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by Spanish learners of English as a foreign
language
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University of Wisconsin - La Crosse
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Abstract

This study explains the acquisition of the non-generic uses of the English
definite article the by L2 learners. Chilean university students completed
a questionnaire containing deleted obligatory uses of the. In all, four
identified categories showed to have different accuracy rates. Of the four
categories, the one most similar to the L1 was the least difficult to acquire
while the most different resulted as the most difficult. This concurs with
other research and can be explained by L1 rules that are transferred to
the L2. The other two categories did not show the same acquisition rate
as compared to previous studies and cannot be explained by L1 transfer
given that both languages share the same rules. Time spent studying
the English increases accuracy rates across all categories. Knowing that
difficulty with the definite article can be attributed to L1 interference is
useful when implementing pedagogical recommendations to teach the
English article system.
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1. Introduction

The acquisition of the English definite article (the) is a dif-
ficult process for L2 learners (Garcia Mayo, 2008; Ionin, et al.,
2008; Master, 1995, 1994; Dulay, et al., 1982; Grannis, 1972).
Researchers over the years have studied the source of this dif-
ficulty (Trenkic, 2007; Hawkins, et al., 2006; Ionin, et al., 2004;
Master, 2002) and according to Liu and Gleason (2002) these
studies examined the use of the as a whole but results from
Master (1995) implied that “certain uses of the definite article
might be more difficult than others” (Liu & Gleason, 2002: 5).
In addition, several of these studies used participants from
multiple language backgrounds whose L1 ranged in difference/
similarity to the English use of the definite article. Attempting
to identify different categories of the definite article and subse-
quently examining them separately as well as focusing on one
language group may contribute reliable data on the issues with
the acquisition of the. Knowing that a difficulty with the definite
article can be attributed to L1 interference or not will be useful
when implementing pedagogical recommendations to teach the
English article system.

Huebner’s (1985) research, although focused on explaining
form-function relationships over time, used the definite article
to help classify the semantic uses of noun phrase reference.
In doing so, he set forward a taxonomy of the English article
system based on Bickerton’s (1981) semantic definitions of the
noun phrase. We single out here the types that can be marked
in English with the definite article the: generic nouns and refer-
ential definites. An adaptation of Huebner’s taxonomy is found
in Diez-Bedmar and Papp (2008: 152) where the authors added
another type that may be marked with the definite article: idioms
and other conventional uses. Of these types of article categori-
zations, this study focuses specifically on the non-generic use
of the English definite article that includes referential definites,
idioms and other conventional uses.

1.1. Literature review

Identification of the types of non-generic use varies greatly
from three —as outlined above- and four types (Liu & Gleason,
2002) to eight types (Hawkins, 1978). Invariably, the researchers
that have identified fewer types have combined categories with
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those that include more types. For the purposes of this study,
which aims to replicate Liu and Gleason (2002) and Garcia Mayo
(2008), we identify the non-generic uses similar to the authors’
four categories: cultural, situation, structural, and textual.

The participants in Liu and Gleason’s (2002) study repre-
sented 18 native languages, three-fourths of which were from
non Indo-European languages (such as Chinese, Korean and
Japanese), languages that have different rules that restrict the
use of the. The authors stated that since the group size of the
Indo-European language speakers (languages that are more simi-
lar to English with regards to the use of the but may maintain
some difference) was much smaller their “findings may not be
reliable” (2002: 18). The present study used participants from
only one Indo-European language group, Spanish, similar to
Garcia Mayo (2008). This study, however, used participants that
spoke Southern Cone Spanish whereas Garcia Mayo’s partici-
pants were Peninsular Spanish (Spain). According to Ionin et
al. (2008) Spanish-speakers learning English transferred the
semantics of Spanish (L1) on to English (L2) articles. For those
English definite articles that share Spanish semantic rules,
L1l-transfer may have allowed the learners to perform with a
high accuracy rate.

As illustrated in Table 1, the three categories that share
the same rules regarding non-generic use of the definite article
are situation, structural, and textual uses.

The cultural uses sometimes differ in Spanish and English
and within the same language as well. For example, with regards
to some diseases, like “cancer”, the definite article is omitted
in English and Spanish: “She died of cancer”, Ella murié de
cancer. While with the noun “plague” the article is not omit-
ted in English while it is omitted in Spanish. For example the
sentence “She died of the plague” was seen written with the
feminine definite article la “... murié de la plaga...” (“La peste
negra’, n.d.). A difference between Spanish and English exists
with some geographical names. In English the article is omitted
before “lake” in “Lake Eerie is in the United States” but not in
Spanish El lago Eerie estd en los Estados Unidos.
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TABLE 1
Categorizations of the non-generic definite article

Category Use

Cultural Used with a noun that is a unique and well-known referent
in a speech community.

The Atlantic Ocean is very blue.

The flu is a common phenomenon in wintertime.

Situation Used when the referent of a first-mention noun can be
sensed directly or indirectly by the interlocutors.

The teacher was lecturing in a hot room and asked his
student, “Could you open the door?”

Structural | Used with a first-mention noun that has a modifier.
The black dog that was eating a hot dog was mine.

Textual Used with a noun that has been previously referred to or is
related to a previously mentioned noun.
Arturo read a book yesterday. Today, he sold the book.

