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Cellege-level Japanese learners of English find articles dif-
fizult to acquire. To determine which uses of English artickes
pose the grostest diffizulties to this population, the curmmant
stucly examined first-year studenty’ (N = 178) parformanca an
an artiche assessment instrument, Results indicated pattamns of
difficulty somewhat different from those reparted by Liv and
Gleason (2002), who conducted research on ESL leamers from
diverse L1 backgrouncls. In the current study, participants dis-
played greater accuracy on uses that could be ceplured by
easy-to-apply rules invalving linguistic form {Le., those eonsis-
tently macked by specife bexical itoms, iterative use of lexical
iterns, or grammatical corstrections) and lower sccurscy on
uses captured prirmarly by semantic rules. The results ace uses
ful to EFL teachers in determining which uses af the articles
shauld recaive primary focus in instruction simed at first-year
Japanese college :1ui-"ﬂs-
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students’ knowledge of the English article

systern, with the primary focus on the definite
article, The English definite article is the most fre-
quently occurring word in English (Francis & Kuéera,
1982). In spite of its pervasiveness, its use presents a
major challenge to Japanese learners, who, even at
advanced levels, only attain around 70% (Ya-
mada & Matsuura, 1982}, The diffieulty can be partly
attributed to crosslinguistic differences (Larsen-Free-
man, 1975). Japanese, like most languages (Lyons,

T}'u: current research examines Japanese college

1999), lacks an article system, and as a result, Japa-
nese pedagogical materials often ateempt to convey
article use through L1 lexical glosses (e.g., sone [that],
or hitotusine [one]) that fail to convey the full range
of article uses (Kune & Takami, 2004), Other factors
hindering acquisition include semantic complexity
(Goldschneider & DeKeyszer, 2001}, a multiplicity of
functions (Young, 1996}, lack of phonological salience
(Collins et al,, 2009; Dekeyser, 2005}, the redundan-
cy of Information provided by articles which results |
in blocking (Ellis, 2018}, difficulty in integrating
multiple sources of information when processing

an L2 {Papadopoulon & Clahsen, 2003), and faulty
explanations in pedagogical materials {Lopez & Sabir,
2017}, such as the conflation of definiteness and spec-
ificity (lonin et al., 2004). In light of these difficulties,
teachers and materials designers have a crucial need
for guidince regarding the systematic features of this
system that pose the greatest challenge to L2 learners
at each stage of L2 development,

The current paper reports an analysis of leamners’
knowledge of articles based on an empirical study
involving 178 Japanese college students. The first
section discusses some mainstream linguistic anal-
yses of articles before turning to empirical research
om L2 acquisition of the system. The paper then
briefly describes the design of the instrument used
to collect the current study's data and the results
of the analysis, which sheds light on which uses of
the definite article present the greatest challenges
o Japanese learners, The final section discusses the

pedagogical implications of the study,

Literature Review

According to Bickerton (1981), English articles
can be largely understood in terms of two binary
discourse features: whether 2 noun phrase involves
& specific referent (+5R) and whether the hearer
knows the referent (+HK} This results in four types
of noun phrases. Those in which the hearer lacks
knowledge (-HE) require the indefinite article if the
referent iz singular, and no article if the referent is
plural. Noun phrases with a specific referent (+5R)
and hearer knowledge (+HR) require the definite
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article, Celce-Murcla and Larsen-Freeman (1909}
provide another commonly used set of criteria
based on countability, number, and definiteness as
shown in the decision tree depleted in Figure 1.

Figure 1
Criteria for Selection of Articles {adapted from
Celce-Murcia & Larsen-Freeman, 1999, p. 283).
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Cicher researchers have provided more fine-
grained analyses. Those in this paper primarily
come from Hawkins (1978) while taking into
account some clarifications put forth by Huebner
{1983). When discussing the article use categories,
the corresponding categories employed by Liu and
Gleason (2002) will alzo be noted in order to facili-
tate comparisons of the current study’s results with
their results, The caregories are described below.

