snakes 
 
86. A recent report says that more than half of white Americans ––––– 

'unconscious racism'. However, many Americans, and most 
conservatives, say it is the race relations industry that is most keen to 
perpetuate racial divisions. 

 a. claim  b. adjust c. allocate d. harbour 
 
 
87. In his novel Peretz criticises the notions that no matter how deprived 

life on this earth is, you must accept it as God's will, and that those 
who don't complain, struggle, or rebel will be fully rewarded in 
heaven. He does not say so but he also ––––– that the more you 
accept the evils of this world, the more evils will befall you. 

 a. manifests  b. implies c. includes  d. occurs 
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88. One of the most ––––– appeals for money I have ever seen emerged 

from the University of Arizona. At least 10 asteroids periodically cross 
the earth's orbit, of such a size that a collision would end all life on 
earth. Rockets tipped with neutron bombs could deflect these 
asteroids. The University is appealing for £ 1 million to buy itself a 
powerful new telescope to keep an eye on the asteroids 

 a. utter   b. sheer   
 c. ingenious  d. comparative 
 
89. The break-up of Macedonia (a region in Greece) might initiate a wider 

Balkan war. Albania would want to protect its minority (over 400,000) 
inside Macedonia and could ––––– a defence pact with Turkey to do 
so. 

 a. call in   b. invoke   
 c. approach  d. demonstrate 
 
90. In the 1990's, the new man will have a new ingredient: incompetence 

and the consumers are expected to go for it in a big way. It will 
particularly ––––– itself in men's fashion - designer dandruff, for 
example, replacing stubble 

 a. manifest b. exhibit c. occupy d. occur 
 
91. The tradition of writing natural histories of human societies developed 

throughout the 19th century in a number of different countries. From 
1860 on, however, a dramatic increase in the number of such works –
––––, which owed a great deal to the excitement aroused by Darwin's 
The Origin of Species 

 a. cropped up b. derived c. occurred d. appeared 
 
92. Haven't we been told over and over again that Communism is 

discredited and dead, an evil system which ––––– and murdered 
millions and now, in its own repellent jargon, has been consigned to 
the dustbin of history 

 a. oppressed b. impressed c. directed d. facilitated 
 
93. For 12 nights 18 insomniacs were given either triazolam, another 

sleeping drug called temazepam, or a dummy pill. in a comparative 
study of these superficially ––––– drugs. Five out of the six subjects 
taking triazolam reported some form of amnesia. 

 a. fictional  b. similar c. prolific d. pointed 
 
94. To date, each computer system for speech-recognition uses models 

of sounds ––––– by one person, but could be developed to cope with 
anyone speaking in one language or accent. 

 a. uttered  b. upset c. arranged d. put 
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95. Evidently undaunted by the fundamentalist fury about Martin 
Scorsese's The Last Temptation of Christ, Bernardo Bertolucci has 
agreed to film a life of the Buddha. The film, which has been ––––– a 
£ 36 million budget, will begin shooting in India next year 

 a. allocated b. targeted c. conformed d. shared 
 
96. The progress of the North Sea nations towards meeting their 

commitments to cut pollution will be ––––– at the conference for the 
Protection of the North Sea, at The Hague in March. 

 a. assessed b. assigned c. evoked d. weighed in 
97. Families are becoming almost as ubiquitous in election leaflets as the 

vacuous smiles and promises. No longer is it deemed possible for a 
politician's spouse not to –––––: politicians' wives are less liberated 
today than ever before 

 a. conform b. present   
 c. disappear d. photograph 
 
98. Many hunters who used to hunt otters will confess privately that 

maybe they did contribute to that creature's –––––, although publicly 
they will say it was insecticides and changing habitats. 

 a. decline b. comfort c. presence d. upsurge 
 
99. East German guards yesterday evening began to ––––– a 300-yard 

stretch of the Berlin Wall and put up a metal fence in its place. 
 a. change b. demolish c. require d. resurrect 
 
100. Where the concepts of God and Nature used to ––––– a poetic 

response in the nineteenth-century reader, the modern poets rely on 
sex and myth to produce the same effect. 

 a. insist  b. evoke c. construct  d. recall 
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Appendix 4 

ARTICLE ERROR ANALYSIS TEST 
 

QUESTIONS 

1.  Decide which word or words are correct and then use the answer sheet to 
mark the letter of the right choice. 

1.  Judy goes to__________on the bus. 
 a) work   b) a work  c) the work 
2.  Can I pick  _____ from your tree?. Yes, of course. 
 a) an apple b) some apple   c) the apple 
3.  ______ is my favourite sport. 
 a) Golf  b) A golf   c) The golf 
4.  ______starts at nine o’clock. 
 a) School  b) A school  c) The school. 
5.  We had _______nice time at the disco yesterday. 
 a) the therticle b) a  c) x 
6.  Nigel opened a drawer and took out _____                 
 a) photos  b)  photo  c) some photos  
7.   Did you learn to play _________?                 
 a) violin  b) a violin  c) the violin 
8.  We can finish the rest of the bread for _______.                 
 a) breakfast  b) a breakfast  c) the breakfast 
9.  While I was in hospital, they gave me ________.                 
 a) X-ray  b) a X-ray  c) an X-ray 
10.  I might listen to  ________.                
 a) radio               b) radios   c) the radio 
11.   We need to protect_______from pollution. 
 a) environment  b) some environment  c) the environment  
12.  What did Tom buy at the supermarket?  He bought ______. 
 a) two milk b) two cartons of milk  c) two milks  
13.  I really  ought to do _____  housework. 
 a) a  b) many  c) some 
14.  That shop has _______ nice sofa. 
 a) some b) a   c)  zero article 
15.  The gas explosion caused  _____ to the flats. 
 a) some damages b) some damage  c)  a damage 

2.  For each blank, choose the correct determiner. A zero (0) means no 
determiner is needed. Use the answer sheet for the answer. 
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(1) _____ (The / 0/ A)  Custom of Chewing Betel and Areca Nuts  

According to (2) _____ (the / that) legend, (3) _____ (the / a) custom was 
popularized during (4) ______ (the / 0) Hung Vuong Era, and closely 
follows (5) ______ (the / a) famous fairy tale of (6) ______ "Story of the 
Betel and Areca Nut". (7) ______ (The / A) quid of betel consists of four 
materials: (8) ______ (an / 0)  areca leaf (sweet taste), (9) ______(an / 0) 
betel bark (hot taste), (10) ______ (a / the) chay root (bitter taste), and (11) 
______ (a / 0) hydrated lime (pungent taste). (12) ______ (The / a) custom 
of chewing (13) ______ (the / 0) betel nut is unique to Vietnam. Old health 
books claim that chewing betel and areca nut makes (14) ______ (the / 0) 
mouth fragrant, decreases bad (15) ______ (temper /  tempers), and makes 
digesting (16) ______ (food / foods) easy". (17) ______ (A / the) quid of 
betel makes (18) ______ (the / 0) people become closer and more open-
hearted. At (19) ______ (the / any) wedding ceremony, there must be (20) 
______ (the / a) dish of betel and areca nut, which people can share as they 
enjoy (21) ______ (the / a) special occasion. 

During (22) ______ (0 / every) festivals or Tet Holidays, (23) 
______ (this / 0) betel and areca nut is used for inviting (24) ______ (the / 0) 
visitors and making (25) ______ (the / 0) acquaintances. Sharing a quid of 
betel with (26) ______ (the / an) old friend is like expressing (27) ______ 
(the / 0) gratitude for (28) ______ (the / 0 / a) relationship. A quid of betel 
and areca nut makes (29) ______ (the / 0) people feel warm on (30) ______ 
(the / 0) cold winters days, and during (31) ______ (the / 0) funerals it 
relieves (32) ______ (a / 0) sadness. Betel and areca nuts are also used in 
offerings. When (33) ______ (many / 0) Vietnamese people worship (34) 
______ (their / these) ancestors, betel and areca nut must be present at (35) 
______ (the / 0) altar. Nowadays, the custom of chewing betel remains 
popular in (36) ______ (some / any) Vietnamese villages and among (37) 
______ (the / 0) old.  

3.  Read the story about a a silly mistake and decide if a determiner (the, a/an, 
one, some) needs to go in the space. If a word is missing, write the word. If 
no word is missing, write X.  

 

This is also __a___ true story. It shows how __x___ plans can sometimes go 
wrong and how (1)____ people can make silly mistakes. This too happened 
quite (2) ______ long time ago – in (3) _____ 1979, in fact. The scene was 
(4) ______ old people’s home in (5) ______ small town in (6) _______ 
north of England called (7) _____ Otley.  The owners of the home wanted to 
put (8) _____ fence around it to make it more private. The work began soon 
after (9) ______ Christmas when (10) ______ workmen arrived in (11) 
________ lorry with planks of wood which they put up around the building. 
‘It was  (12) ________ very nice fence,’ said (13) _____ of the old people. 
But there was (14) _______ problem. The workmen  forgot to leave a gap 
for the lorry to drive out through. They had to come back the next day to 
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knock down part of (15) _______ fence. ‘(16) What ____ silly mistake!’ said 
another resident. ‘It was (17) _____ funny we had to laugh. In fact it was 
(18) ______ most fun we’ve had for a long time.’ 

4. All the articles (a, an, and the) have been removed from this text which 
describes the operation of a camera. Replace them where necessary. Use the 
answer sheet for the articles to be replaced. Use an X for the case where no 
article is needed. 

 

Camera is (2) piece of (3) equipment used for taking (4) photographs.  (5) 
Camera lets in (6) light from (7) image in (8) front of it and directs (9) light 
onto (10) photographic film. (11) Light has (12) effect on (13) chemicals 
which cover (14) film and forms  (15) picture on it. When (16) film is 
developed it is washed in (17)chemicals which make (18) picture permanent. 
It is then possible to print (19)picture onto (20) photographic paper.  

5. Write the announcements and headlines of the articles in a travel magazine 
on the basis of the cues provided. Use the spaces provided below each item 
for the answer. 
1.  holiday / in / Bahamas 
 __________________________________________________ 
2.  tour  / of / White house 
 __________________________________________________ 
3.  Harrisburg / is /  capital / of / Pennsylvania 
 _________________________________________________ 
4.  train / to / Paris  / leaves / from / Waterloo Station 
 _________________________________________________ 
5.  walk / along / Princes Street 

      ________________________________________________
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Appendix 5 

Pretest 1 on the English Articles 

Name: _____________________________________ 

Undergraduate year: __________________________ 

Class: ______________________________________ 

Institution: __________________________________ 

 

1.  Fill in the blanks with the, a/an, or x (zero article). 

1. ___ golf is my favourite sport. 
2. ___ koala bear is becoming almost extinct. 
3. ___ most valuable minerals are found in common rocks everywhere. 
4. ___ origins of that fairy tale are unknown. 
5. ___ train that I took yesterday was delayed. 
6. ___ water in the North Sea is usually quite cold. 
7. A composer can choose among many variations to express ____ anger. 
8. Cai luong, or “Renovated Opera”, is a form of ___ drama, modeled 

after French comedy. 
9. Climatologists say that ___ world’s climate is changing. 
10. Eaten with some locally picked mint leaves or greens, the rice 

concoction, gao duoc pha che, provides ____ balanced diet. 
11. He is ___ best student of the class. 
12. He left for ____ capital a month ago. 
13. He lives in ____ Philippines. 
14. I listened to ___ radio for a while. 
15. Judy goes to ____ work by bus. 
16. Not all Vietnamese folk tales are based on ___ foreign influence. 
17. Packing for the trip to Asia requires __ balance between bringing all 

you think you will need for your visit and packing as lightly as 
possible. 

18. Paris is the capital of ___ France. 
19. The earth is made up of ____ minerals. 
20. The organization’s aim is to educate ___ public about the dangers of 

smoking. 
21. The wheel was invented by ___ Chinese. 
22. The word-of-mouth form of veø took the place of newspapers and TV 

in ___ illiterate society. 
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23. Tom went to ___ supermarket to buy some eggs. 
24. Upon hearing the first bars of the well-loved sad tune, the voïng coå, 

___ audience reacts with gasps of recognition and applause. 
25. Vietnam has a rich legacy of ___ orally transmitted folk tales. 
26. Visitors can take ____ boat ride along the Hau river and observe the 

changing landscapes and life on the river. 
27. We can finish the rest of the bread for _____breakfast. 
28. We went swimming in the river. ____ water was very clear. 
29. We went to ___ mountains on vacation. 
30. Yesterday we went for a long walk and enjoyed ____ sights. 
31. They have a cat and two dogs. _____ cat is over fifteen years old. 
32. Mary stopped to look at a house. _____ door was open. 
33. Sue invited Tom to visit her garden. When entering the garden, Tom 

uttered, “____ roses are very beautiful”. 
34. How can we combine economic growth and respect for ____ 

environment? 
35. This is ___ only remaining copy. 
36. Circle the right choice: Have you broken (your / the) arm? 
37. ___ novel is the most popular form of fiction writing. 
38. Reading ___ novel is a good way to relax.  
39. “___ Mr. Wilson wanted to see you this morning. I don’t think he is 

your friend since I haven’t met him.” 
40. The train to Paris leaves from ____ Waterloo Station. 
41. I didn’t have ___ pencil.  
42. Do you have ____ penny? 
43. He wants to marry ______ princess who speaks five languages.  
44. Bill is ____ engineer.  

 

The Custom of Chewing Betel and Areca Nuts  

According to the legend, 45_____ custom was popularized during 46______ 
Hung Vuong Era, and closely follows 47_____ famous fairy tale of 
“48______ Story of the Betel and Areca Nut". A quid of betel consists of 
four materials: 49______ areca leaf (sweet taste), 50______ betel bark (hot 
taste), chay root (bitter taste), and 51______ hydrated lime (pungent taste). 
The custom of chewing 52______ betel nut is unique to 53______ Vietnam. 
54______ old health books claim that "chewing betel and areca nut makes  
55______ mouth fragrant, decreases bad temper, and makes digesting 
56______ food easy". A quid of betel makes 57______ people become closer 
and more open-hearted. At 58______ wedding ceremony, there must be 
59______ dish of betel and areca nut, which people can share as they enjoy 
60______ special occasion. 
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2.  Correct these sentences if necessary. Give reasons for your choices. Use 
the other side of the last sheet for the descriptions. 

 

61. A computer is an important research tool. 
62. The computer is an important research tool. 
63. A computer has revolutionised publishing. 
64. The computer has revolutionised publishing. 
65. Children should be given a sense of how the business works.  
66. The aerospace business actually lost $6billion this year.  
67. The corkscrew is a gadget for getting corks out of bottles. 
68. She has become the important figure in Norwegian politics. 
69. Circle two right choices.  

There was a rope lying on the ground. 
a. Bill took an end, and I took an end, and we both tugged away at 

the rope. 
b. Bill took the end, and I took the end, and we both tugged away at 

the rope.  
c. Bill took some ends and tied a knot in the rope. 
d. Bill took the ends and tied a knot in the rope. 

70. Circle one right choice. 
How many houses are there at the corner of two streets when Peter 
said to Mary as follows: “I am looking for the house at the corner”? 
a. One   
b.  More than one    
c.  Neither (a) nor (b) are possible.  
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Appendix 6 

Pretest  2 on the English Articles 

Name:           _____________________ 

Class/group: _____________________  

1.  Fill in the blanks with a, the or zero (no article). 

1. ____ biggest deposits of minerals are distributed unequally around 
world. 

2. ____ black market is the illegal sale of products.  
3. ____ dangers of white water rafting are underestimated. 
4. ____ girl sitting over there is my neighbour. 
5. ____ sand on the Mediterranean beaches is quite yellow. 
6. ____ school starts at nine o’clock. 
7. ____ tennis is my favourite sport. 
8. ____ tiger is becoming almost extinct. 
9. ____ Vietnamese eat a great deal of rice. 
10. A camera lets in light from an image in front of it and directs ___light 

onto photographic film.  
11. A composer can choose among many variations to express ____ joy. 
12. Cai luong, or “Renovated Opera”, is a form of drama, modeled after 

____ French comedy. 
13. Cantho is a thriving commercial center, with ___ busy shipping industry. 
14. Experts say that ___ earth’s surface is changing. 
15. He lives on ___ Princess street. 
16. I listened to __ wind blowing through the trees. 
17. I really ought to eat ____ dinner 
18. In addition to ___ formally penned literature, Vietnam has a rich legacy 

of orally transmitted folk tales. 
19. Lying by ____ Hau Giang River, Cantho is a (46) junction of 

communication. 
20. Mary went to ___ park to take the dog for a walk. 
21. She is ___ only student who handed in her work on time. 
22. Some Vietnamese folk tales are adaptations of ___ ancient Chinese 

fables. 
23. That’s Terry—he’s the third person on ___ right. 
24. The gross national product (GNP) is the total value of goods and services 

produced in ___ country during a specified period of time (usually a 
year). 

25. The most valuable minerals are found in ____ common rocks 
everywhere. 
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26. There were several cars in the parking lot. ____ cars all looked rather 
old. 