Encyclopedic uses of the’ are instances in which
the hearer relies on general world knowledge to
determine the referent as in, *The sun was bright yes-
terday’. Also included would be encyelopedic knowl-
edge that is limited to a local context. In a small
village, for example, someone might say, “There’s
a potluck at the church tonight”if there is only one
chureh, and people in the village penerally know
about it. Liu and Gleason (2002) call this a cultwral
use since it relies on cultural knowledge,

Anaphoric uses of ‘the’ are instances in which a
referent is mentioned again, often in a subsequent
clause or sentence, An example would be the use of
‘the' before apple in 'She keld out an apple and a pear,
Her horse ate the apple’. This use of the English defi-
nite article is often taught in pedagogical materials
aitmed at L2 learmers.

Associative uses of ‘the' are similar to anaphor-
ic uses but do not involve repetition of the same
word, In many cases, mention of a previous refer-
ent implies the existence of a subsequent referent.
Examples include 'l went to a wedding last weekend.
The bride was beautiful’, The definite article is appro-

The Language Teacher = Feature Article

priate here since our mental model of a particular
wedding taking place makes the notion of a bride
present at the wedding highly accessible {cf. Ariel,
1980). As Lyons (1999) points out, association need
not invelve the same part of speech. For example,
ir 'l fished all day, but the trout fust weren't biting’,
although fish i5 a verb, it sanctions use of the defi-
nite article before the noun trout. Liv and Gleason
{2002} classify both anapheric and assoclative uses
as rextual.

MNonexplanatory modifier (hereafter, nonexplarna-
tory) uses of the' are instances in which a modifier
limnies the scope of the newn phrase. In English, a
specific group of adjectives (e.g., first, same, only)
and the superlative have this function. Learners of
English as an L2 often memorize the co-occurrence
of the definite article and these words as rules or
as collocations (although as Hawkins, 1978, notes,
there are exceptions).

Cataphorie uses of ‘the' involve instances in which
a noun phrase is modified with an explanation. An
example would be “The movies shown here are all
rated R, Thiz uge often coineldes with the occur-
rence of relative clause constructions which medify
a head noun marked with ‘the’. Learners can use
this correlation between modifying grammatical
strisctures and the definite article to establish easily
applied albeit imperfect rules of thumb (e.g., If you
see a relative clause, put the before the head noun).
Liu and Gleason {2002) refer to both nonexplan-
atory and eataphaoric uses of ‘the' as structural in
apparent reference to their close association with
regularities involving linguistic form (i.e., lexical
and grammatical patterns). .

A further use, which occurs frequently in face-
to-face commumication, invalves the visible and
immediate uses of ‘the’. In these instances, the
referent is readily aceessible due to its presence in
the immediate environment. For example, in the
sentence 'Can you hand me the salt? the referent is
knowable by the hearer since there is presumably
only one saltshaker on the table in the immediate
vicinity of the hearer. Liu and Gleason (2002) refer
to these uses as situational.

The current study examined Japanese learners'
sensitivity to specificity when choosing indefinite
articles. According to Von Heusinger (2002), a noun
phrase is specific when it is “functionally linked to
the speaker of the sentence or to another referential
expression in the sentence such as the subject or
abject” and when the interpretation of a specific
noun phrase "does not depend on the interpretation
of the matrix predicate or semantic operators such
as moddal verbs® (p. 247,
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While the above treatments of articles capture
many of the main features of the system, it should
be noted that English articles are notorfously full of
exceptional cases, complicating learners” attempts
to inductively acquire the rules and patterns from
the input, whether this be accomplished through
implicit or explicit learning mechanisms, or their
synergy. For example, consider the null use of arti-
cles found in many commaon phrases (e.g., abandon
ship) or the use of so-called weak definires (e.g.,
Whert should babies go to the derntist?)

The linguistic categorization of article uses has
provided the impetus for research that seeks o
specifiy the nature of L2 learners’ interlanguage
systems in greater detail. As perhaps the most cited
investigation of this type, Liu and Gleason (2002)
conducted a study of 128 ESL students from vartous
L1 backgrounds. All the learaners had TOEFL scores
below 500 (paper version) and were divided into
“low®, “intermediate”, and “advanced" learners. In
terms of the CEFR levels (Council of Europe, 2001),
the participants would therefore be primarily at the
B1 level or below, The participants took a test with
o1 sentences and supplied the missing artieles. The
results indicated that participants achieved great-
est accuracy on anaphoric and associative (textual)
items, followed by nonexplanacory and cataphaoric
(structural) items, visible/immediate items {situa-
tiomal), and then encyclopedic (cultural) items.

Like the Lin and Gleason (2002) study, the cur-
rent study addresses the question of which uses
of English articles pose the greatest challenge to
college students, To answer this guestion, the cur-
rent study examines Japanese learners’ knowledge
of English articles but with a finer grained analysis
than that used in the Lin and Gleason (2002) study.
Based on shx types of definite article use and some
indefinite article uses as discussed above, the cur-
rent study goes beyond previous empirical research
through the use of more specific categories that
avoid conflation of anaphoric and associative uses
or conflation of nonexplanatory and cataphoric
uses, Moreover, by focusing more narrowly on Jap-
anese learners, the study's results are more readily
generalizable to the Japanese EFL context.

Method

The participants (N = 178) were Japanese EFL
students from eight first-year English classes,
Participants from four of the classes (n = 124)
attended a large public university, and those from
the remaining four classes {n = 54) were students
at a private women's university. The participants
were roughly at the Bl level of the CEFR {Council
of Burope, 2001).

An articles assessment instrument was created
similar to that used by Liu and Gleason (2002). The
instrument presented sentences with most of the
required articles missing, The directions asked par-
ticipants to supply the necessary article (or articles)
bur to make no changes to the sentence if an article
was unnecessary. There was nothing to indicate
where an article might be required. Participants
were asked to make a V-shaped mark to indicate
where the missing article should be inserted and
then write the missing article. There were 52 points
(hereafter, items) in the sentences where the definite
article was needed, and 22 where the indefinite
article was needed.

Among the 52 items requiring the definite article,
5 items targeted encyclopedic, 10 anaphoric, 10
associative, 5 nonexplanatory, 10 cataphoric, and
10 visible uses. In addition to these items, which
targeted the article uses that were the main focus
of the study, 2 items targeted the use of ‘the’ before
plural proper nouns. These final two items were
not of theoretical interest in this study but were
included to make the items on the instrument more
varied and realisic.

To ensure that participants considered the indef-
inite article as a possible cholce, 22 items targeted
‘a’ or ‘an’ Among these, 10 items involved specific
referents, and 10 involved nonspecific referents, The
former use is exemplified by the sentence T finally
found a woman to marey’, In this case, the speaker
has a particular referent in mind. Nonspecific uses
of the indefinite article occur when the specific
referent is unknown by both speakers. Consider the
sentence 'ferry didn't read & book on Eqypt for his his-
tory class becanse he couldn't find one’. The sentence
does not suggest that the speaker has a particular
book on Egypt in mind. Twe further items Involved
the use of the indefinite article in equative con-
structions {e.g.. | am a student). These were not of
theoretical interest but were included to make the
items on the instrument more varied and realistic.
Participants were given 40 minutes to complete the
test. In scoring, errors invelving the choice between
a and an were i

Results

The descriptive statistics are shown in Table 1.
For ease of explication, all results are shown as
percentages.

Statistical tests were conducted using SPSS,
Type-Subtype combinations (e.g., cultural-eneyela-
pedic) served as the independent variable and were
treated as a within-subjects factor. Since the study
focused on uses subsumed by the Liv and Gleason
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Table 1

Irem Type, Number of Items Per Category, and Participants’ Mean Level of Accuracy

Type#  Article  Type {Lin & Gleason, 2002) Subtype Items . M % (5D %)
1 THE  cultwral encyclopedic 5 367 (22.1)
Z THE textual anaphoric 10 64.1{19.6)
3 THE textual associative 10 36.4 (18.8)
4 THE structural nonexplanatory 3 52.0(32.5)
5 THE seructural cataphoric 10 7331(15.2)
6 THE situational visible, immediate 10 S58.7(19.4)
7 THE NA plural proper noun 2 143 (23.3)
8 AJAN  NjA specific 10 675 (17.00
9 AN N nonspecific 10 747 (17.8)
10 ASAN el equative 2 705 (32.1)