27. To make bread you need wheat flour. _____ flour needs to be ground 
fine. 

28. We saw ___ president on TV. 
29. We took a long walk through ___ woods. 
30. We walked bare footed through a field. ____ grass was wet. 
31. We walked over the rice fields and could see that ___ rice seedlings had 

been growing. 
32. Yesterday I bought a new car, but ____ radio did not work. 
33. Yesterday we went to the movie theatre, but ____ movie was 

disappointing. 

During festivals or Tet Holidays, betel and areca nut is used for inviting 
34______ visitors and making 35______ acquaintances. Sharing a quid of 
betel with 36_____ old friend is like expressing 37______ gratitude for 
38______ relationship. A quid of betel and areca nut makes 39______ 
people feel warm on 40______ cold winters days, and during 41______ 
funerals it relieves 42______ sadness. Betel and areca nuts are also used in 
43_____ offerings. When 44______ Vietnamese worship their ancestors, 
betel and areca nut must be present at 45______ altar. Nowadays, the custom 
of chewing betel remains popular in 46______ Vietnamese villages and 
among 47______ old. 

2.  Correct these sentences if necessary. Give reasons for your choices. Use 
the other side of the last sheet for the descriptions. 

48. A computer is an important research tool. 
49. The computer is an important research tool. 
50. A computer has revolutionised publishing. 
51. The computer has revolutionised publishing. 
52. Children should be given a sense of how the business works.  
53. The aerospace business actually lost $6billion this year.  
54. The corkscrew is a gadget for getting corks out of bottles. 
55. She has become the important figure in Norwegian politics. 
56. Circle two right choices.  

There was a rope lying on the ground. 

a. Bill took an end, and I took an end, and we both tugged away at the 
rope. 

b. Bill took the end, and I took the end, and we both tugged away at the 
rope.  

c. Bill took some ends and tied a knot in the rope. 
d. Bill took the ends and tied a knot in the rope. 
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57. Circle one right choice. 
How many houses are there at the corner of two streets when Peter 
said to Mary as follows: “I am looking for the house at the corner”? 

a. One  b. More than one  c. Neither (a) nor (b) are 
possible.  
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Appendix 7 

Post test 1 on the English Articles 

Name: _________________________ 

Class/group: _____________________  

Student code: ____________________ 

 

1.  Fill in the blanks with a, the or zero (no article). 

1. ______ adventures of Moby Dick are well known. 
2. Minerals are abundant in nature. The earth is made up of ________ 

minerals, and even the most valuable minerals are found in common 
rocks everywhere. 

3. ____ black market is the illegal sale of products.  
4. ____ boy living next door to me is 15 years old. 
5. ____ Japanese make a lot of cars. 
6. ____ soccer is my favourite sport. 
7. ____ tiger is becoming almost extinct. 
8. A composer can choose among many variations to express ____ 

sadness. 
9. Alice bought a TV and a video recorder, but she returned ___ video 

recorder because it was defective. 
10. Cai luong, or “Renovated Opera”, is a form of ___ drama, modeled 

after French comedy. 
11. Cantho is a thriving commercial center, with ___ busy shipping 

industry. 
12. Experts say that ___ world’s climate is changing. 
13. He comes from ____ South of Vietnam. 
14. He died in ___ war. 
15. I feel we have to take care of ____ environment. 
16. In the restaurant, all of ____ tables were set with white table cloths. 
17. In 1910, farmers represented 33 percent of the U.S. work force and it 

took more than an hour of _______ work to produce a bushel of corn.. 
18. Many minerals near the earth’s surface exist in ____ small amounts. 
19. Many Vietnamese folk tales explain ___ natural phenomena. 
20. Mary is ___ third person on the left.  
21. Mary went to the park to take ____ dog for a walk. 
22. These are only two examples of the dramatic changes that have 

occurred in agriculture. Through the advances in science and 
technology, _______ modern agriculture has become one of the 
greatest success stories of this century.  
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23. The organization’s aim is to educate ___ public about the dangers of 
smoking. 

24. Population growth is not the only problem that we face in terms of the 
world food supply. ____Changes in eating habits are also causing 
problems. . 

25. To make dough you need flour and water. _____ water needs to be 
lukewarm. 

26. Upon hearing ___ first bars of the well-loved sad tune, the vong co, 
audience reacts with gasps of recognition and applause. 

27. Visitors can take a boat ride along ___ Hau River and observe the 
changing landscapes. 

28. We walked for an hour on the beach. ____ sand got into our shoes. 
29. We went to ___ mountains on vacation. 
30. We were at _____ sea for three weeks. 
31. While I was in ______ hospital, they gave me an  X-ray.  
32. Yesterday I bought _____ new computer, but the screen did not work. 
33. Yesterday we went to the theatre, but ____ play was disappointing. 

 

The Custom of Chewing Betel and Areca Nuts  

According to the legend, (34)_____ custom was popularized during 
(35)______ Hung Vuong Era, and closely follows (36)_____ famous fairy 
tale of (37)______ "Story of the Betel and Areca Nut". A quid of betel 
consists of four materials: (38)______ areca leaf (sweet taste), (39)______ 
betel bark (hot taste), chay root (bitter taste), and (40)______ hydrated lime 
(pungent taste). The custom of chewing (41)______ betel nut is unique to 
(42)_____ Vietnam. (43)______ old health books claim that "chewing betel 
and areca nut makes (44)______ mouth fragrant, decreases (45)_____ bad 
temper, and makes digesting (46)______ food easy". A quid of betel makes 
(47)______ people become closer and more open-hearted. At (48)______ 
wedding ceremony, there must be (49)______ dish of betel and areca nut, 
which people can share as they enjoy (50)______ special occasion. 
During festivals or Tet Holidays, betel and areca nut is used for inviting 
(51)______ visitors and making (52)______ acquaintances. Sharing a quid 
of betel with (53)_____ old friend is like expressing (54)______ gratitude 
for (55) ______ relationship. A quid of betel and areca nut makes 
(56)______ people feel warm on (57)______ cold winters days, and during 
(58)______ funerals it relieves (59)______ sadness. Betel and areca nuts are 
also used in (60)______ offerings. When (61)______ Vietnamese worship 
their ancestors, betel and areca nut must be present at (62)______ altar. 
Nowadays, the custom of chewing betel remains popular in (63)______ 
Vietnamese villages and among (64)______ old. 

2.  Correct the following sentences, if necessary. Give reasons for either the 
sentences you have changed or the sentences you have not changed.  
65. How does one open oneself to Zen and get the clear mind? 
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66. I think that this decision needs the discussion before it is applied 
because each student might have a different answer. 

67. The manager can decide on a profitable plan for next period based on 
the income statement.  

68. The line has the variations such as its length, bending, and thickness. 
69. He came by night train.  
70. He walked through woods. 
71. This box is made of the wood. 
72. A special award was given to film director Ingmar Bergman. 
73. He lives near church on the hill. 
74. He is captain of the team. 
75. The book fills leisure time for many people. 
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Appendix 8 

Post test 2 on the English Articles 

Name: ___________________________________ 

Class/group: ______________________________ 

Student code: _____________________________ 

 
1.  Fill in the blanks with the, a/an, or zero (x). 
 

1. A camera lets in light from an image in front of it and directs ___light 
onto photographic film. 

2. There were several cars in the parking lot. ____ cars all looked rather 
old. 

3. Yesterday I bought a new car, but _____ radio did not work. 
4. He is in ____ class now. 
5. We went to ___ mountains on vacation. 
6. He went to ___ town yesterday. 
7. ____ origins of that fairy tale are unknown. 
8. ____ town is very old. 
9. When I answered the phone, ____ Mrs. Wilson said she wanted to talk 

to you. 
10. _____ class works hard. 
11. We saw ___ Prime Minister on TV. 
12. I feel we have to take care of _______ environment. 
13. ____ Japanese make a lot of cars. 
14. He usually goes by ____ bus.  
15. Where’s John? He’s on ____ bus. 
16. He comes from ____ South Vietnam 
17. She comes from ____ Philippines.  
18. ___ biggest deposits of  minerals are distributed unequally around 

world. 
19. The gross national product (GNP) is the total value of goods and 

services produced in ___ country during a specified period of time 
(usually a year). 

20. Cantho is a thriving commercial center, with ____ busy shipping 
industry. 

21. Minerals are abundant in nature. The earth is made up of ______ 
minerals.  

22. Cai luong, or “Renovated Opera”, is a form of  ___ drama, modeled 
after French comedy. 
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23. Population growth is not the only problem that we face in terms of the 
world food supply. ____Changes in eating habits are also causing 
problems.  

24. These are only two examples of the dramatic changes that have 
occurred in agriculture. Through the advances in science and 
technology, _______ modern agriculture has become one of the 
greatest success stories of this century.  

25. Many Vietnamese folk tales explain ___ natural phenomena. 
26. In the restaurant, all of ____ tables were set with white table cloths. 
27. ____ tiger is becoming almost extinct. 
28. We were at _____ sea for three weeks. 
29. Yesterday I bought _____ new computer, but the screen did not work. 
30-31.Circle two right choices.  
 There was a rope lying on the ground. 

a.  Bill took an end, and I took an end, and we both tugged away at 
the rope. 

b.  Bill took the end, and I took the end, and we both tugged away at 
the rope.  

c. Bill took some ends and tied a knot in the rope. 
d.  Bill took the ends and tied a knot in the rope. 

32.  Which of the following sentences is incorrect? 
a.  A book fills leisure time for many people. 
b.  The book fills leisure time for many people. 
c.  Books fill leisure time for many people. 

33.  Which of the following is correct? 
a. These are pencils. 
b. These are some pencils. 

 
The Custom of Chewing Betel and Areca Nuts  

According to the legend, (34)_____ custom was popularized during 
(35)______ Hung Vuong Era, and closely follows (36)_____ famous fairy 
tale of (37)______ "Story of the Betel and Areca Nut". A quid of betel 
consists of four materials: (38)______ areca leaf (sweet taste), (39)______ 
betel bark (hot taste), chay root (bitter taste), and (40)______ hydrated lime 
(pungent taste). The custom of chewing (41)______ betel nut is unique to 
(42)_____ Vietnam. (43)______ old health books claim that "chewing betel 
and areca nut makes (44)______ mouth fragrant, decreases (45)_____ bad 
temper, and makes digesting (46)______ food easy". A quid of betel makes 
(47)______ people become closer and more open-hearted. At (48)______ 
wedding ceremony, there must be (49)______ dish of betel and areca nut, 
which people can share as they enjoy (50)______ special occasion. 
During festivals or Tet Holidays, betel and areca nut is used for inviting 
(51)______ visitors and making (52)______ acquaintances. Sharing a quid 
of betel with (53)_____ old friend is like expressing (54)______ gratitude 
for (55) ______ relationship. A quid of betel and areca nut makes 
(56)______ people feel warm on (57)______ cold winters days, and during 
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(58)______ funerals it relieves (59)______ sadness. Betel and areca nuts are 
also used in (60)______ offerings. When (61)______ Vietnamese worship 
their ancestors, betel and areca nut must be present at (62)______ altar. 
Nowadays, the custom of chewing betel remains popular in (63)______ 
Vietnamese villages and among (64)______ old. 

2.  Correct the following sentences, if necessary. Give reasons for either the 
sentences you have changed or the sentences you have not changed.  

76. How does one open oneself to Zen and get the clear mind? 
77. I think that this decision needs the discussion before it is applied 

because each student might have a different answer. 
78. The manager can decide on a profitable plan for next period based on 

the income statement.  
79. The line has the variations such as its length, bending, and thickness. 
80. He came by night train.  
81. He walked through woods. 
82. This box is made of the wood. 
83. A special award was given to film director Ingmar Bergman. 
84. He lives near church on the hill. 
85. He is captain of the team. 
86. The book fills leisure time for many people.  



 

Appendix 9                                                                                                  221  

Appendix 9 

Tradittional grammar lessons 

 
Lesson 1 
 
Part A 
Ship and water: countable and uncountable 
nouns 
 
A.  What is the difference? 

 a ship two boats water 
 
 COUNTABLE UNCOUNTABLE 

A countable noun (e.g ship) can be singular or An uncountable noun (e.g.  
  Plural. We can count ships. We can say  water)  is neither singular  
  one shipp or two ships.  nor plural.  We cannot count  

 water. We can say water or 
some water  

 but NOT a water or two  
 waters. 
Here are some examples of countable nouns. Here are some examples of  
 uncountable nouns. 
We could see a ship in the distance.  Can I have some water? 
 Claire has only got one sister.  Shall we sit on the grass? 
I’ve got a problem with the car.  The money is quite safe. 
Do you like these photos?  I love music. 
I’m going out for five minutes. Would you like some butter? 

 
B. Nouns after the, a/an and numbers 

There are some words that go with both countable and uncountable nouns. One of 
these is the.  
We can say the ship (singular), the ships (plural) or the water (uncountable). 
But other words go with one kind of noun but not with the other. 

 COUNTABLE UNCOUNTABLF 
 A/an or one goes only with a singular noun. We do not use a/an with an  
  uncountable noun. 
  I need a spoon.  NOT:  a money.   
  Numbers above one go only with  
  plural nouns. We do not use  
  numbers with an uncountable noun
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  We eat three meals a day.  NOT: three moneys 

 
C.  Nouns after some, many/much, etc 

Some and any go with plural or uncountable nouns. We can also use plural and 
uncountable nouns on their own, without some or any. 

 PLURAL. UNCOUNTABLE 
   Tom told some jokes. We had some fun. 
   Do you know any jokes? That won’t be any fun. 
   Tom usually tells jokes. We always have fun. 

But NOT He tells joke. . 
 
 Many and a few go only with plural nouns. Much and a little go with  
  uncountable nouns. 
 There weren’t many bottles. I don’t drink much wine. 
 I made a few sandwiches. There was only a little bread left. 

Exercises 

1. What is the difference? (A) 
Look at the underlined nouns. Are they are countable or uncountable? 
 - There was a car behind us countable  

- I never eat meat uncountable  
1 Do you play golf?   
2 1 had to wait ten minutes   
3 Just tell me one thing   
4 Love makes the world go round. 
5 Good luck in your new job. 
6 Power stations produce energy. 
7 I’m taking a photo. 
8 Would you like an apple? 

 
2.  A and some(B—C) 

Laura has been to the supermarket. What has she bought? Use a or some with 
these words: banana, biscuits butter, cheese, eggs, flowers, lemon, light bulb, 
mineral water, magazine, soap, wine 
Ex:  some flowers; a magaxine; some wine 

  
3. Countable and uncountable nouns (A—C) 

Complete the conversation. Choose the correct form. 
Jessica: What are you doing, Andrew? 
Andrew: I’m writing  (zero) essay / an essay. 
Jessica: Oh, you’ve got (1) computer / a computer. Do you always 

write (2)  essay / essays on  your computer? 
Andrew: Yes, but I’m not doing very well today. I’ve been 
working on my plan  for about three (3) hour / hours 
now. 

Jessica: You’ve got lots of books to help you, though. I haven’t got as 
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(4) many  / much books  as you. That’s because I haven’t 
got much (5) money / moneys. Quite often I can’t  even 
afford to buy (6) food / a food. 

Andrew: Really? That can’t be (7) many / much fun. 
Jessica: I’d like to get (8) lob / a lob I can do in my spare time and earn 

(9) a /  some money.  I’ve got (10) a few / a little ideas, 
but what do you think  I should do? 

Andrew: I know someone who paints (11) picture / pictures and sells 
them. Why  don’t you do that? 

Jessica: Because I’m no good at painting. 

Part B 

Nouns that can be countable or uncountable 
 

A.  A potato or potato? 
Some nouns can be either countable or uncountable. For example, a 
potato is a separate, individual thing, but potato cannot be counted. 

 potatoes potato 
 COUNTABLE UNCOUNTABLE 
 I’m peeling the potatoes. Would you like some potato ? 

Melanie baked a cake for David. Have some cake/a piece of cake. 
Vicky was eating an apple. Is there apple in this salad? 
Someone threw a stone at the police. The house is built of stone. 
There’s a hair on your shirt. I must brush my hair.  

 
B. A sport or sport? 

Often the countable noun is specific, and the uncountable noun is more general. 
 COUNTABLE UNCOUNTABLE 
 Rugby is a sport. (— a particular sport) Do you like sport? (= sport in 
   general) 
 That’s a nice painting over there. Paul is good at painting. 
 We heard a sudden noise outside. Constant noise can make you ill, 
 John Lennon had an interesting life. Life is complicated sometimes. 
 
C.   A paper or paper? 

Some nouns can be countable or uncountable with different meanings. 
 COUNTABLE UNCOUNTABLE 
 I bought a paper. (= a newspaper) I need some paper to write on. 
 I’ll have a glass of orange juice, please. I bought a piece of glass for the  
  window. 
 Have you got an iron? (for clothes) The bridge is made of iron. 
 I switched all the lights on. There’s more light by the window. 
 I’ve been to France many times. I can’t stop. I haven’t got time. 
 The journey was a great experience. He has enough experience for the 
  job. 
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 I run a small business. (= a company) I enjoy doing business. (= buying 
  and selling) 
 We finally found a space in the car park. There’s no space for a piano in  
 here. 
  There are hundreds of satellites 
  out in space. 
D. A coffee or coffee? 