categories, only six type-subtype combinations (the
first six rows in Table 1) and two indefinite article
types (specific and nonspecific) were Included in
the statistical analysis. Percenitage accuracy scores
were treated as the dependent variable, A one-way
repeated measures ANOVA indicated that there was
a slgnificant effect of Type-Subtype on percentage
accuracy scores, Wilks' Lambda = 138, A7, 171) =
152.3, p < .00L Follow-up pairwise analyses showed
that at an alpha of .05, accuracy on each set of items
was significantly different, except for the differences
between Category #6 and #4 and between Categary
#] and #3. This would suggest the acquisition order
#5 > #2 > #6, #4 > #1, #3, as depicted in detail in
Table 2. The table is to be read fram left to tight.
Looking at the first line, for example, it can be seen
that participants were more accurate on Category
{5 (the cataphoric use of the definite article) than
on Categories #2, #6, #4, #1, and #3, and that the
differences between Category #5 and each of these
other categories were significant at p < .001. The
differences chat fall short of significance at p = .03
have been shaded.

1f the vesults from the current study are analyzed
using the same four categories employed by Lic
and Gleason (2002), that is to say, by collapsing
the anaphoric and assoelative categories as well as
the nonexplanatory and cataphotic categories, the
percentage accuracy would be 62.6% for structural
uses, 38,7% for situational, 50.3% for textual, and
36.7% for cultural. 1f we then collapse the Lin and
Gleason results across proficiency level (Le., regard
all of their participants as a single group), their
participants achieved 73.0% accuracy on situational
itemns, 54.8% on structural items, 56.9% on textual
iterms, and 36.0% on cultural items. The two sets of
results are shown in Figure 2.

As can be seen, the results of the cutrent study
closely parallel those in Liu and Gleason (2002),
except for markedly lower performance on situa-
tional items, Except for this discrepancy, the order
of difficulty for article use is similar for both groups,
Unfortunately, the coarse-grained categories wsed
by Liu and Gleason do not show the whole picture,
For example, the participants in the current study

Table 2
Accuracy Order (From Left to Right) of Key Uses of Definite Article
Highest accuracy &> Lowest accuracy
#5 #2p<.001)  #6 (p<.001}  #4 (p<.001)  #1 (p<.00))  £3 {p<.000)
#1 #6 (p< 027} #4 (p<00])  #1 (p<.00Y)  #3 (p<.00L)
#6 [ #aeipc.067) o] #1 (p<.00) 3 (p<.00]
#4 #l (p<.001)  #3 (p<.001)
#l [#3 {100} )
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were tieatly twice as accurate on the anaphoric use
types than they were on the associative use types,
both of which were treated as the single category
“textual” in Liv and Gleason's study. Similarly, the
current results for the caraphoric and nonexplana-
tory categories were strikingly different, suggesting
that there is little value in treating these as part

of the same broad category of “structural uses”. In
shert, the more specific categories of the current
study are able to capture important features of
learners' interlanguage that would be missed using
more general categories of article use.

Figure 2
Comparisan of the Results of Lit and Gleason (2002)
and the Current Study
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The eurrent findings, when viewed in terms of
the more specific categories emploved in this study,
suggest that learners’ accuracy largely reflects the
use of easily applied rules, Consider the discrepan-
cy between the high scores on anaphoric and low
sCoTes on associative use types, This may be ex-
plained by the fact that learners can achieve accura-
¢y on the former by applying a simple rule such as,

if 2 noun repeats, use the for the second cccurrence.

Associative contexts invelve greater subtleties.
Consider the sentences, ' went to a wedding. The
bride was beautifil’. In this case, the learner must
recognize that the noun bride requires the definite
article due to the close assocation between brides
and weddings.

Regarding the results related to the indefinite
article, pairwise comparisons showed significantly
higher accuracy on items involving nonspecific (£8)
versus specific contexts (#7), p < 001, 95% C1 [3.29,
1L02). This finding is in line with the Fluctuation
Hypothesis (lonin, 2006; lonin ot al., 2004), which
suggests that learners interlanguage represen-
tations of the indefinite article inidally Quctuate
between representations based on definiteness

(as in native speakers’ English) and specificity (as
occurs in langoages such as Samoan). This should
result in the overuse of ‘the” in specific indefinite
contexts and overuse of ‘a’ or ‘an’ in nonspecific
definite contexts. The current study is therefore In
accordance with other studies which confirm the
Fluctuation Hypothesis in learners from a range of
backgrounds; this includes Korean-L1 (lonin et al,,
2004), Chinese-L1 (Snape, 2009), and Japanese-L1
(Tanaka, 2011) speakers, Looked at from the per-
spective of prototype theary (Rosch, 1978), the
Japanese learners in this study apparently developed
interlanguage representations that regard nonspe-
cific and indefinite contexts as the prototype of the
indefinite article category, and specific and definite
contexts as the prototype of the definite article
CATEgOTY.