Words for drink are usually uncountable: Coffee is more expensive than tea. 
But when we are ordering or offering drinks, we can say either a cup of coffee or a 

coffee. Two coffees, please. ( two cups of coffee)  
 Would you like a beer? (= a glass/bottle/can of beer) 

 
Some nouns can be countable when we are talking about a particular kind or about 
different kinds.  
  Chianti is an Italian wine. ( a kind of Italian wine) 

The use of plastics has greatly increased. (= the use of different kinds of 
plastic) 

Exercises 

1. A potato or potato? A sport or sport? (A—B) 
Complete the conversations. Choose the correct form. 
Ex: Can I pick an apple from your tree? Yes, of course. 
1  I think sport / a sport is boring. Me too. I hate it. 
2  We ought to buy some potato /some potatoes. -~ OK, I’ll get them. 
3  I think painting / a painting is a fascinating hobby. Well, you’re certainly 

very good at it. 
4  Did you hear noise /a noise in the middle of the night? -~ No, I don’t think 

so. 
5  Is there cheese / a cheese in this soup? Yes, a little. 
6  I had conversation / a conversation with Vicky last night. Oh? What about? 
7  Shall I put a chicken /some chicken in your sandwiches? -~ Yes, please. 
8  Are you a pacifist? Well, I don’t believe in war /a war, so I suppose I am. 
9  It isn’t fair. -- No, life /a life just isn’t fair, I’m afraid. 
10  What’s the matter? -~ You’ve got some egg / some eggs on your shirt. 

2.    A paper or paper? (C) 
Complete the conversations. Put in these nouns: business (x2), experience 
(x2), glass, iron, light, paper, space, time. Put a/an or some before each noun. 
Ex:  Harriet: Did you manage to park in town? 
 Mike: It took me ages to find a space. And all I wanted was to buy 

some paper to wrap this present in. 
 

1 Sarah: Are you busy tomorrow? 
 Mark: I’m meeting someone in the office. We’ve got……….. to 

discuss. 
2 Trevor:  Do you think I need to take……….. with me for my shirts? 
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 Laura: Oh, surely the hotel will have one. 
3 Vicky: I was going to have some juice, but I can’t find ……. 
 Rachel:  If you turned ……..  on, you might be able to see properly. 
4 Claire: I’ve never met your brother. 
 Mark: Oh, he’s usually very busy because he runs ….. .But he’s been 

ill   recently. The doctor has ordered him to spend 
……. resting. 

5 Daniel:  How did your interview go? 
 Emma:  Well, I didn’t get the job. I think they really wanted someone 

with   …. of  the work, and that’s what I haven’t 
got. So it was a bit of a   waste of time.  And the 
train coming back was two hours late. That’s  
 …….don’t want to repeat. 

3. Countable or uncountable? (A—B) 
Complete Claire’s postcard to her sister. Choose the correct form. 
The island is very peaceful. (0) Life / A life is good here. Everybody moves at 
a nice slow pace. People have (1) time / a time to stop and talk. It’s (2) 
experience / an experience I won’t forget for a long time. There aren’t many 
shops, so I can’t spend all my money, although I did buy (3) painting / a 
painting yesterday. Now I’m sitting on the beach reading (4) paper / a paper. 
The hotel breakfast is so enormous that I don’t need to have lunch. I’ve just 
brought (5) orange / an orange with me to eat later. I’ve been trying all the 
different (6) fruit / fruits grown in this part of the world, and they’re all 
delicious. 
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Lesson 2 

A/an and The 

A.  Introduction 

1. Read this true story about an American tourist in Britain.  
A man from California was spending a month in Britain. One day he booked 
into a hotel in Cheltenham, a nice old town in the West of England. Then he 
went out to look around the place. But the man didn’t return to the hotel. He 
disappeared, leaving a suitcase full of clothes behind. The police were called 
in, but they were unable to find out what had happened to the missing tourist. 
It was a mystery. But two weeks later the man walked into the police station 
in Cheltenham. He explained that he was very sorry, but while walking 
around the town, he had got lost. He had also forgotten the name of the hotel 
he had booked into. So he had decided to continue with his tour of the country 
and had gone to visit a friend in Scotland before returning to pick up the case 
he had left behind.  

2. Answer the following questions based on the reading: 
a. With what kind of nouns do you use ‘a/an’ and ‘the’? 
b. When do you use ‘a/an’? 
c. When do you use ‘the’? 

B. Basic Uses 

1. Fill in the blanks with appropriate articles: 
a. When the story first mentions something, the noun has ________. 
b. The noun phrases ‘a man’ or ‘a hotel’ in A man booked into a hotel 

in Cheltenham are ___(old/ new)___ information. We do not know 
which man or which hotel. 

c. The noun has _____ when the same thing is mentioned again. The 
noun phrases like ‘the man’ and ‘the hotel’ in The man didn’t return 
to the hotel’ are ____(old / new) )___ information. Now we know 
which man or which hotel.  

d. We use _____ when it is clear which one we mean. 
e. We use ________+noun or someone/something when we aren’t 

saying which one.  
f. We use _____ + noun or _____/ _____/ it when we know which one.  

2.  With a partner, explain the difference between two sentences in each set with 
reference to the use of ‘the’ and ‘a’. 

g. Would you like to see a show? 
Would you like to see the show? 

h. The cyclist was hit by a car. 
Whose is the car outside? 

i. In the office a phone was ringing. 
I was in bed when the phone rang. 

j. Has Melanie got a garden? 
She was at home in the garden. 
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k. The train stopped at a station. 
Turn left here for the station. 

l. We took a taxi. 
We went in the car. 

m. We could hear a noise. 
We could hear the noise of a party. 

n. I wrote the number on an envelope. 
I wrote it on the back of an envelope. 

C. The sun, etc: 

1. Study the following examples and explain why ‘the’ is used in these 
examples: 

a. The sun was going down. 
b. The government is unpopular. 
c. A drive in the country would be nice. 
d. We shouldn’t pollute the environment. 

2. What do you think of the following nouns: earth, moon, ozone layer, Prime 
Minister, sea(side), sky, weather? What kind of articles should be used with? 

3. The following nouns are also used with ‘the’:cinema, theatre and 
(news)paper. Can you explain why? 

4. Note that we say a/the police officer but the police. 
A police officer came to the hotel. NOT A police came to the hotel. 
The police came to the hotel (=one or more police officers).  

D. A nice day, etc. 

1. Do you think the following sentences are well-formed when ‘the’ is used? 
a. It was the  lovely day. 
b. Cheltenham is the nice old town. 
c. It’s the big hotel. 
d. This is the better photo.  
e. The play was the comedy. 
f. My sister is the secretary. 
g. Nick is the car salesman. 
h. The man’s disappearance was the mystery. 

2. Do you think you can use ‘the’ in the following sentences? 
a. It’s the biggest hotel in town. 
b. This is the best photo. 

3. From (1) and (2) can you draw some rules about the use of ‘the’ and ‘a/an’? 

E. A or an? 

Use a or an with the following nouns or phrases: 
cup; aspirin; poster; egg; shop; umbrella; one-way street; uniform; open door; 
holiday; hour; U-turn; MP.  
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Exercises 

1 The use of a/an and the  

Complete this true story. Put in a/an or the. 
A man decided to rob (1)… bank in the town where he lived. He walked into 
(2) … bank and handed (3) … note to one of (4) … cashiers. (5) … cashier 
read (6)  … note, which told her to give (7) … man some money. Afraid that 
he might have (8) … gun, she did as she was told. (9) … man then walked 
out of (10) … building, leaving (11) … note behind. However, he had no 
time to spend (12)  … money because he was arrested (13) …  same day. He 
had made (14)  … mistake. He had written (15) … note on (16) …back …of 
(17) … envelope. And on (18) …other side of (19) … envelope was his 
name and address. This clue was quite enough for (20) … detectives on the 
case. 

2 A man/he and the man/someone (C) 

Replace the sentences which contain an underlined word. Use a/an or the 
with the word in brackets. 
Ex. We didn't have much time for lunch. David made something for us. 

(omelette) David made an omelette for- us. 
1 They ran the race before they held the long jump. Matthew won it 

easily. (race) 
2 The driver turned left. Suddenly someone ran into the road. (child) 
3 Vicky was lying on the sofa. She was watching something on 

television. (film) 
4 I had to take a train and then a bus. It was half an hour late. (bus) 
5.     A shoplifter tried to steal some clothes. 'The camera videoed her. 

(thief) 

3  The use of a/an and the  

Complete the conversations. Put in a/ an or the. 
Laura:  Look outside. The sky is getting very dark. 
Trevor: I hope there isn’t going to be a storm. 
 

 1.  Mike I’m going out for …. walk. Have you seen my shoes? 
  Harriet: Yes, they’re on …… floor in …. kitchen. 
 2.  Melanie: Would you like …. tomato? There’s one in ….. fridge. 
  David: Oh, yes, please. I’ll make myself ………cheese and tomato 

sandwich. 
 3.  Sarah: If you’re going into ….. city centre, can you post these 

letters for me? 
  Mark: Yes. I’ll take them to ….  main post office. 
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 4.  Rita: I’ve got …. problem with my phone bill. Can I see someone 
about it? 

  Receptionist: Yes, go to …… fifth floor. …….. lift is along the 
corridor. 

 5.  Tom: I didn’t know Melanie had …… dog. 
  David: It isn’t here. She’s just taking it for a whalk while …… 

owner is away. 
 6. Vicky: I’ve got ……. headache. I’ve had it all day.  
  Rachel: Why don’t you go to ……. health center? It’s open until six. 
 7. Andrew: Guess what. I found ……..€50 note on the pavement this 

morning. 
  Jessica: You really ought to take it to ……….police station, you 

know. 

4. Complete these sentences about pollution and the environment. Put in 
a/an or the.  
Ex There was a programme on television about dangers to the environment. 

1 There was also ……. article about pollution in ….. paper. 
2.  ………ozone layer will continue to disappear if we don't find .. .way to 

stop it. 
3  …..world's weather is changing. Pollution is having. …..effect on our 

climate. 
4  Last week, ……….oil tanker spilled oil into …….sea, damaging wildlife. 
5. Some professors have signed …..letter of protest and have sent it 

to…..government. 
6  If …… earth was….. human being, it would be in hospital. 

5. Complete the conversations. Put in a/an or the.  

Ex: David: How was your trip to the coast?  
 Trevor: Wonderful. The sun shone all day. We had a great time. 
1.     Henry:  Would you Iike  ....  cigarette? 

Nick: No, thanks. I've given up smoking. It's  .. .. bad habit. 
2. Sarah:  What's your brother doing now? Has he got  .. . good job? 

Laura:  Yes, he's …soldier. He's in …army. He loves it. It's …great 
life, he says. 

3. Rita: I went to see Doctor Pascoe yesterday. She's … best doctor 
I've ever had. 
Harriet:  She's very nice, isn't she? You couldn't meet …nicer person. 

4.     Rachel:  You were  .... long time at … supermarket. 
Vicky:  Yes, I know. There was  .... enormous queue. I was thinking 
of complaining to   manager. 

5. Mark:  Why were you late for your meeting? 
Sarah: Well, first I had to go to …hotel I'd booked into. I took. … taxi  
from ... ..  airport,  and ...driver got completely lost. It was 
….terrible nuisance.  ... man  was  ...  complete idiot. 

6. Matthew: Is this ... . book you were telling me about? 
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Emma:  Yes, it's … really interesting story. 
Matthew: What did you say it's about? 
Emma:  I knew you weren't listening to me. It's .. science fiction story. 
 It's about … beginning of. .. .... universe. 

6. A or an? Put in the abbreviations with a or an. 

Ex a National Broadcasting Company reporter an NBC reporter  
1 a Disc Jockey 
2 a Very Important Person 
3 an Irish Republican Army member 
4 a Personal Computer 
5 a Los Angeles suburb 
6 an Unidentified Flying Object 
7 an Annual General Meeting 
8 a Member of Parliament 
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Lesson 3 
 
 
SOME and ZERO ARTICLE with Plural and Uncountable 
nouns 
 
 

I. Some 

A. Consider the following sentences in which ‘some’ is used. 
1. Some furniture arrived for you this morning. 
2. Would you like to hear some good news? 
3. Some teachers never seem  to get bored with being in the classroom. 
4. I enjoy some modern music. 

B. Circle the right choice: 
1. We use ‘some’ in affirmative sentences and questions qwith plural and 

uncountable nouns when we talk about (limited/ unlimited), but (definite/ 
indefinite) or (known / unknown) numbers or quantities or things.  When 
we use ‘some’ in this way, we pronounce it with its weak form /s∂m/. 

2. We also use ‘some’ to talk about particular, but (specified / unspecified), 
people or things. When we use it in this way, we pronounce ‘some’ with 
its strong form /s∧m/. 

II. Zero article 

A. Compare the following sentences: 
1. I always like getting good news. 

Would you like to hear some good news? 
2. Furniture is a costly item when you are setting up a home. 

Some furniture arrived for you this morning. 
3. Teachers like having long holidays.  

Some teachers never seem to get bored with being in the classroom. 
4. I enjoy modern music. 

In enjoy some modern music. 
5. We need food, medicine, and blankets. 

There are some old blankets in the wardrobe. Shall I throw hem out? 
6. A post office is a place where you can buy stamps. 

I’d like some stamps, please. 
B. From the observations, fill in the blank in the following sentence about the use 

of zero article. 
We use zero article with uncountable and plural nouns when we talk 
______________ about people or things.  



 

Appendix 9                                                                                                  232  

III. Some vs. Zero; Some vs A/an 

Read the use descriptions in column A, and match them with the examples in 
column B. 
 

Uses Examples 
a. When we want to emphasize that we can’t say 
exactly which person or thing we are talking 
about because we don’t know or can’t remember, 
we can use ‘some instead of a/an with a singular 
noun. When it is used in this way, some is 
pronounced /s∧m/. We use the phrase some .. or 
other in a similar way. 

1. Some 80% of all those eligible took part in the 
vote. 

b. We sometimes use some or zero article with 
very little difference in meaning.  

2. I was asked a really difficult question by some 
student in class two. 

c. Some is used before a number to mean 
‘approximately’. 

3.Before serving, pour (some) yoghurt over the 
top. 

 4. I bought them from some shop or other in the 
High Street. 

 5. There were some 20,000 people at the protest 
march.  

 6. ‘Where were you last week?’ ‘I was visiting 
(some) friends. 

Exercises 

1  Put some in the spaces where necessary. If no word is needed, write --. 

1 I read about his death in The Post, but ............... 
newspapers didn't report it at all.  

2  My uncle bought ............... valuable new stamps for his 
collection. 

3 It is now known that ............... cigarettes can 
seriously damage your health. 4 Don't disturb me. I've 
got ............... really difficult homework to do. 

5 I know that ............... parents work so hard they don't have time to 
talk to their children, but Roy and Amy aren't like that. 

6 My hobby is making ............... candles. 
7  As we all know, ............... air is lighter than water. 
8 Did you hear that ............... monkeys escaped from the zoo last night? 
9  I prefer cooking with ............... oil, as it's better far you than ............... 

butter. 
10  We first met in ............... restaurant in London, but I can't 

remember what it was called.  
11 Although most left early, ............... students stayed to the end of 

the talk. 
12 I don't think I've ever met a child who doesn't like ............... chips. 
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Look again at the sentences where you have written some. I f these were spoken, 
which would have the strong form of some /s∧m/ and which the weak form /səm/? 

2 Add some to these sentences where necessary, or put a /if they are 
already correct.  

1  Can you smell gas? 
2  Medicines can be taken quite 

harmlessly in large doses.  
3  I can't drink milk. It makes me feel ill. 
4  Water is a valuable commodity. Don't waste it! 
5  You should always keep medicines 

away from children.  
6  Do you like my new shirt? It's made 

of silk. 
7.  I'm really thirsty.' `Would 

you like water?'  
8  There are people here to see 

you. 
9  Books for young children are rather violent and not suitable for them at 

all. 

3 Decide whether the following phrases mean approximately the same 
thing (write same), or mean something different (write different). (A, 
B & C) 

1  I bought some oranges / oranges, but forgot to get the 
apples you asked for.  

2  Some sports clubs / Sports clubs do not allow women 
members. 

3  There are some examples / examples of this 
on the next page.  

4  Some wild animals / Wild animals make 
very good pets. 

5  Some metal alloys / Metal alloys made 
nowadays are almost as hard as diamond. 
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Lesson 4  

The, zero article and a/an: `things in general' 

1.  In generalisations we use zero article, but not the, with plural or uncountable 
nouns:  
• Before you put them on, always check your shoes for spiders. 
• I'm studying geography at 
university.  
• I can smell smoke! 
When we use the with a plural or uncountable noun, we are talking about specific 
things or people: 

 • The books you ordered have arrived. 
• All the information you asked for is in this file of papers. 
 