Driscussion

The analysis of this study suggests that first-year
college-level Japanese learners find it refatively eas-

ier to master article uses that are governed by easily |

stipulated rules that are generalizable. While not
part of the main analysts, the low aceuracy on plural
proper nouns is an exception and suggests that
Japanese learners would benefit from instruction
on this easily applied rule. Partielpants’ accuracy de-
clines considerably when it comes to uses that rely
heavily on semantic considerations. The assocative
use appears to be particularly challenging, so class-
roam instruction and pedagogical materials may
benefit from closer attention to this use. 1t may be
worth pointing out to learners that many instances
af associative use involve whole-part relationships
(e, the definite article use in '] like my new smart-
phone, but the screen’s a hit smail')

The current study’s findings related to the
indefinite article are of theoretical interest as they
lend support to the Fluctuation Hypothesis (lonin,
2006). At a practical level, they suggest that a great
deal of exposure to English within naturalistic
discourse contexts may be necessary for learners to
develop sensitivity to key semantic features that are
relevant to article use. Inconsistencies between the
current study's findings and those of Liu and Glea-
son (2002) strongly suggest that their use of overly
broad categories is problematic. Future researchers
should therefore use more detailed distinctions.
Ideally, even more specific than those used in the
current study,

This study has several imitations. First, it focused
on L2 learners from a specific L1 background
{Japanese) and at a specific level of proficiency.
More research therefore needs to be conducted to
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determine whether the patterns of acquisition are
the same for learners from other L1 backgrounds

as well as for untutored learners In an immersion
setting, Second, the results are based on limited sets
of items representing cach type of article use. Asis
often the case when using discrete response formats
such as the test used in the current study, there is
always the possibility that participants’ performance
was affected by extraneous features of items such as
vocabulary or grammatical structures, For this rea-
son, future researchers adopting this methodology
may want to reduce the number of categories being
examined while increasing the number of irems
representing each type of article use.

Finally, learners should be made aware of the
inherent difficulty in acquiring articles and should
not hold unrealistic expectations of acquiring the
systerm after short pericds of instruction. Teachers
may remind them that even native speakers fail to
acquire this system fully until the relatively late
age of five (Warden, 1976, 1981}, At the same time,
teachers alse need to have realistic expectations.
There is still considerable debate over whether ex-
plicit teaching or error correction involving articles
has any value, Some researchers claim that such
instruction is essentially a waste of ime {Dulay et
al., 1982; Umeda et al,, 2019). Others have voiced &
more optimistic view (e.g,, Akakura, 2012; Muranoi,
2000; Nassaji & Swain, 2000; Sheen, 2007). Taking
a middle position, Master (1997) argues that instme-
tien, while ineffective for most learners, may have
some benefits for intermediate learners in particu-
lar. Master (1990) sugpgests that instructors teach the
system by focusing on a single binary distinction at
a time {g.g., countability). Future researchers should
also eonsider which particular uses of the definite
article benefit most from explicit instruction. It is
likely that some uses are amenable to pre-planned
explicit instruction or to incldental interventions
such as focus on form (Muranoi, 20000, whereas
other uses can only be mastered through implicit
learning mechanisms that require copious input.
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Appendix
Articles Test

To save space, only the sentences are shown here,
In the actual test, difficult words such as “equator”™
appeared with a Japanese gloss. In some sentences,
more than one article is required.
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1. 1look after a little girl and a little boy on Satur-
days. Little girl is smart, but boy isn't.