Compare these pairs of sentences: 

• Flowers really brighten up a room.  
  The flowers you bought me are lovely.  
• Industry is using computers more and more.  
  The tourism industry is booming in Malaysia.  
• Children should be given a sense of how business works.  
  The aerospace business actually lost $6 billion this year.  
• She's an expert on Swedish geology.  
  She's an expert on the geology of Sweden.  

 
2.  We can use the with a singular countable noun to talk about the general features or 

characteristics of a class of things or people rather than one specific thing or 
person. In  
• Nowadays, photocopiers are found in both the office and the home. 
we are talking about offices and homes in general rather than a particular office and 
home. Notice that we could also say `in both offices and homes' with little difference 
in meaning. Compare the use of the and a/an in these sentences: 
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Exercises 

1.  Complete these sentences using one of these words. Use the where 
necessary. Use the same word in both (a) and h) & each pair. (A) 

advice   coffee  food French    history magazines   music
 teachers 

1  a  all over the world have published photos of the royal baby. 
 b  Emily left … we asked for on the table. 
2  a  …… played a very important part in his life. 
 b  I thought …..  used in the film was the best part. 
3  a  I’ve forgotten most of I learnt at school. 
 b  I’m learning ….. at night school. 
4  a  I’ll always be grateful for …. he gave me. 
 b  I asked my father for ….  about the problem. 
5. a  Put … you bought straight into the fridge. 
 b  ….. at that new Indonesian restaurant was excellent. 
6. a I never did enjoy studying …… . 
 b  I’m reading a hook about …. .of the New Zealand Maori. 
7  a  The world price of ….  has reached a record high. 
 b  ….. we got iast week from the Brazilian café was excellent. 
8  a  In my opinion, ……  .... deserve to be better paid. 
 b  ….. need to have enormous patience. 

2. Delete any phrase which can be used to form a correct sentence. (B) 
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1  The white rhinoceros/A white rhinoceros is close to extinction. 
2  The bicycle / A bicycle is an environmentally friendly means of 

transport. 
3  The development of the railway / A development of the railway 

encouraged tourism throughout Europe. 
4  The fridge / A fridge is today considered an essential in most homes. 
5  Writing the letter / a letter is often cheaper than telephoning. 
6  Laszlo Biro is normally credited with having invented the ball-point 

pen/a ball-point pen. 
7  The experienced test pilot / An experienced test pilot earns a 

considerable amount of money. 
8  The Jumbo Jet/A Jumbo jet has revolutionized air travel. 
9  The credit card / A credit card is a convenient way of paying for 

purchases. 
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Lesson 5 
 
Part A 
People and Places 
 
 

I. Particular uses of ‘the’: 

A. Zero article is usually used before the names of particular people. Here are some 
examples: 
a. President Clinton is to make a statement later today. 
b. The name of Nelson Mandela is known all over the world. 

B. However, there are cases in which ‘the’ will be used instead. As an exercise, match 
the uses of ‘the’ in column A with the examples in column B. 

 
Uses of ‘the’: We use ‘the’: Examples 
1. when there are two people with the same 
name and we want to specify which one we are 
talking about: 

a. The late (=dead) Buddy Holly; the wonderful 
actor Harrison Ford; 

2. when we want to emphasize that a person is 
the one that everyone probably knows; when it 
is used this way, the is stressed and pronounced 
/δi:/ 

b. The Robinsons are away this weekend. 

3. with an adjective to describe a person or their 
job: 

c. That’s not the Stephen Fraser I went to 
school with. 

4. when we talk about a family as a whole: d. Do they mean the Ronald Reagan, or 
someone else? 

 e. the Aboriginal writer Sally Morgan; the artist 
William Turner 

 
C. Consider the following examples, and with your partner, explain why ‘a/an’, or 

sometimes ‘zero article’, is used: 
1. Jane plays tennis well, but she’ll never be (a) Steffin Graf. 
2. There’s a Dr Kenneth Perch on the phone. 

II. Hospital vs. The hospital. 

A.  Study these examples and with a partner give explanations about their 
differences. 

They say he’ll have to stay in hospital for six weeks.  Tom’s mother goes to the hospital to see him every 
day. 

Sue’s at university studying French. Frank works as a security guard at a university. 
School should be a place where children are taught to 
enjoy learning. 

They’re building a school at the end of our street.  

She usually stays in bed till late at the weekend. ‘Have you seen my socks?’ ‘You left them on the 
bed.’ 

I try to go to the cinema at least once a week. We usually go to the cinema in New Street.  
Not many children enjoy opera.  
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B.  Fill in the blanks in the following sentences by using the cues provided: 
a form of art– in general– particular – intended purpose – Institutions 
 
1. We use zero article when we talk about _____ such as hospital, university, 
prison, school, college, or church being used for their __________: medical 
treatment in hospital, studying in university, and so on.  
2. We use articles when talk about those institutions as _________ places or 
buildings. 
3. When we talk about cinema, opera or theatre _____________, or when we 
refer to a building where this type of entertainment takes place, we use the. 
However, if we are talking about a ______________, we generally prefer zero 
article. 

Exercises 

1.  Put a/an, the or zero article in the spaces. If two answers are possible, 
give them.  

1.  Are we talking now about  … John Smith who led the Labor 
Party? 

2.  We’re going to a barbecue with … Simpsons. 
3.  There’s … Linda Jones to see you. 
4.  A special award was given to … film director Ingmar Bergman. 
5.  The prize is to be given each year in memory of … late Ayrton 

Senna. 
6.  We met our old friend … Romey Thompson in Sydney. 
7.  That surely can’t be … Jenny Watson we knew in Zimbabwe. 
8.  I found myself sitting next to … Boris Yeltsin!. Not … Boris 

Yeltsin, of course, with the same name. 
9.  I didn’t realize how rich he was until I heard that he owns … 

Picasso. 
10.  He’s really keen on football. He likes to think of himself as … 

Paul Gascoigne. 
11.  Have you heard that … Woodwards are moving house? 

2.  Write the where necessary in these sentences. If the sentence is already 
correct, put a tick next to it. 

1.  Can I drive you to (the) university? It’s on my way. 
2.  When I’m, in London, I always go to theatre. 
3.  Margaret believes that all children should go to church every 

Sunday. 
4.  In Sweden, children start school when they are six or seven. 
5.  Jim’s been in hospital for six weeks now. 
6.  He lives near church on the hill. 
7.  She’s going to university to do French. 
8.  There was a fire at school in Newtown. 
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9.  Even her most dedicated fans wouldn’t call her new play a great 
work of theatre. 

10.  Have you heard hospital is going to close? 
11.  It’s time the children went to bed. 
12.  He’s been in and out of prison since he left school.  

Look again at those in which zero article is correct before the place or 
institution. Which of them could have the? What would be the difference 
in meaning? 

Part B 

Holidays, times of the day, meals, etc. 
 
 
We often use zero article with the names of holidays, special times of the year, or with the 
names of months and days of the week: 
 • Easter    Ramadan     New Year’s Day   September    Monday  
But compare: 

• I’ll see you on Saturday. (= next Saturday) 
• We met on Saturday. (= last Saturday) 
• They arrived on a Saturday as far as I can remember. (= we are only interested 
in the day of the week, not which particular Saturday) 
• They arrived on the Saturday after my birthday party.( = a particular Saturday, 
specifying which one) 

 
With winter, summer, spring, autumn, and New Year (meaning the holiday period), we 
can often use either the or zero article: 

• In (the) summer I try to spend as much time in the garden as I can. 
• In Scotland, they really know how to celebrate (the) New Year.  

We use the when it is understood which summer, spring, etc. we mean: 
• ‘When did you meet Beth?’ ‘In the summer.’ (= last summer) 
• ‘When are you going to university?’ ‘In the autumn.’ (= next autumn) 
• I first went skiing in the spring of 1992. 

We say ‘in the New Year’ to mean at or near the beginning of next year: 
• I’ll see you again in the New Year. 

When we want to describe the features of a particular holiday, season, etc., we use a/an: 
• That was a winter I’ll never forget. 

We use the and a/an in the usual way when we talk about the morning/afternoon/evening 
of a particular day: 

• I woke up with a sore throat, and by the evening my voice had disappeared. 
• We’re going in the afternoon. 
• ‘You look upset.’ ‘Yes, I’ve had a terrible morning.’  

However, we use zero article with at night and by night. Compare: 
• She kept us awake all through the night. and 
• I don’t like driving at night. 

We use zero article with midnight, midday, and noon: 
• If possible, I’d like it finished by midday. 
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We usually use zero article when we talk about meals: 
• What have we got for dinner? 
• I don’t like drinking coffee at breakfast. 

We wouldn’t say, for example, ‘I had a/the breakfast before I went out’. However, if we 
want to describe a particular meal, then we can use an article: 

• We didn’t get up until 10 o’clock and had a late breakfast. 
• The dinner we had at Webster’s restaurant was marvellous. 

When we talk about a formal dinner or lunch for a special occasion, we use ‘a dinner’ or ‘a 
lunch’: 

• We’re having a dinner to welcome the new manager. 

Exercises 

1.  Put a/an, the or zero article, whichever is most likely, in the spaces in these 
sentences. In some cases, you can use either the or zero article (write the/x).  

1.  a. She starts work on … Monday next week.  
 b. I last saw her in town earlier in the year. I’m sure it was … 

Monday, because that’s when I go shopping, but I can’t 
remember the exact date. 

 c. They phoned on … Monday before the accident. 
2. a. I remember when Frank was last here. It was.... Christmas I got 

my new bike. 
 b.  It was… Christmas to remember. 
 c. We’re returning after … Christmas. 
3. a.  The race is always held in … June. 
 b. We last saw Dave … June your mother was staingn with us. 
 c.  Even though it was March, the weather reminded me of … hot 

June day. 
4. a. With the wedding and the new job, it was … summer she would 

always remember. 
 b. There was a long drought in South Africa in … summer of 1993. 
 c. I’m hoping to visit Italy in … summer. 
5. a. We had a really good time over … New Year. 
 b. Have … happy New Year! 
 c. I’ll contact you in … New Year. 

2.  Study these extracts from newspapers. Decide which of them need an article 
(the or a/an) with the highlighted word.  

1. …They had to spend night in a hotel because the flight was delayed….  
2. …will be able to wake up in morning and find their video-recorder… 
3. …was often kept awake at night by their song which floated up 

through the window… 
4.  …or are old people who go to bed in afternoon because they can’t 

afford to heat their houses … 
5. …until deliberations were completed. On Saturday morning, the jury 

embarked on its most difficult task… 
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6. …be put into the sculpture itself; lights can be used at night which 
focus on the works; better alarms at the … 

7. …storm area grew and drifted southwards during afternoon, while 
other storms developed over the North… 

8. …can doze off in the sunshine, or wander out at night. Single parents 
are, particularly on holiday, out on their… 

9. …reflect the pain of the story. But, then, it was evening of celebration. 
It all ended with audience… 

10. …because in my head was a dream I had during night and I 
wanted to continue that dream to… 
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APPENDIX 10 

 

A COGNITIVE APPROACH TO 

USING DETERMINERS IN ENGLISH CORRECTLY 
 

© M.H. Verspoor, University of Groningen 
Nguyen Huong, University of Cantho 

November 2003 
 
The basic “rules” for using the article correctly are actually rather simple, but the 
problem is that there are confusing cases. We will first start with the “basic” rules 
and then later go into the problem areas. 
 
To find out which article to use, you first have to know whether the noun is used in 
a definite sense or not. If it is, you must use the definite article the, unless it is a 
Proper Noun or not. (Proper nouns usually do not have a definite article, but there 
are some exceptions.)  
 
If the noun is not used in a definite sense, you have to ask yourself a second 
question. Is the noun Count and Singular? If yes, you must use the indefinite article 
“a”. If not, you must use the “zero” article. The following figure shows the choices. 

   NOUN 
 
 
 

   

 DEFINITE 
 
 

   NONDEFINITE  

 
Proper 

 
 
 

  
Common 

  
Count Sg 

  
Count Pl 

Non-count 

Ø (the)  the  a  Ø 
       

 
 
 
 
EXAMPLE: 
 
Tom1 went to the supermarket2 next door and bought rice3 and vegetables4. 
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1. Tom is a Proper Noun: NO article. 
 
2. Supermarket is a Common Noun used in a definite sense because it is 
identified by “next door”: use THE 
 
3. Rice is a Common Noun, not used in a definite sense because the exact 
kind or quantity of rice is not known. It is not a singular Count Noun but a 
Non-Count Noun: use NO article. 
 
4. Vegetables is a common noun, not used in a definite sense because the 
exact kind or quantity of vegetables is not known. It is not a singular Count 
Noun, but a plural Count Noun: use NO article. 

 
Another way to illustrate the use of articles is with the help of the following 
picture. Suppose a Speaker (Richard) wants someone else (Steven), who can see 
the balls too, to pick up some of the balls. Richard, however, only wants three balls 
and they have to be black. What would be the most efficient and appropriate way 
for Richard to express this in English in this situation? What do the other 
constructions mean? 
 
a. Please pick up black balls. 
b. Please pick up the black balls. 
c. Please pick up the three black balls. 
d. Please pick up three black balls. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Answers:  
 

With (a) Richard means: “Pick up some black balls, which could be two, 
three or more.” So Steven may hand him either two or three black balls. 
 
With (b) Richard means: “Pick up the whole set of black balls that you and 
I can see  (we can identify as the only ones).” Steven will therefore pick up 
all three black balls. 
 



 

Appendix 10 244                                 

With (c) Richard means: “Pick up the whole set of three black balls that you 

and I can see (we can identify as the only three that can be meant).” So Steven will 

pick up the whole set of three black balls. 

 
With (d) Richard means: “Pick up any three black balls.” With that he 
implies that there are more than three black balls. So Steven will pick up 
three black balls, but he will look around for more black balls. He will be 
confused and wonder if he has understood Richard correctly. 

 
Of these four constructions, both (b) and (c) would be appropriate, but (b) would be 
more efficient. The word “the” already means “the ones you and I can see or know 
about”, so the word “three” is not necessary.  
 
In the following lessons, we will first make clear what is meant with “definiteness” 
and “non definiteness” and which determiners can be used in these cases. Then we 
will explain how to determine whether a noun is Count or Non-count. The final 
lesson is about Proper Nouns.  
 



 

Appendix 10 245                                 

1. Definiteness 

A noun is used in a definite sense when both the Speaker and Hearer (or writer and 
reader) know exactly which one(s) is/are meant. In other words, when a Speaker 
thinks that the Hearer can identify it as unique or the only ones, he/she will mark a 
common noun with the definite article (or another definite determiner, which will 
be discussed later).   
 
There are four cases in which the Speaker assumes that the Hearer knows exactly 
which one(s) is/are meant.  
 

 When there is only one in our world (general world or immediate 
surroundings), 

 
 When there is only one that can be meant in the immediate context (text or 

conversation), 
 

 When only one can be logically meant, 
 

 When a class as a whole is referred to (this is also called a generic sense). 

Uses of ‘The’ 

A. There is only one in our world or immediate surroundings 
1. There is only one in our world. 

a. The sun was shining. (There is only one sun in the world). 
b. We must take care of the environment. (There is only one general 

ecological environment in our world.) 
2. There is only one in our immediate surroundings (in our country, our 

neighbourhood, our house, and so on) 
a. The roses are beautiful. (The Speaker is referring to the roses in 

the immediate surroundings, e.g. the garden or a vase, which the 
Hearer can see or knows about.)  

b. There is a vase of flowers on the television. (The Speaker assumes 
that the Hearer knows exactly which television set is meant.) 

3.  Even though there may be more than one in the area, we use the in 
English with park, cinema, movies, bus and train because we can 
figure out that it is the one closest or most convenient to us, or the one 
we usually go to. 
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a. I took the bus to town. (Here the Speaker assumes that the Hearer 
understands that the bus refers to a bus on a particular route, 
namely the one from my house to town.)  

b. I went to the park yesterday. (The Speaker assumes that the Hearer 
knows which park is meant. In this case, the Hearer may not know 
exactly which one, but he/she will know that it is one in the 
Speaker’s neighbourhood or one that the Speaker goes to more 
regularly.) 

 
 

B. The person or thing is identified enough in the text (or conversation) 
through what has been mentioned or what is going to be mentioned so 
the reader knows "which specific one" is meant. 

1. Text-reference back 

a) I bought a TV and a video recorder, but the video recorder did 
not work after it was connected to the TV. 

b) I took a taxi to the airport today and the driver told me that the 
planes were running late. (From this context we know that the 
driver is the driver of the taxi, the airport is the one in the area, 
and the planes are the ones arriving and departing from that 
airport). 

 
2. Text-reference forward 

c) She is studying the history of Europe. (History, which is a very 
general subject, is limited to the history of Europe.) 

d) How did you get the mud on your coat? (This question implies 
that both the speaker and listener are aware of the fact that 
there is mud on the coat, so that is the mud the speaker is 
referring to. If the speaker had said “How did you get mud on 
your coat, he would imply that he does not think that the hearer 
is aware of the mud.) 

 
C. There is only one person or thing that can be meant logically. In this 

case a word like only, most, least, first, or last makes clear that only one 
can be meant. 

 
a) He is the most popular student in my class. (Only one student 

can be the most popular, so therefore there is only one.) 
b) Mary banged herself on the forehead. (Mary has one 

forehead.) 
 