2. Sarah wants to meet friend of mine named
Keiko Suzuki. Keiko's really famous,

3. This is book that | was telling you about.

4. Jane must read book about horses for her class,
bt she can't find one.

5. Ifyouw buy this car, you'll need to repair brakes
before vou drive it.

6. Painting on this wall was very expensive.

7. President of the LLS. lives in White House.

8. Tomorrow afternoon is only time [ can meet
you.

9, Did you hear that house we saw last week
burned down last night?

10, When Jane grows up, she wants to marry mil-
lionaire.

11. ‘Water in this glass is dirty.

12. The wife hears a noise and tells her hushand,
“Doorbell is ringing. Answer door.”
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13.

14.
15

Lo,

18.
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33,

34.

35.

36.
3.

39.

Man | met in New York later became my hus-
band.

Sally Ride was first woman to fly into space.
David's looking for gitl. She dropped her purse
and David found it. He wants to return it to her,

When you're in class, you should listen carefully
to what teacher says,

. 1need to buy computer, but 1 can't decide which

maodel | should get.

Qur office got new computers last week. Some-
day, | really think that computers will replace

people everywhere.

. Canyou please turn on light?
. He put two-dellar stamp on his package, so he

must be package letter overseas,

. Sun is shining. [t's a beautiful day.
. Tom is student we discussed in our office.

Many pecple are coming to our city these days.

. While driving in their car to work, the father

says to his son, “Flease turn on radie.”

. Jerry didn't read book on Egypr for his history

class because he couldn't find one.

We went to a basketball game on Saturday.
Players at game were all very tall.

. This is example of whar | was talking ahout.
. After you're finished using the ketchup, put lid

back on top of bottle.

. | have papers you asked for.
. 1 read a few science-fiction books this semester,

Science-fiction books are really interesting.

1f you want to meet next week, Friday is anly
day 1 have free.

Hanedle of that cup is broken.

The boss says to his employees, “I'm not happy
with your work, Things are really going to have
to change around here.”

1 zaw man walking his dog yesterday. Man was
walking so fast that dog could barely keep up
with him.

We got new TV for our house. | enjoy watch-
ing some programs, but in general 1 think char
people shouldn’t watch TV so much,

Phone that | wanted to buy is sold cut.

Jane bought a ring and a necklace for her moth-
et's birthday. Her mother loved ring but hated
necklace.

. I'went to concert last night. 1 had a great time at

concert. Singer’s voice was so lovely.

1 heard that vou were in an accident. | know
how you feel. 1 had similar experience last year.,
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40. When you make green tea, you should heat
water to 60°C,

I'm doing research and would like to talk with
student from one of your classes. Any student
is fine.

42, 1 invited our neighbors, Yamamotos, over to
dinmer tomorrow.

1 read book about Japan. Author was from
Sapporo.

This is third time I've been to Hokkaido,

Did you see leceer | left on your desk yesterday?
The manager asks her secretary, "Could you
please check schedule for me?”

Student cheated on math exam that we had last
week, We're trying to fgure out who it was.

'd like to see movie this weekend. Do you have
any suggestions?

My hushand met us at airport. From there, we
went to our neighbor's house for small parsy.
Waoman who lives next door just called and said
she'd like us to come over for coffee.

5L June is sixth month of the year.

52, When you eat with chopsticks, you shouldn't
set them on table.

While driving in their car to work, the husband
asks his wife, "Could you open window please!
1 bought smartphone last week. Unfortunately,
screen is too dark.

Mary might be meeting friend tonight. 1 called
her, but she didn't answer.

Dray and night are of equal length at equator.
John is looking for pretty girl to ask to the
danee party.

| saw & man in a car this morning, At first I

wasn't sure, but then | realized that man driving
car was a friend of mine,

When | listened carefully, 1 could hear woman
who lives next door talking to her son.

Man just asked me out. I'm too embarrassed to
tell you who it was!

She lives in Russia, next to Ural Mountains,

1f man is in the girls' dressing room, tell me, Mo
men should be in there,

I'm in Sapporo to visit friend from college.
Mount Aso, in Kumamota, is active volcano.

11 a bright, sunny room, the woman asks the
man, “Could vou close curtains? 1t's too bright
in here.”

41.

43.

a4,
45,
40,

47,

48,

49,

50,

53,

54,

55,

56,
a7l

58.

59,

G0,
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63
64
65,
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