D.  The class as a whole is referred to. In this case one exemplar stands for 
the whole class; as a result, ‘the’ is generally used with count singular 
nouns. This use is often called a “generic” use. 
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a) The cat is a feline. (Here the word cat refers to the whole class of 

cats, and there is only one such class in the world.) 
b) Life would be more quiet without the telephone. (Here the word 

telephone refers to the whole class of telephones, and there is 
only one such class in the world.) 

EXERCISE 1. In the following sentences, explain why the definite article is used: a 
(there is only one in world or surroundings), b (in the context only one can be 
meant), c (there is only one that can be meant logically), or d (the class as a whole 
is referred to).  

1. He is always talking about the past.  
2. I always eat sticky rice in the morning.  
3. I always watch the news on television.  
4. Many people try to see the first show. 
5. More help should be offered to the old and the unemployed.  
6. My friend has written a book on the definite article in English.  
7. My sister goes to the cinema very often.  
8. No one knows precisely when the wheel was invented.  
9. She learned to play the violin.  
10. The atmosphere is very pleasant.  
11. The best student in the class will receive a prize. 
12. The cat has disappeared.  
13. The president will address the population today.  
14. The roses are beautiful.   
15. The sun was shining.  
16. There is a vase of flowers on the television.  
17. There were huge cracks in the ground.  
18. We must take care of the environment.  

EXERCISE 2: In the following passage, explain why the underlined nouns are used 
in a definite sense. Identify with A (only one in the world/surroundings), B (the 
noun is identified in the text), C (only one can be meant logically), or D (a class as 
a whole is meant),  

Pho is the most popular food among the Vietnamese population. Pho is commonly 
eaten for breakfast, although many people will have it for lunch or dinner. Anyone 
feeling hungry in the small hours of the morning can also enjoy a bowl of hot and 
spicy pho to fill their empty stomachs. 

Like hot green tea, which has its particular fragrance, pho also has its 
special taste and smell. Preparations may vary, but when the dish is served, its 
smell and taste is indispensable. The grated rice noodle is made of the best variety 
of fragrant rice called Gao Te. The broth for Pho Bo (Pho with beef) is made by 
stewing  bones of cows and pigs in a large pot for a long time. Pieces of fillet 
mignon together with several slices of ginger are reserved for Pho Bo Tai (rare 
fillet). Slices of well done meat are offered to those less keen on eating rare fillets. 
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The soup for Pho Ga (pho with chicken meat) is made by stewing chicken 
and pig bones together. The white chicken meat that is usually served with Pho Ga 
is boneless and cut into thin slices. You could consider Pho Bo and Pho Ga 
Vietnam's special soups. Pho also has the added advantage of being convenient to 
prepare and healthy to eat. 

Summary: 

‘The’ is used with a noun phrase to show that something is definite. If 
something is definite, it can be identified by both the Speaker and the Hearer 
as the only one within their shared knowledge of their world (general, 
immediate, imagined, written text, conversation, and so on). “The” with a 
singular noun can also be used to denote a class as a whole.  
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2. Non-definiteness 
 
In the preceding lesson, you saw that nouns are used in a definite sense when they 
refer to one person or thing (or a definite number of persons or things) that both the 
speaker and hearer (or writer and reader) can identify uniquely because of their 
shared knowledge.  
 
If the speaker does not expect the hearer to be able to identify the person(s) or the 
thing(s) referred to uniquely, he or she will mark the noun as non-definite by 
putting "a" before a singular count noun or no article (zero) before a plural count 
noun or a non-count noun . 
 
  

Singular Count 
 

 
Plural Count 

 
Non-count 

a/an a toy shop 
a factory 

  

zero  toy shops 
carpets 
 

education 
factory furniture 
furniture 
gold 

love 
 
One thing that is confusing to many students is that something can be specific, but 
still non-definite. English does not mark whether something is specific or not; it 
marks only definite versus non-definite. Read the following example. 
 
 
EXAMPLE: 
 
Allan and Barbara have bought a TV. When they talk together, both know exactly 
which TV is meant and will refer to it as a definite one:  
 
Allan to Barbara:  The TV sure has a clear picture. (Specific and Definite) 
However, when Allan talks to his friend Collin, who has not seen the TV yet and 
does not even know about its existence, Allan will refer to the TV as a non-definite 
one (even though it is a specific one): 
 
Allan to Collin: I bought a TV yesterday. (Specific and Non-Definite). 
 
Later on, after Collin knows Allan is talking about the TV he just bought, Allan 
can refer to the TV as a definite one: 
 
Allan to Collin: The TV was not expensive. (Specific and Definite) 
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A noun is used in a non-definite sense in the following cases: 
 
1. The noun refers to one or more specific, actual members of a class (but one(s) 

that the hearer/reader cannot identify exactly). In the case of a non-count noun, 
the hearer/reader cannot identify the exact quantity or kind. 

2. The noun refers to any arbitrary member of a class. 
3. The noun names a class to which a person or thing belongs.  
 
A. In the case of a count noun, the noun refers to a specific, actual 

member (or members) of a class, but the hearer is not expected to 
know exactly which one(s). In the case of a non-count noun, the hearer 
is not expected to know the exact kind or quantity.  

 
A(n) + NOUN  =  A certain or particular NOUN. 
NOUN + s  = Some NOUNs 
Zero + noun   =  Some NOUN. 

 
Singular 
1. I bought a TV and a video recorder. (At the store there were many TVs and 

video recorders, and I bought a particular member of that class; however, I 
don't expect the hearer to identify it.) 

2. The police are looking for a man who was in the bank at the time of the 
robbery. 

3. Tom got a job at last. 
4. At the restaurant, I ordered a dish of hot and spicy food. (The speaker 

mentions a dish of hot and spicy food that he knows, but he does not expect the 
hearer to identify it.) 

5. A Mr. Smith called to see you this morning. (There are many people whose last 
names are Smith. There is a person who belongs to the class 'Smith', and this 
person called to see you. I (speaker) do not think you (hearer) are able to 
identify him). 

 
Plural 
1. The zoo has just bought (some) new dolphins. 
2. I've bought melons but not grapes. 
 
Non-count 
1. There's cheese in the fridge. (some cheese of some kind) 
2. Could you please serve tea for breakfast? (some tea of some kind) 
 
B. The noun refers to any arbitrary member(s) of a class. 
 
Singular 
1. A zebra has stripes. (Any representative member of the class of zebra has 

stripes). 
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2. A whale is a mammal. (Any whale is a member of xxx). 
3. As a professor, Derek should know better. (As a member of the class of 

professors, Derek, should know better). 
4. You can never find a paper clip in this office. (You cannot find any 

representative member of the class of paper clips in this office). 
 
Plural  
1. Cigarettes are bad for your health. (Any members of the class of cigarettes) 
2. Cars must be fitted with safety belts. (Any members of the class of cars) 
3. Those aren't dolphins-they're whales.  (Those do not belong to the class of 

dolphins but to the class of whales.) 
 
Non-count 
1. Hydrogen is lighter than oxygen. (Any substance that belongs to the class of 

hydrogen is lighter than any substance that belongs to the class of oxygen.) 
2. I would like to eat rice for breakfast. (any kind of rice). 
3. Research  (some research of a non-definite kind) shows that it is the elderly 

who are the prime victims of inflation. (some inflation of a non-definite degree) 
) 

 
C. The noun names a class or category to which a person or thing belongs. 
 
1. Mozart was a great musician. (Mozart is classified as belonging to the class of 

great musicians). 
2. Mary became a doctor. (Mary became a member of the class of doctors). 
3. He isn't a doctor. (He is not a member of the class of doctors). 
 
Plural 
1. They have become vegetarians. (They have become members of the class of 

vegetarians.) 
 
Noun Count 
1. It's sugar (It belongs to the class of sugar).  
2. These shoes are made of leather. (Something that belongs to the class of 

leather.) 
 
 
NOTE: A second mention of nouns in the A examples becomes definite, but only if 
it refers back to that/those particular one(s); however, second mention of the nouns 
in the B examples always remains non-definite (=never 'the'). 
 
1. The zoo has just bought a new dolphin. The dolphin is very young. 
2. The zoo has just bought a new dolphin. If I had a dolphin of my own, I would 

communicate with it. 
3. Minerals are abundant in nature. The earth is made up of minerals, and even 

the most valuable minerals are found in common rocks everywhere. 
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If you look back at the ball example in the introduction, you will understand that a 
definite sense implies a very definite number. When a noun is used in a definite 
sense, the article the (or another definite determiner) must be used. But if the 
number is vague, no ‘the’ is used. 

EXERCISE 3: In the following passage, explain why the underlined nouns are 
used in a "non-definite" sense.  

a. The noun refers to one or more specific, actual members of a class (but one(s) 
that the hearer/reader cannot identify exactly).  
b. The noun refers to any arbitrary members of a class. 
c. The noun names a class or category to which a person or thing belongs. 
  

Pho is the most popular food among the Vietnamese population. Pho is commonly 
eaten for breakfast, although many people will have it for lunch or dinner. Anyone 
feeling hungry in the small hours of the morning can also enjoy a bowl of hot and 
spicy pho to fill their empty stomachs. 

Like hot green tea, which has its particular fragrance, pho also has its 
special taste and smell. Preparations may vary, but when the dish is served, its 
smell and taste is indispensable. The grated rice noodle is made of the best variety 
of fragrant rice called Gao Te. The broth for Pho Bo is made by stewing bones of 
cows and pigs in a large pot for a long time. Pieces of fillet mignon together with 
several slices of ginger are reserved for Pho Bo Tai. Slices of well done meat are 
offered to those less keen on eating rare fillets. 

The soup for Pho Ga (pho with chicken meat) is made by stewing chicken 
and pig bones together. The white chicken meat that is usually served with Pho Ga 
is boneless and cut into thin slices. You could consider Pho Bo and Pho Ga 
Vietnam's special soups. Pho also has the added advantage of being convenient to 
prepare and healthy to eat. 
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Forget old rules!! 
 
One "rule of thumb" that many students have learned is that a noun followed by a 
phrase or clause is used in a definite sense. However, this rule is not always 
correct. Compare the following two sentences, both of which are correct, and look 
at the figures below it. 
 
a. The boys in the room next door are noisy. 
b. Boys in the room next door are noisy.  
 
In both sentences, the noun "boys" is followed by the phrase "in the room next 
door", but it is possible to use the definite article as in (a) or not as in (b). The 
difference in meaning is symbolised in the pictures below. In (a) "the whole 
definite set of boys" and in (b) "a vague number of boys" is referred to.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure a.      Figure b. 
 
 
EXERCISE 4: Explain why the underlined nouns (except number 9) are used in a 
non-definite sense, even though they are followed by a prepositional phrase or 
other modifier. 
 
Traditional costumes 
 

Traditional COSTUMES1 of the Vietnamese people tend to be very simple and 
modest. Men wear brown shirts and white trousers. Their headgear is simply a 
PIECE2 of cloth wrapped around the head and their footwear consists of a PAIR3 of 
plain sandals. 

For formal ceremonies men would have two additional items, a long GOWN4 with 
slits on either side, and a TURBAN5, usually in black or brown made of cotton or 
silk. In feudal times, there were strict dress codes. Ordinary people were not 
allowed to wear CLOTHES6 with dyes other than black, brown or white. 
COSTUMES7 in yellow were reserved for the King. Those in purple and red were 
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reserved for high ranking court officials, while DRESSES8 in blue were 
exclusively worn by petty court officials. Men's dress has gradually changed along 
with social development. 

The traditional SET9 of a long gown and turban gave way to more modern looking 
suits, while business shirts and trousers have replaced traditional long sleeved 
shirts and wide trousers. Traditional costumes still exist and efforts are increasingly 
being made to restore traditional FESTIVALS and ENTERTAINMENT10 which 
incorporate traditional costumes. 
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Different ways to express generic use 
 
You have seen so far that there are different ways to express that a noun is used 
generically to stand for a class as a whole. Although these different ways are 
somewhat similar in meaning, they cannot all be used the same way. First, try to 
understand the subtle differences in meaning with the help of the figures below. 
The small circles represent cats, and the large circle, the class of felines.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In example (a) one cat stands for the class of felines as a whole; in (b) any cat is a 
member of the class of felines. In (c) all individual members are members of the 
class of felines.  

 

As you can see, the constructions still have their basic meaning. The definite article 
as in (a) is very definite and allows no single exception. The indefinite article as in 
(b) is non-definite and expresses any individual member. The plural construction as 
in (c) is the vaguest and allows for possible exceptions that might exist. 

 

When the definite article is used, we talk about the class as a whole, without any 
exception, so this type of construction can be used only for very general statements 
that are true for all members.   

 

The novel is the most popular form of fiction writing. 

The customer has a right to know where products are made. 

The computer has revolutionized publishing. 

 

The following example is incorrect because it would imply that you are reading the 
whole class of novels at one time to relax!  

a. The cat is a b. A (= any) cat is a c. Cats are 
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INCORRECT: Reading the novel is a good way to relax. 

 

In this context, it would be fine to use the indefinite article or the plural. The 
indefinite article would imply that reading any one novel (no matter which one) at 
any one time is a good way to relax. The plural would imply that novels (no matter 
which ones) are usually (at different possible times) a good way to relax. 

 

Reading a novel is a good way to relax. 

Reading novels is a good way to relax. 

 

In definitions, the (b) construction with the indefinite article is most common: 

 

A feline is an animal of the cat family. 

A novel is an imaginative prose narrative of some length, usually concerned with 
human experience and social behavior.  

A computer is a machine designed to carry out complex operations very rapidly. 
  
In general statements that may not necessarily be true for all members in all cases, 
the plural construction is usually preferred. 
 
Felines move very graciously. 
Novels are fun to read. 
Computers make life easy. 
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3. Other determiners  
 
Besides the, a(n) and zero (= no article) other determiners like this, that and so on 
may be used with English nouns. There are different determiners for nouns used in 
a definite or non-definite sense. In each case of these cases, there are also different 
determiners for Count and Non-Count nouns.  
 
A Count Noun may be preceded by a determiner that implies a specific number 
(like a, both, each and every) or that implies more than one (like two, three, these, 
those, few, many or several). A Non-Count Noun may not use these. 
 
 

 
Determiners for nouns used  

in a definite sense 
 

 
Determiners for nouns  

used in a non-definite sense 
 

for Count Nouns for Non-count Nouns for Count Nouns for Non-count Nouns 
the 
this 
that 
these 
those 
 
my 
your 
his 
etc. 
 
both 
each 
either 
every 
 
 

the 
this 
that 
 
 
 
my 
your 
his 
etc. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

"vague quantity" 
all 
any 
enough 
little 
more 
most 
much 
no 
other 
some  
 
 
"implying a specific 
number" 
a 
an  
another 
few 
many 
neither 
 
one 
two 
three 
etc. 
 

"vague quantity" 
all 
any 
enough 
little 
more 
most 
much 
no 
other 
some 
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NOTE: Whenever a determiner is followed by OF, you must use THE. 

 
Most people 
Both boys 
Each day 
Either week 
Every month 
All day 
Any book 
Enough time 
Little ice cream 
More bread 
Most students 
Much noise 
No time 
Some day 
etc 
 

Most OF THE people 
Both OF THE boys 
Each OF THE days 
Either OF THE weeks 
Everyone OF THE months 
All OF THE day 
Any OF THE books 
Enough OF THE time 
Little OF THE ice cream 
More OF THE bread 
Most OF THE students 
Much OF THE noise 
none OF THE time 
Some OF THE day 
etc 

 

EXERCISE 5. In the following excerpt all nouns have been underlined. Determine 
whether they are used in a definite or non-definite sense and explain why. 

Definite: A (there is only one in world or surroundings), b (in the context only one 
can be meant), c (there is only one that can be meant logically), or d (the class as a 
whole is referred to).  
Non-definite: E (the noun refers to one or more specific, actual members of a 
class, but one(s) that the hearer/reader cannot identify exactly); F (the noun refers 
to an arbitrary member or arbitrary members of the class); or G (the noun names a 
class to which another entity belongs). 

A snake is a reptile without legs. A reptile usually has scales, lays eggs, breathes 
air, and doesn’t spend much time taking care of its babies. It is also cold-blooded, 
which means that its body doesn’t stay the same temperature all the time. (Our 
bodies stay at 98.6 F all day.) Snakes get very cold on winter days and very hot in 
the summer. Because of this, snakes usually stay in burrows during very hot and 
cold weather. A burrow is a hole in the ground where they can live.  

All snakes are carnivores or meat-eaters. There are no snakes that can eat people in 
Florida. Small snakes eat bugs and frogs. Larger ones eat fish, birds, mice, and 
rabbits. They use sharp teeth and strong muscles to catch the prey. If the prey 
animal is bigger than the snake’s mouth, the snake can dislocate its bottom jaw to 
fit the big animal in. 
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Venom is a poison the snake puts into its prey through its fangs. This either kills 
the prey animal or makes it so the prey can’t move. Once venom gets into the prey, 
it is easy for the snake to eat it. Some venomous snakes have bright colors or 
patterns which can warn us. Rattlesnakes have rattles to scare away animals or 
people that might hurt them. 
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4. Count versus Non-count Nouns 
 
 
If a noun is used in a definite sense, it does not matter much whether it is Count or 
Non-count, because both take the as article, but when used in a non-definite sense, 
it is very important to know whether it a Count Noun or a Non-Count Noun. A 
singular Count Noun must be preceded by a(n) or another non-definite determiner, 
but a plural Count Noun or a Non-Count Noun do not have to be preceded by an 
article or determiner. 
 
Why is the distinction between Count and Non-Count Nouns so difficult for many 
learners? To use articles and classifiers correctly in Vietnamese or other Asiatic 
language, you often need to know whether an entity8 is a human, an animal, a 
concrete thing or an abstract thing. For example, in Vietnamese the following 
distinctions may be made: 
 

a human 
an animal 
a concrete thing 
an abstract thing 

 
In determining what kind of determiner to use in English, the conceptual 
distinction between humans, animals, concrete things and abstract things is not 
made. In English, entities are mainly classified according to whether they are 
construed9 as "bounded" or "unbounded" (no matter whether they are concrete or 
abstract).  
 
When an entity is construed as "bounded", it will be referred to with a Count Noun 
such as a house and when construed as "unbounded" with a Non-Count Noun such 
as water. Therefore, to help you understand which nouns are used as Count Nouns 
or Non-count Nouns, we will explain the notions of "bounded" and "unbounded". 
 
4.1. Bounded entities 
 
With the term "bounded" we mean "delimited", "enclosed", or "clearly a separate 
entity". Some good examples of bounded entities are persons, animals or things. A 
typical bounded entity has distinct, separate parts that together make up the entity. 
A BICYCLE is a good example of a bounded entity. It consists of wheels, a seat, a 
handle bar, and so on. All the parts together constitute a bicycle, but none of the 
parts by themselves constitute a bicycle. For example, the handlebar is not a 
bicycle. The wheel is not a bicycle. Only when (almost) all the parts are in place, 

                                                 
8 The term "entity" stands for a person, animal or thing (concrete or abstract)  
9 to "construe" something means to "think of or see as" as 
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do we call the entity a bicycle. In other words, when you have a part of the bicycle (for 
example, the handlebar), you do not have a bicycle. 
 
Other good examples of bounded entities are HOUSE, DOOR , GIRL, BOY, DESK, 
TABLE, TREE, and so on. When a bounded entity is named, it is a Count Noun. In 
the case it is unspecified, it is preceded by an indefinite article if it is singular and 
no article is used when the noun is plural .  
 

 
BOUNDED ENTITY 

 
 
naming one (unspecified) 
 

 
naming more than one (unspecified) 

 
I see a house. 
I see a door 
I see a girl. 
I see a boy. 
I see a desk 
I see a table. 
I see a tree. 
 

 
I see houses. 
I see doors. 
I see girls. 
I see boys.  
I see desks. 
I see tables. 
I see trees. 
 

  
HOUSE, DOOR, BICYCLE, and so on are typical examples of bounded entities 
because they consist of clearly different parts. Other bounded entities do not 
necessarily have clearly different parts, but are also construed as bounded because 
they are things with clear beginnings and ends (boundaries) in time or space. For 
example SPOT, which is a small area, is clearly bounded in space. BEEP, which is a 
short high sound, is a sound bounded in time. Entities denoting an event like 
TRICK, BIRTH, or SACRIFICE are also bounded because they have clear beginnings 
and ends in time. See the table for more examples of entities that are usually 
considered bounded. 
 
EXERCISE 6: Identify whether the following entities are bounded in time (T) or 
space (S). Some are bounded in both time and space. 
1. apartment 
2. attack 
3. beep 
4. birth 
5. climate  
6. crop 
7. field 
8. intermission 
9. journey 
10. operation 
11. phrase 
12. pond 
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13. province 
14. row 
15. sacrifice 
16. shadow 
17. spot 
18. temperature 
19. trick 
20. wall 
 
4.2 Unbounded entities 
 
Some good examples of unbounded entities are substances like WATER, AIR, and 
GOLD. An unbounded entity usually has no distinct separate parts. Suppose you 
have a lake with water and you take some water out in a bucket, you still have 
water in the lake and in the bucket, and it is impossible to see the difference 
between the water in the lake or in the bucket. Even though water is made up of 
separate molecules, we cannot perceive them separately with the naked eye. GRASS 
and DUST are like WATER because we usually do not see GRASS as separate little 
blades, but as one whole green entity. In other words, an unbounded entity is not 
seen as having clear separate parts and one small part of it is the same as the whole.  
 
Other good examples of unbounded entities are DUST, SAND, CORN, GRASS, TILE, 
STONE, and so on. An unbounded entity is named with a Non-Count Noun and 
when used in a non-definite sense, it is not preceded by an article. If you want to 
indicate the quantity of the entity, you have to add a quantifier like some, a lot of, a 
little, or a partitive construction like a pile of or a heap of. .  
 
 

 
UNBOUNDED ENTITY 

 
naming an unspecified quantity  Naming a specified quantity 
 
I see water. 
I see gold. 
I see dust.  
I see sand. 
I see grass. 
I see stone. 
 

 
I see some water. 
I see a bar of gold. 
I see a lot of dust.  
I see a heap of sand. 
I see a great deal grass. 
I see a pile of stone. 
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EXERCISE 7: Indicate whether the following entities would be normally construed 
as bounded or unbounded. In other words, are these nouns Count or Non-count? 
Which ones could be used as either a Count Noun of a Non-Count Noun? Illustrate 
the difference in meaning with a short sentence. 
 
  
1. animal 
2. baby 
3. beer 
4. book 
5. brandy 
6. bus 
7. cake 
8. cat 
9. fur 
10. ink 
 

11. lake 
12. meat 
13. paint 
14. ring 
15. soap 
16. spot 
17. sugar 
18. tea 
19. week 
20. wool 
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Nouns referring to typically "bounded" entities and 
usually used as Count Nouns 

 
persons 
actor   
adult 
artist  
baby   
boy   
brother   
captain   
child   
daughter   
doctor   
driver   
father   
friend   
girl   
husband   
judge   
king   
lady   
man   
member   
sister   
son   
student   
teacher   
woman  
 
body parts 
chest   
ear   
eye 
head   
face   
finger   
foot   
hand   
head 
heart   
mouth   
neck  
  
 
groups of people 
class   
club   
crowd 
party 
 
pieces of clothing 
coat 
dress   
hat   
shirt   

places 
address  
  
beach   
camp   
city   
corner   
Country   
edge   
field   
garden   
hall   
hill   
island  
kitchen   
lake   
nation   
office   
park   
path   
river   
road   
room   
stream   
street   
town  
valley 
 
buildings 
apartment   
bank   
bridge   
castle 
church*   
factory   
farm   
hospital*   
hotel   
house   
library 
prison*   
school*  
shop   
station   
tent  
university*  
 
plants and animals 
bird   
cat   
dog   
horse   

things 
account   
article   
bag  
  
ball   
bell   
bill   
boat   
book   
bottle   
box   
card   
case   
chapter   
cigarette   
computer   
cup   
desk   
door   
engine   
gate   
gun   
handle   
key   
line   
list   
machine   
magazine   
model   
motor   
newspaper   
page   
picture   
product   
ring   
spot   
star  
window   
 
pieces of furniture  
chair   
table   
bed* 

units of time 
  
day  
hour   
minute   
month   
week   
year  
 
events bounded in time 
accident    
answer  
battle   
dream   
effect   
election   
film   
idea   
issue  
job  
journey   
meeting   
message   
method   
mistake   
plan   
problem   
project  
  
scheme  
shock   
smile   
task   
tour   
walk  
programme 
question 
  
vehicles   
bus*   
car*   
plane* 
ship*  
 

 These nouns may also be used in a Non-Count sense. More about that later. 



 

Appendix 10 265                                 

4.3. Construing the same thing as either bounded or 
unbounded 
  
The distinction between "bounded" and "unbounded" is very useful, but one 
problem is that people can see the same thing in different ways. Therefore, some 
entities may in some cases be considered "bounded" and in other cases 
"unbounded". Compare the following two sets of sentences: 
 
 (a) This house is made of stone. 

(b) This stone is heavy. 
 
 (a) People can survive on water and bread. 

(b) I bought two breads today. 
 
 (a) Coats made of fur are nice and warm. 

(b) I bought a nice fur to make a coat. 
 

In the (a) examples, the words stone, bread and fur refer to the substance in general 
and are construed as unbounded entities and are therefore realized as Non-count 
Nouns. In the (b) examples, on the other hand, stone, bread, and fur refer to 
bounded entities made of that material and are realized as Count Nouns. The stone 
is "a piece of stone", the bread is a "loaf of bread", and the fur is "a piece of fur". 
So in the (b) cases, a specific instantiation of the substance is referred to and has 
clear boundaries in space.  
 
In a similar way, a distinction can be made between an entity in its general sense 
and a specific instantiation or kind of that entity.  
 
 (a) Rain is good for our crops.  

(b) That was a heavy rain.  
 

In (a) the noun rain refers to the unbounded entity of water falling from the sky at 
any time, but in (b) rain denotes a bounded time period in which rain occurred.  
 

(a) Vegetarians do not eat meat.  
(b) Pork is a white meat.  

 
In (a) meat refers to any instantiation of meat. In (b) meat refers to a separate 
category of meat. In fact, the article a means something like "a kind of". 
 
 (a) We used a lot of paper today. 

(b) We read two papers today.  
 
In (a) paper refers to any instantiation of the substance PAPER, but in (b) paper is 
used in a different sense, namely an essay or other type of document. 
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EXERCISE 8: In the following sentences indicate whether the underlined nouns refer 
to an entity that is construed as bounded and therefore realized as Count Nouns or 
unbounded and realized as Non-count Nouns. In your own words, try to explain 
WHY. 
 
1. I saw a fish in the lake.  
2. Fish is good to eat.  
3. Time is a valuable commodity.  
4. I saw him one time.  
5. We should respect the institution of marriage.  
6. Theirs was not a good marriage.  
7. Do not use too much paper.  
8. I have to work on a paper for my English class.  
9. She has beautiful hair.  
10. I found a hair in my soup.  
 
EXERCISE 9: Indicate whether the following nouns indicate a bounded (B) entity or 
an unbounded (U) entity. Some nouns can refer to both. If so, illustrate the 
difference in meaning by giving two short example sentences. 
 
1. acid  
2. book  
3. bread  
4. cap  
5. coat 
 

 6. cream 
7. field  
8. food  
9. glass  
10. horse 
 

 11. lamp 
12. literature 
13. meat  
14. milk  
15. music 

  16. paper  
17. rain  
18. shoe  
19. snow  
20. time 

 

 
 
With substances like WATER, GOLD, or STONE, it is relatively easy to understand 
why they are construed as unbounded, but with other types of entities, especially 
abstract entities, it may be more difficult. Try to keep in mind that in English 
something is construed as unbounded when it does not really have clear separate 
parts or clear limits in time or space.  

We will discuss quite a few examples of entities that can be considered either 
bounded or unbounded and what the difference is in meaning between the two. Do 
NOT try to memorize the lists or examples, but try to UNDERSTAND the 
differences in meaning, so that you can develop some intuition about whether a 
noun is Count or Non-Count.  
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Mass (natural) entities 
 

usually unbounded sometimes bounded 
(which may also occur in plural) 

 
atmosphere 
china (dishes made of porcelain) 
earth  
electricity  
energy  
flesh 
fur 
grass 
hair 
ice  
nature  
salt  
sand  
snow  
soil 
water  
weather  

fire   
flood  
ground  
paper 
rain 
wind 
wine 
 

 
As you saw earlier, mass entities (substances) are usually construed of as 
unbounded. The entities in the left-hand column usually occur as Non-count Nouns 
as in Have you bought some new china?. The entities in the right-hand column, 
however, may be construed as bounded or unbounded. Some examples of the 
different senses are given below.  

 
a. Fire is dangerous. (general phenomenon of combustion) 
b. There were three fires in my town last night. (specific bounded 

occurrences of the general phenomenon) 
 
a. He owns a great deal of ground. (land, the surface of the earth) 
b. The grounds are very well kept. (a bounded area around a building) 
 
a. Wine contains about 6% alcohol. (the substance in general) 
b. South Africa produces many good wines. (kinds of wine) 
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Human values, emotions or mental states 

 
usually unbounded usually unbounded, 

but may also have a bounded sense 
(these nouns may be used in the plural) 

anger   
confidence   
courage  
duty  
evil  
existence 
faith  
freedom 
fun  
happiness 
health 
independence 
intelligence 
justice 

loneliness  
luck  
magic 
mercy 
patience  
poverty  
pride  
respect  
safety  
silence  
spite 
status  
violence 
worth 

(im)purity  
absence  
beauty  
comfort  
death  
depression 
fear 
joy 

language 
pleasure  
power  
reality  
security  
strength 
thought  

 
Because human emotions or states of mind are rather vague, abstract entities, they 
are usually considered unbounded. For example, what exactly is "confidence"? 
You cannot say that one particular thing is an example of "confidence". It is a 
whole range of mental attitudes and behavior a person may have. In other words, 
like water, confidence does not exist of clear separate parts. They do not have clear 
beginnings or ends. 
 

a. She has confidence. 
b. They have courage. 
c. We want freedom and justice. 

 
Note, however, how some of these emotions or mental states may occur in a 
bounded sense: 
 

a. He suffers from depression.  
b. He has had many depressions (Separate, bounded, periods in which 

he suffered from depression). 
 
a. This never happens in reality.  
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b. People may have different realities. ( A bounded sense of reality 
occurs as each reality pertains to separate people) 

 
a. Vietnam is a Country of great beauty. (the state of being beautiful 

in general) 
b. Among those horses, there are three real beauties. (specific, 

separate horses that are beautiful) 
 
a. Is human thought influenced by language? (both the notion of 

thought and language are used in their general sense, encompassing 
all kinds of thought and any instantiation of language) 

b. Many thoughts went through his mind. (thought is used here in the 
sense of separate ideas) 

c. How many languages does he speak? (specific languages that are 
spoken in separate countries.) 

 
 

 
Food  

 
 
usually construed as unbounded 
 

 
construed as bounded or unbounded 

pork 
beef 
 

chicken 
food  
meat  
lamb 

 
 
Nouns like school and hospital are used in an unbounded sense when referring to 
their function, but bounded when referring to the actual building. Meat is 
unbounded when it refers to food in general, but bounded when it refers to kinds of 
meat. Compare the following sets of sentences. 
 

a. I like chicken. (= chicken meat) 
b. I saw a few chickens in the road. (= animals) 
 
 



 

Appendix 10 270                                 

 
 

Acts or action 
(Nouns related to verbs)  

 
Entities usually construed as unbounded  entities usually construed as unbounded, but 

may also have a bounded sense  
(these nouns may be used in the plural) 
 

advice 
attention 
design  
behaviour   
help  
labour  
teaching  
transport 
trust  

Waste  
work  
education 
insurance 
pollution  
protection 
relief 
research 
sleep 

concern  
experience 
growth  
trade  
training 
travel  
access  
 

 
Many nouns refer to acts or actions and are related to verbs; for example, the noun 
sleep is related to the verb sleep. When used in their verb like sense, to refer to a 
range of actions that do not have clearly separate parts, these nouns are Non-Count. 
But again, many of these nouns have different senses, some of which may be 
Count.  
 
NOTE: Advice, research, and work are always used in an unbounded sense and are 
therefore always Non-Count. 
 

a. He gave me good advice. (NOT: A gave me a good advice.) 
b. He has done a great deal of research. (NOT: He did a research.) 
c. He has work. He has gone to work. (NOT: He has a work.) 
 

Some of the other nouns may be used in either a bounded or unbounded sense.  
 

a. People need about eight hours of sleep per night. (= the general 
activity of sleeping) 

b. I had a very good sleep. (= a bounded period of sleep) 
 
a. This problem is of great concern. (= a matter that worries all of us) 
b. A concern of mine is that I will not pass the test. (= a specific 

worry for a particular person) 
 
a. He has a lot of experience in working with horses. (experience in a 

general sense, not bounded in time) 
b. He had three bad experiences while working with horses. (separate 

events) 
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Human institutions 

 
 
usually construed as unbounded 
 

 
construed as bounded or unbounded 

Education 
health 
wealth 
welfare 
 
 
 
 
 

school 
hospital 
temple 
university 
 
development 
government 
industry 
power  
society 
tradition 

 
A noun like "education" refers to an entity that has no clear separate parts. What is 
"education"? Is it the books you read or the classes you take? Obviously, the 
concept of education is rather vague and therefore construed as unbounded. The 
nouns in the right hand column may have a bounded or unbounded sense. 
 

a. These Countries have shown a great deal of development. 
(progress) 

b. What are the recent developments in politics? (specific events) 
 
a. We do not want any industry in our area because it may cause 

pollution. (factories in general) 
b. This area has three main industries. (kinds of industry) 
 
a. We go to school early every day. (= general place to study) 
b. We visited the school my friend goes to. (= the building) 
 
a. He went to temple yesterday. (= place to worship) 
b. The tourist admired the beautiful temple (= the building) 
 

 
The lists above were meant to give you an idea of the different types of words that 
may be used in unbounded senses and also to show you how an unbounded and 
bounded sense of the same word may differ. However, the lists are by no means 
complete and when in the future you wonder about a particular word, you should 
look it up in a good learner's dictionary. 
 
EXERCISE 10: In the following sentences, decide whether the underlined noun is 
used in a bounded or unbounded sense. Try to explain why. 
 
1. All humans have the capacity for language. 
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2. English is a difficult language to learn. 
3. Is thought dependent on language? 
4. I will give you a penny for your thought. 
5. Vietnam has a rich culture. 
6. Does language affect culture? 
7. I approached the lion with fear. 
8. One of my fears is to be stuck in an elevator. 
9. There are many problems in society. 
10. There are many problems in this society. 
 
EXERCISE 11: In the following passage decide whether the underlined noun is used 
in a bounded (= Count) or unbounded (= Non-Count) sense.  
 

The question of whether or not language affects the thought and culture of the 
people who use it remains to be answered. Even if we were to agree that it does, we 
would have difficulty calculating the extent to which the language we use 
influences our society . There is no doubt, on the other hand, that a language 
reflects the thoughts , attitudes and culture of the people who make it and use it. A 
rich vocabulary on a given subject reveals an area of concern of the society whose 
language is being studied. The choice between positive and negative terms for any 
given concept (as, for example, in the choice between freedom fighter and terrorist 
) reveals the presence or absence of prejudicial feelings toward the subject . The 
presence of taboo reveals underlying fears and superstitions of a society . The 
occurrence of euphemism (passed away) or dysphemysm (croaked) reveals areas 
which the society finds distasteful or alarming.  

 
EXERCISE 12: Read the text below and decide (1) if the noun is used in a definite 
sense. If yes fill in the. (2) If not, decide if the noun is Count or Non Count. If the 
noun is Count Singular, fill in a. If not, leave the blank blank. 

A camera is _____ piece of _____ equipment used for taking _____ photographs. 
The camera lets in _____ light from _____ image in front of it and directs _____ 
light onto _____ photographic film. The light has _____ effect on _____ chemicals 
which cover _____ film and forms _____ picture on it. When _____ film is 
developed it is washed in _______chemicals which make _____ picture permanent. 
It is then possible to print _____ picture onto _____ photographic paper.  

 
EXERCISE 13 : Read the text below and decide (1) if the noun is used in a definite 
sense. If yes fill in the. (2) If not, decide if the noun is Count or Non Count. If the 
noun is Count Singular, fill in a. If not, leave the blank blank. 

Mineral resources 

____ minerals are abundant in _____ nature. _____ earth is made up of _____ 
minerals, and even _____ most valuable minerals are found in _____ common 
rocks everywhere. Nevertheless, many of _____ minerals near ___earth’s surface 
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exist in _____ small amounts. As a result, they cannot be mined economically. 
Only _____ big deposits can be mined at a reasonable cost.  _____ biggest deposits 
of _____ minerals are distributed unequally around _____ world. Some minerals, 
like _____ iron in the Mesabi Mountains in Michigan, are almost gone. Others, like 
_____ copper, cobalt, and _____ petroleum, are located under the Atlantic and 
Pacific Oceans and the Persian Gulf.  

We have already taken many of _____ mineral deposits that were easy to 
mine. Today _____ companies have to look harder and deeper to find __ minerals, 
and ____cost of _____ minerals reflects this. Unless ___exploration and _____ 
technology keep up with our use of _____ resources. _____ cost of _____ minerals 
will increase dramatically. 
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5. Proper nouns and names 
(adapted from Quirk et al. pages 292-297) 
 

Proper nouns and names are basically names of specific people (George Bush), 
place names (Vietnam, King’s college), months (June), days (Monday), festivals 
(Easter), names of magazines, books (Time), names of meals (breakfast, lunch and 
dinner), names of sports and games (football, tennis, Monopoly, chess, etc.).  

 

Usually proper nouns and names, which are often used in a definite sense because 
they are unique, do NOT take an article. However, in some cases these proper 
nouns and names may be used as a common noun and receive an article. Compare 
the examples below. 

 
Mr. Wilson is absent from work today. (normal use) 
I also know a Mr. Wilson. (There are many persons by the name of Mr. 
Wilson and I also know one of those.) 
I met a Mr. Wilson yesterday. (meaning a person called Mr. Wilson.) 

Names of sports: 
 I like to play tennis. (Here tennis is a used as the name of a sport.) 
 Tennis is an invigorating sport. (Here tennis is used as the name of a 
sport.) 

The tennis played by John McEnroe was stimulating. (Here “the tennis” 
stands for “the kind of tennis”) 

Names of meals 
Breakfast is served at 9. (Breakfast is used as the name of a meal.) 
I had breakfast at 8 this morning. (Breakfast is used as the name of a 
meal.) 
I had eggs and sausage for breakfast. (Breakfast is used as the name of a 
meal.) 
I had a good breakfast. (Here “a breakfast” stands for “a kind of 
breakfast”.) 
I liked that hotel for the breakfast they served. (Here “the breakfast” stands 
for “the kind of breakfast”.) 

Temporal names and seasons: 
I moved here in January. (Here January is used as a name. It means either 
the January of this year or any January in the past.) 
I moved here in the January of 1993. (Here a particular January is meant.) 
 

Most proper nouns and names do NOT have an article, but sometimes “the” is part 
of the name. Below you will find a list of examples.  
 
Plural names: 

Countries: The Netherlands, the Midlands, the United States, the British 
Isles 
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Groups of islands: the Bahamas, the Philippines 
Ranges of mountains: the Himalayas, the Alps 

 
Names with the compass points in them: 
 The North, the North West, etc. 
 
Names consisting of a common noun with post modification. 

The House of Commons, the District of Columbia, the Ohio University 
Press, the British Broadcasting Company 

Names of water ways, big bodies of water, and ships: 
 Rivers: the Avon, the Hau River, the Mississippi 
 Seas and oceans: the North Sea, the Pacific (ocean) 
 Canals: the Panama Canal, the Suez Canal 

Other geographical features of coastline: the Gulf of Mexico, the Cape of 
Good Hope, the Isle of Wight. 
Ships and airplanes: the Victory, the Spirit of Saint Louis 

 
Some public institutions and facilities (usually with a common noun as part of the 
name): 

Hotels and restaurants: the Grand (Hotel), the Waldof Astoria 
Theatres, opera houses, cinemas, and clubs: the Pathé, the Globe (Theatre) 
Museums, libraries, hospitals, etc.: the British Museum, the National 
Museum, the Bodleian (Library), the Middlesex Hospital. 
Names of newspapers and periodicals: The Economist, The New York 
Times, The Observer. 
Names of religious books: the Bible, the Koran 

 
Names of peoples to refer to the people of that country in a general sense: 
 The Vietnamese, the Chinese, the French, the English, the Dutch 
 
EXERCISE 14: Write the announcements and headlines of the articles in a travel 
magazine on the basis of the cues provided. Use the spaces provided below each item 
for the answer. 

holiday / in / Bahamas 
_______________________________________________________ 
tour / of / White house 
________________________________________________________ 
Harrisburg / is / capital / of / Pennsylvania 
________________________________________________________ 
train / to / Paris / leaves / from / Waterloo Station 
_______________________________________________________ 
walk / along / Princes Street 
 ________________________________________________________ 
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EXERCISE 15: Read the story about Banh chung and decide (1) if the noun is a proper 
noun. If yes, do NOT use an article unless it involves one of the exceptions mentioned 
above. (2) If it is a common noun, decide if it is used in a definite sense. If yes, fill in 
the. (3) If not, decide if the noun is Count or Non Count. If the noun is Count Singular, 
fill in a. If not, leave the blank blank. 
Banh chung 

Banh chung or _____ New Year’s rice cakes, _____ specialty for Tet, are _____ 
moist rice squares wrapped in _____ banana leaves, which give _____ desired light 
green color to _____ rice. In _____ south, _____ cakes are called _____ Banh Tet 
and are round. _____ Vietnamese attribute their victories in _____ historic battles 
to _____ Banh chung, _____ present-day equivalent of C-rations (nhung khau phan 
tien loi). For _____ days, in either _____ hot or cold weather, _____ rice packet 
remains unspoiled. Eaten with some locally picked mint leaves or greens, _____ 
rice concoction (gao duoc pha che) provides _____ balanced diet. In _____ battle 
of _____ Dong Da, for example, _____ individual portions of Banh Chung tied 
around _____ soldiers’ waists allowed emperor Quang Trung (Nguyen Hue) to 
travel quickly, and thus surprise _____ Chinese—lending further _____ credibility 
(uy tin) to _____ adage (ngan ngu) that _____ army does, indeed, travel on its 
stomach.  

EXERCISE 16: Read the story about Cantho and decide (1) if the noun is a proper 
noun. If yes, do NOT use an article unless it involves one of the exceptions 
mentioned above. (2) If it is a common noun, decided if it is used in a definite 
sense. If yes fill in the. (3) If not, decide if the noun is Count or Non Count. If the 
noun is Count Singular, fill in a. If not, leave the blank blank. 

______ Cantho 

Situated 112 miles southwest of _____ Ho Chi Minh City in _____ Cantho 
province. Cantho is _____ main rice-producing area of _____ country. _____ rice 
planting takes place in July; _____ rice seedlings are transplanted a month later. 

Lying by _____ Hau Giang River, Cantho is _____ junction of _____ 
communication. It is _____ thriving commercial center, with _____ busy shipping 
industry. 

_______ visitors can take _____ boat ride along _____ the Hau river and 
observe _____ changing landscapes while observing _____ life on _____ river. 
Also of _____ interest in _____ Cantho are _____ tours of _______Song Hau State 
Farm and _____ Fruit Plantation, _____ Orchid Gardens, _____ Cantho 
University, _____ Medical School and hospital, and _____ Museum of _____ 
Ninth Military Zone. 
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EXERCISE 17: Correct article errors, if necessary. 
 

1. Sri Lanka has the wonderful climate. 

____________________________________________________ 

2. The organization’s aim is to educate the public about the dangers of 

smoking. 

____________________________________________________ 

3. We need an environment free from pollution. 

___________________________________________________ 

4. She has worked in a fashion industry since she left school. 

____________________________________________________ 

5. The wind is blowing dust all the way from Africa. 

____________________________________________________ 

6. We can look forward to a warm southerly wind this weekend. 

____________________________________________________ 

7. The USA is a country with the high level of immigration. 

____________________________________________________ 

8. How can we combine economic growth and respect for an environment? 

____________________________________________________ 

9. Car exhaust emissions are having a major effect on a world’s climate. 

____________________________________________________ 

10. That’s Terry—he’s the third person on the right. 

____________________________________________________ 
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Nederlandse samenvatting 
 

Vietnamese leerders van het Engels maken, evenals leerders die een andere 
Aziatische taal spreken als eerste taal, over het algemeen zeer veel fouten in 
het gebruik van lidwoorden. Hoewel deze fouten niet vaak leiden tot 
misverstanden, geven zij wel een minder professionele indruk in zakelijke 
en academische teksten. 

 In deze studie is getracht een methode te vinden voor Vietnamese 
leerders van het Engels om zich het Engelse lidwoordsysteem eigen te 
maken. Nadat is vastgesteld dat het gebruik van lidwoorden inderdaad een 
probleem is voor Vietnamese leerders en dat het aantal fouten niet 
vermindert naarmate de leerder het Engels beter beheerst, wordt het Engelse 
systeem besproken zoals het door verschillende taalkundige theorieën wordt 
beschreven. Er wordt een classificatie van het lidwoordsysteem voorgesteld, 
dat gebruikt wordt voor een uitgebreide foutenanalyse en als basis dient 
voor een aantal lessen. Om te achterhalen wat het Engelse lidwoordsysteem 
zo moeilijk maakt voor Vietnamese leerders, worden kort soortgelijke 
onderzoeken besproken en wordt het Vietnamese lidwoordsysteem 
vergeleken met het Engelse systeem. Dan wordt geanalyseerd hoe 
verschillende naslagwerken en studieboeken het Engelse lidwoordsysteem 
behandelen en wordt een methode voorgesteld op basis van inzichten uit de 
cognitieve linguïstiek. Tenslotte wordt in een aantal lessen aan de 
Universiteit van Cantho deze nieuwe methode vergeleken met een meer 
traditionele methode.  

Hoofdstuk 1 bespreekt de frequentie van de Engelse lidwoorden the, 
a en zero. Volgens de COBUILD (Collins Birmingham University 
International Language Database) is the het meest frequente woord in de 
Engelse taal en behoort ook a tot de vijf meest frequente woorden. Volgens 
Master (1997), die ook zero in zijn telling meenam, is zero nog frequenter 
dan the. Naast deze bespreking van de frequentie van de Engelse lidwoorden 
wordt ook de opzet van de rest van dissertatie beschreven. 

Hoofdstuk 2 heeft tot doel te bepalen in hoeverre het gebruik van 
lidwoorden een probleem is voor Vietnamese leerders van het Engels bij het 
schrijven van een Engelse tekst. Dit is getoetst met een schrijftaak en een 
proficiency test. Veertien derdejaars studenten Engels aan de Universiteit 
van Cantho schreven een opstel van ongeveer 200 woorden over een 
algemeen onderwerp. Een panel van docenten Engels van de Universiteit 
van Cantho en de Rijksuniversiteit Groningen beoordeelde deze opstellen 
globaal met een holistisch cijfer. Vervolgens werden de grammaticale 
fouten in de opstellen geanalyseerd en gecategoriseerd (noun phrase, verb 
phrase, clause, word use en mechanics). Het bleek dat het merendeel (33%) 
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van het totale aantal grammaticale fouten betrekking had op het gebruik van 
lidwoorden, maar dat het aantal lidwoordfouten geen effect had op het cijfer 
dat aan de tekst werd toegekend. Om dit gebrek aan effect nader te 
onderzoeken zijn vier opstellen--twee met de hoogste cijfers waarvan een 
met veel en een met weinig lidwoordfouten en twee met de laagste cijfers 
waarvan ook een met veel en een met weinig lidwoordfouten—gecorrigeerd 
op lidwoordfouten. Ook hier bleek dat het aantal lidwoordfouten geen effect 
had op de beoordeling. Omdat volgens Oller & Redding (1971) het aantal 
lidwoordfouten vermindert naarmate de leerder vaardiger wordt, is gekeken 
naar de relaties tussen de scores op de proficiency test en de lid 
xwoordfouten. De vaardigheidstoets bestond uit drie onderdelen: 
leesvaardigheid, vocabulaire en grammatica. Er bleek geen significante 
correlatie tussen het aantal lidwoordfouten en de vaardigheidstoets als 
geheel, maar wel met het grammaticale gedeelte van de toets.  

Het hoofdstuk eindigt met de conclusie dat Vietnamese leerders van 
het Engels veel problemen hebben met het gebruik van lidwoorden, maar 
dat deze veel voorkomende fouten geen effect hebben op de beoordeling 
van een tekst. Ook blijken deze grammaticale fouten niet vanzelf minder te 
worden naarmate de leerder de taal beter beheerst. Wanneer dit veroorzaakt 
zou worden door een gebrek aan accuratesse, zal daar aandacht aan moeten 
worden besteed  

Het uiteindelijke doel van dit proefschrift is het ontwikkelen van een 
methode die Vietnamese leerders helpt bij het aanleren van het juiste 
gebruik van lidwoorden in het Engels. Om zo’n methode te ontwikkelen 
moet echter eerst worden vastgesteld hoe het Engelse lidwoordsysteem 
werkt (hoofdstuk 3 en 4) en welke fouten de Vietnamese leerders maken 
(hoofdstuk 5). Het in kaart brengen van het Engelse lidwoordsysteem is niet 
eenvoudig, gezien de verschillende, vaak tegenstrijdige theorieën en 
invalshoeken . Wel wordt algemeen aangenomen dat definietheid het 
kenmerkende aspect van lidwoordgebruik is. Als een Engels zelfstandig 
naamwoord (eigennamen vaak uitgezonderd) in een definiete zin wordt 
gebruikt, dan wordt het voorafgegaan door the.  

Hoofdstuk 3 geeft in vogelvlucht weer hoe definietheid in de formele 
logica, de pragmatiek, de traditionele grammatica en de cognitieve 
grammatica wordt gedefinieerd en waar de problemen liggen in deze 
verschillende benaderingen van definietheid. Geconcludeerd wordt dat de 
twee meest robuuste criteria voor definietheid “identificeerbaarheid” en 
“inclusiviteit” zijn, maar dat deze criteria niet los kunnen staan van de 
manier waarop spreker en hoorder in interactie in een bepaalde context een 
entiteit construeren. Een goed voorbeeld hiervan is het feit dat men in het 
Engels in een restaurant objectief gezien eenzelfde soort sandwich op twee 
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verschillende manieren kan bestellen: “I will have a tuna fish sandwich” of  
“I will have the tuna fish sandwich”. Het blijkt dat de definitiete zin vaker 
wordt gebruikt in duurdere restaurants waar de sandwich als meer uniek 
behandeld wordt.  

 Andere relevante concepten met betrekking tot lidwoordgebruik zijn 
"specificiteit" en "genericiteit". In de literatuur wordt vaak gesproken over 
lidwoordgebruik in geval van specificiteit, maar aangezien, zoals Langacker 
(1991) stelt,  in het Engels specificiteit niet gemarkeerd wordt, is het 
concept niet van belang voor het bepalen van het juiste gebruik van Engelse 
lidwoorden. Genericiteit kan in het Engels op drie verschillende manieren 
worden uitgedrukt zoals in “The lion is a mammal”, “A lion is a mammal” 
en “Lions are mammals”, maar het gebruik van de verschillende lidwoorden 
is niet willekeurig en wordt bepaald door de context. Het gebruik van deze 
vormen blijkt gerelateerd aan de kernbetekenis van deze vormen. Het is niet 
logisch om te zeggen “A lion is becoming extinct” omdat a lion suggereert 
dat één exemplaar als voorbeeld voor alle andere gebruikt wordt, terwijl 
“The lion is becoming extinct” mogelijk is omdat the lion staat voor de 
diersoort als geheel. Ook zegt men niet gauw “The lion eats 
warthogs”aangezien niet het hele diersoort wrattenzwijnen eet. Een 
generieke meervoudsvorm is vager dan een generiek enkelvoud, omdat een 
generiek meervoud zowel aan een totaal als aan een onbepaald aantal kan 
refereren. Zo hoeft “Lions eat warthogs” niet te betekenen dat alle 
exemplaren wrattenzijnen eten, terwijl in “Lions are becoming extinct” wel 
gerefereerd wordt aan alle exemplaren. 

Na de beschouwing van de conceptuele basis van het Engelse 
lidwoordsysteem in hoofdstuk 3, wordt in hoofdstuk 4 ingegaan op het 
gebruik van lidwoorden. Het doel van dit hoofdstuk is het ontwikkelen van 
een classificatiesysteem waarmee de fouten geanalyseerd kunnen worden 
die leerders van het Engels maken in het gebruik van lidwoorden. Het is 
algemeen geaccepteerd dat het Engels drie lidwoorden kent: a,  the en zero 
zoals in “I read a book, I read the book, I read books”. Ook worden vaak 
some en null genoemd als lidwoorden. In dit hoofdstuk wordt ervoor gepleit 
om ook null te erkennen als lidwoord, voornamelijk omdat dit bij de 
foutenanalyses in hoofdstuk 5 van pas kan komen bij het onderscheiden van 
fouten bij eigennamen en andere zelfstandig naamwoorden.  

Het Engels kent naast eigennamen telbare en ontelbare zelfstandig 
naamwoorden. Een moeilijkheid bij de classificatie van zelfstandige 
naamwoorden ligt in het feit dat een zelfstandig naamwoord vaak op 
verschillende manieren gebruikt kan worden. Zo is London normaal 
gesproken een eigennaam, maar kan het ook gebruikt worden als een 
gewoon zelfstandig naamwoord in een een zin als “I like the London that 
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tourists see”. Een woord als cake is telbaar in een zin als “I bought a cake” 
maar ontelbaar in een zin als “I like cake”.  

Deze schijnbare tegenstrijdigheden kunnen verklaard worden vanuit 
Langacker’s inzicht dat een zelfstandig naamwoord niet an sich telbaar of 
ontelbaar is, maar dat een spreker één en dezelfde entiteit waarnaar een 
zelfstandig naamwoord verwijst, op alternatieve wijzen kan construeren. 
Cake kan bijvoorbeeld gezien worden als een bepaalde eetbare substantie 
zonder duidelijke omgrenzing of als een stuk gebak met een duidelijke vorm 
en omgrenzing. Het concept “omgrenzing” kan helpen bepalen welke 
naamwoorden telbaar zijn en welke niet.  

 Verder is het niet eenvoudig om aan leerders van het Engels uit te 
leggen waarom in “The lion is a mammal” the lion naar alle exemplaren 
verwijst. Langacker onderscheidt een naamwoord (zoals lion) en een 
nominaal (the stalking lion). Een naamwoord benoemt een soort (zoals 
sand) en een nominaal een concretisering van een soort (zoals The sand in 
the driveway). Hierbij kan een hiërarchie van soorten onderscheiden 
worden: animates > mammals > lions > mountain lions etc. In een zin als 
“The lion is a mammal” verwijst het naamwoord lion naar de hele soort in 
de hiërarchie—en is daarom definiet-- in plaats van naar een concreet 
exemplaar van een soort.  

 Het hoofdstuk eindigt met alle door Quirk et al (1985) genoemde 
gebruiken van Engelse lidwoorden, enigszins aangepast en geordend in een 
coherent schema dat gebaseerd is op inzichten van Langacker. Dit schema 
vormt de basis voor de foutenanalyse in hoofdstuk 5. 

Het doel van hoofdstuk 5 is inzicht te krijgen in de specifieke 
problemen die Vietnamese leerders hebben bij het leren van het Engelse 
lidwoordsysteem. Uit de literatuur blijkt dat the eerder geleerd wordt dan a 
en dat the vaak overgegeneraliseerd wordt. Het schijnt dat gevorderde 
leerders zich wel bewust zijn van het feit dat de context de vorm van het 
lidwoord bepaalt, maar desondanks niet tot de juiste vorm komen. Er blijkt 
geen duidelijke systematiek te zitten in de fouten die leerders van het Engels 
maken, zelfs niet wanneer de fouten van een homogene groep leerders 
bekeken worden.  

Omdat aangenomen wordt dat ook de eerste taal een rol speelt bij het 
leren van een tweede taal, worden eerst de overeenkomsten en verschillen 
tussen het Vietnamees en het Engels in kaart gebracht. Er blijken een aantal 
grote verschillen tussen de systemen te bestaan. In de eerste plaats kent het 
Vietnamees een zogenaamd 'classifier' systeem. Dit betekent dat de meeste 
telbare naamwoorden in het Engels ontelbaar zijn in het Vietnamees. Een 
entiteit als “cow” in het Engels heeft bijvoorbeeld een equivalent in het 
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Vietnamees dat op “beef” lijkt en een zin zoals Bo an lua (= COW EAT RICE) 
kan vertaald worden met A cow eats rice, Cows eat rice, Cows are eating 
rice, My cow eats rice en The cow eats rice.  

Als een ontelbaar naamwoord telbaar wordt gemaakt, dan komt er in 
het Vietnamees een classifier voor die lijkt op een partitieve constructie in 
het Engels, zoals heads of en loaves of in “three heads of beef” en “two 
loaves of bread”. Door dit verschil moet het moeilijk zijn voor Vietnamese 
leerders om vast te stellen wanneer een naamwoord telbaar is of niet. In het 
Vietnamees is het merendeel van de naamwoorden ontelbaar, terwijl in het 
Engels veel meer naamwoorden telbaar zijn.  

Bovendien moet een telbaar naamwoord in het Engels altijd 
voorafgegaan worden door een lidwoord – a of the – terwijl dat in het 
Vietnamees niet nodig is. In het Engels geeft het lidwoord aan of een 
naamwoord definiet is of niet; in het Vietnamees zijn er een aantal 
lidwoorden, zoals mot, die vooral aangeven of een entitieit specifiek is. Het 
Vietnamees kent ook een zero of null vorm van het lidwoord, en net zoals in 
het Engels wordt null voorbehouden aan zeer definiete entiteiten: namen van 
personen (e.g. “mother” in plaats van “a/the mother”). Het grote verschil is 
dat juist wanneer in het Engels the gebruikt moet worden, null meer voor de 
hand ligt in het Vietnamees.  

Verder zijn er in het Vietnamees twee lidwoorden die in het 
meervoud worden gebruikt (nhung en cac). Tussen deze lidwoorden bestaat 
een conceptueel verschil dat in het Engels niet bestaat. In het Engels kan een 
meervoudsvorm vaag zijn wat betreft het aantal. Het kan verwijzen naar alle 
exemplaren zoals in “Beavers (= all beavers) are going to be extinct” of naar 
een onbepaald aantal zoals in “Beavers (most/some) are dangerous”. Cac 
wordt gebruikt om “alle” aan te duiden en ngung om aan te duiden dat het 
niet om alle exemplaren gaat.   

Deze contrastieve analyse laat zien dat de Vietnamese leerder 
waarschijnlijk moeite heeft om (a) te weten wanneer een naamwoord telbaar 
is of niet omdat er veel meer ontelbare naamwoorden in het Vietnamees zijn 
dan in het Engels en (b) wanneer een naamwoord definiet is of niet omdat 
dit niet gemarkeerd hoeft te worden in het Vietnamees. Ook lijkt de kans 
groot dat de leerder specificiteit verwart met definietheid.  

 De literatuurstudie en de contrastieve analyse leiden tot een aantal 
hypothesen voor de foutenanalyse van deze studie: (1) Het aantal fouten met 
the zal het grootst zijn. (2) De leerders in een homogene groep zullen 
gelijksoortige fouten maken. (3) Leerders zullen de meeste moeite hebben 
met uitzonderingen van lidwoordgebruik. Een voorbeeld hiervan is dat een 
eigennaam meestal geen lidwoord heeft (e.g. Mary Peters), maar een klein 
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aantal eigennamen zoals the Netherlands en the Huong River wel . (4) 
Leerders zullen meer problemen hebben met meervoudsvormen dan met 
mass nouns in het Engels omdat het Vietnamees geen meervoudsvormen 
kent. De analyse in deze studie van lidwoordfouten van 156 leerders 
bevestigt de hypothesen 1 en 3, maar 2 en 4 niet.  

Deze resultaten geven aanleiding om na te gaan wat de leerders 
precies fout doen. Hiertoe worden de gegevens van 20 leerders op 
detailniveau bekeken. Het lijkt erop dat leerders wel gemotiveerde keuzes 
maken, gezien bijvoorbeeld het feit dat bij eigennamen hoofdzakelijk the 
met null verward wordt, maar dat leerders niet goed kunnen inschatten 
wanneer een naamwoord definiet is of niet en wanneer een naamwoord als 
telbaar of ontelbaar naamwoord wordt gebruikt. Ook blijkt dat deze vrij 
homogene groep als groep weinig systematiek vertoont in het soort fouten 
dat gemaakt wordt, wat doet vermoeden dat leerders verschillende 
hypothesen of systemen in hun interlanguage hebben ontwikkeld. Er wordt 
daarom geconcludeerd dat de verschillen tussen het Vietnamese en het 
Engelse lidwoordensysteem enorme verwarring veroorzaken bij de leerders 
en dat de Vietnamese leerders weinig idee hebben van de algemene 
principes die een rol spelen bij het gebruik van lidwoorden in het Engels. 

De leerders in deze studie hebben allen hun opleiding in Vietnam 
genoten en daarbij gelijksoortige studieboeken gebruikt. Ondanks het feit 
dat men in de toegepaste taalwetenschap er niet zeker van is of expliciet 
grammatica-onderwijs überhaupt effectief kan zijn, wordt er in Vietnam 
veel gebruik van gemaakt. In hoofdstuk 6 wordt daarom nagegaan hoe 
toegepast taalkundigen denken dat het lidwoord behandeld zou moeten 
worden, hoe engelse grammatica naslagwerken het lidwoord behandelen en 
hoe gangbare studieboeken het lidwoord aan de leerders presenteren. Aan de 
hand van deze literatuuranalyse, de hierboven beschreven analyse van het 
Engelse lidwoordsysteem, en de contrastieve analyse van de fouten van 
Vietnamese leerders, zullen aan aantal principes voorgesteld worden die als 
basis kunnen dienen voor een effectieve uitleg van het Engelse 
lidwoordsysteem.  

Hoewel de experts het erover eens zijn dat de regels zo simpel 
mogelijk gehouden moeten worden en dat de begrippen definietheid en 
telbaarheid voor moeilijkheden kunnen zorgen, blijken deze inzichten niet 
hun weg te vinden naar de studieboeken. Daarin wordt veel expliciete 
aandacht aan lidwoorden geschonken maar vaak in de vorm van een 
incoherente reeks van onduidelijk geformuleerde, vage of 
oververeenvoudigde regels die bovendien veelal pertinent onjuist zijn. Een 
veel voorkomende onjuiste regel is het zogenaamde “second-
mention”principe: als een naamwoord eerder genoemd is, dan wordt bij een 
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volgende keer the gebruikt. Deze regel zou tot de conclusie kunnen leiden 
dat je in het Engels  “I like cake and I would like the cake” zegt als je 
bedoelt “and I would like some cake”. 

Hoofdstuk 6 eindigt met een voorstel voor een aantal algemene 
principes die gebruikt kunnen worden in lessen over het gebruik van het 
Engelse lidwoordsysteem. Leerders moeten weten onder welke 
omstandigheden sprekers van het Engels een entiteit als definiet of niet-
definiet beschouwen en dat alle definiete naamwoorden (behalve 
eigennamen, die per definitie definiet zijn) the krijgen en dat niet-definiete 
naamwoorden a of zero krijgen. Enkelvoudige telbare naamwoorden krijgen 
a en meervoudige telbare naamwoorden of mass nouns krijgen zero. Daarna 
is het zaak om uit te leggen waarom een naamwoord wel of niet als definiet 
beschouwd wordt en dat dat vooral te maken heeft met de context waarin 
spreker en hoorder zich bevinden. Ook conventionele definieten zoals the 
park en the supermarket moeten worden behandeld. Dan moet er uitgelegd 
worden hoe in het Engels bepaald wordt of een naamwoord telbaar is of niet 
en onder welke omstandigheden een telbaar naamwoord ontelbaar kan 
worden en vice versa. De gedachte hierachter is dat als leerders begrijpen 
waarom een keuze gemaakt wordt, ze deze ook beter kunnen onthouden. 

Hoofdstuk 7 beschrijft een experiment waarin lessen worden 
uitgeprobeerd die gebaseerd zijn op de in hoofdstuk 6 ontwikkelde 
principes. 67 vierdejaars leerders van het Engels aan de Universiteit van 
Cantho werden willekeurig in twee groepen verdeeld. Eén groep kreeg een 
serie lessen over het gebruik van lidwoorden op basis van een gangbaar 
studieboek met een “functionele” aanpak; de andere groep volgde een 
lessenreeks met een “cognitieve” aanpak die gebaseerd was op de inzichten 
die besproken zijn in de vorige hoofdstukken. Omdat het in de Vietnamese 
cultuur heel gewoon is boeken en informatie met elkaar te delen en het niet 
te voorkomen zou zijn dat leerders dit zouden doen gedurende het 
experiment, is gekozen voor een seriële opzet van ongeveer 17 weken: een 
controle periode, functionele lessen en cognitieve lessen. De leerders 
werden als hun eigen controlegroep gebruikt door hen in week 1 een pretest 
voor te leggen en deze twee weken later te herhalen. Gedurende deze eerste 
twee weken waren er geen lidwoordlessen, maar werd de leerders wel 
gevraagd zelf aandacht te besteden aan het gebruik van lidwoorden. In week 
3 begon de serie van 6 lessen over 6 weken voor de functionele groep. Aan 
het eind van deze zes weken werd een eerste posttest bij de functionele 
groep afgenomen, en twee weken later een tweede. De cognitieve groep 
begon haar serie lessen pas toen de lessen van de functionele groep 
afgelopen waren. Ook deze leerders kregen een posttest aan het eind van de 
lessenserie en twee weken later een tweede posttest. Er is gekozen voor deze 
volgorde, omdat aangenomen werd dat de informatie uit de functionele 
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lessenserie toch al algemeen bekend en ruim beschikbaar was, maar de 
informatie uit de cognitieve lessen niet. De pre- en posttoetsen hadden 
verschillende items  om toetsleereffecten te voorkomen, maar hadden wel 
gelijke aantallen van gelijksoortige items. De hypothese was dat leerders die 
bloot gesteld waren aan de cognitieve methode de lidwoorden beter zouden 
leren beheersen.  

De resultaten waren echter teleurstellend. Op korte termijn was er 
wel een significant verschil tussen de cognitieve en functionele groep, maar 
dit effect was na twee weken weer verdwenen. Dit teleurstellende resultaat 
kan tal van oorzaken hebben gehad. Het kan zijn dat de cognitieve methode 
zoals die nu geschreven is, niet beter is dan de functionele. Het kan ook zijn 
dat de leerders, die jarenlang met traditionele en functionele methodes 
hebben gewerkt, niet genoeg tijd hebben gehad om te oefenen met de 
nieuwe principes en deze in te prenten en daarom terugvielen op oude 
gewoontes. Desondanks hebben wij het idee dat er zoveel meer inzicht is 
verkregen in het gebruik van Engelse lidwoorden en de problemen die 
Vietnamese leerders ondervinden bij het aanleren van het Engelse systeem 
dat een meer cognitieve aanpak die leerders de conceptuele verschillen laat 
zien tussen de systemen, niet moet worden afgeschreven en zeker nogmaals 
uitgeprobeerd moet worden.  
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