1.2. Research questions

The research questions for this present study are: (i) Which
of the four uses of the non-generic definite article presents
more/less difficulty for L2 learners of English; (ii) Where do
the differences in acquisition lie among the four groups and
what can explain the differences; and, (iii) Do different rates of
acquisition exist for each use as compared to each other? We
hypothesize that because the four types vary considerably in
context and rule complexity, they will not be equally difficult for
ESL students and hence not acquired at the same time.

2. Methodology
2.1. Participants

The participant population was recruited from the adult
university student population of the English Pedagogy program
at a private university in Chile. The seventy participants were
enrolled in one of the second through fifth levels of English
(excluding the first level) with a reported native language of
Spanish. All participants reported having taken English courses
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at least through their four years of high school with some that
began English study in elementary school. In total there were:
28 second year students; 15 third year students; 11 fourth year
students, and 16 fifth year students.

2.2. Procedures

The data-collection tool was a ninety-one-sentence ques-
tionnaire containing sixty deleted obligatory uses of the and, as
control items, forty zero articles where the definite article was
not permitted. Each of the sixty deleted obligatory uses of the
definite article fell into one of the four categories: cultural, situa-
tion, structural or textual. The participants were asked to analyze
each sentence and insert the where they deemed appropriate.
After the questionnaires were collected a number was assigned
to each instance where the student should have inserted the
article. Each instance was then categorized into one of the four
categories and a spreadsheet was created with this structure.
The data from the questionnaires was coded as “0” for a correct
insertion and “1” for no insertion and therefore incorrect. An
instance of no insertion was labeled as missed article use in the
remainder of the document. Instances of incorrect insertion (or
overuse) were tallied but not included in this study since most
overuse dealt with the generic use of the definite article, which
was not included in the scope of this study.

Several calculations were carried out. A one-way ANOVA
measured the effect that a specific category had on the rate of
missed article use, fixing the English proficiency level. A one-way
mixed ANOVA measured the effect of English proficiency level,
fixing the category of non-generic definite articles. We used a
two-way mixed ANOVA to calculate whether the category and
English proficiency level significantly affected the mean rate.
We calculated the mean rate of missed use of the definite ar-
ticle in each category, fixing the English proficiency level, and
vice versa. We then used the Tukey multiple comparisons of
means to compare the differences between the four categories
by English proficiency level.
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3. Results and discussion

Looking at the mean rate of missed use of the definite
article across categories, the cultural category had the highest
rate of errors (.445) with textual at .27 and the situation and
structural categories having the lowest rate of errors, .1325 and
.1575 respectively. This is illustrated in Figure 1 and Table 2.
All vary significantly from each other (p<.0001) except between
the categories of situation and structural.

FIGURE 1
Comparison of means of missed obligatory
use of the definite article
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TABLE 2
Mean rate of missed obligatory use of the definite article
En glish Cultural | Situation | Structural | Textual Mea'm, fixed
Proficiency Level proficiency level

2 47 .09 17 .27 .249
3 .45 .17 .17 .33 .282
4 44 .18 .23 31 .291
5 .30 .09 .06 17 .155

Mean, fixed 445 1325 1575 27

category level

The mean rate of the missed use of the definite article
across the lower English proficiency levels 2, 3, and 4, varies
slightly. Level 2 has a mean of .249 and it lowers to .1555 at
the top proficiency level 5 showing a significant overall increase
in correct use of the obligatory definite article (p<.001). Levels
3 and 4 have a slightly more increased error rate than level 2.

All categories in proficiency level 2 evidence significant
differences between categories with a p-value of O suggesting
a strong category effect. The difference between levels 2 and 5
(.47 and .30, p = .046) suggests that by level 5 students make
significant acquisitional progress making fewer errors in the
cultural category. Slight improvement, but not significant, is
seen in levels 3 and 4 suggesting that improvement is minor
but by the time the student is at level 5, the data show that the
overall improvement is significant.

In the situation category, students at proficiency levels 2
and 5 had the same score (.09) whereas many more errors were
made at levels 3 and 4 (.17 and .18, respectively). We see here
more evidence of destabilization or restructuring, which takes
the form of U-shaped progress with significant backtracking
(see Figure 1). The improvement seen in the situation category
is not a linear, as seen in the cultural category, rather it is an
upside down U-shaped progression. The U-shaped growth con-
cept focuses on the fact that some behaviors appear, disappear,
and then apparently reappear over time. U-shaped learning
deals with a learner first having the correct hypothesis, then
changing it to an incorrect hypothesis and then relearning
the correct one.
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In the structural category, students at proficiency levels 2
and 3 performed the same with a mean error rate of .17. Level
4 students saw an increase in error rate to a mean of .23 and
then by level 5, a significant drop in error rate was seen to .06
(p = .014). Overall, structural uses of the definite article im-
proved with time on language with backtracking occurring at
proficiency level 4.

In the textual category students at the lower proficiency
level had a mean error rate of .27, which increased to .33 at
level 3, lowered to .31 at level 4, and lowered once more to .17
at level 5. A significant improvement occurred from level 3 to
S (p=.038). For the textual category a similar kind of U-shape
learning took place with a significant improvement seen from
level 3 to 5.

To explain this seemingly counterintuitive direction of
improvement (increasing error rate at the higher proficiency
levels), we must look to discussions that have focused on scaf-
folding and restructuring in other L2 acquisition research.
According to Donato (1994) when language learners are in a
context where interaction occurs with a more advanced speaker,
they may notice new or correct structures in the advanced
speaker’s language or feedback. This attention to “noticing”
(Gass & Varonis, 1994) —a mismatch or discrepancy between
what they know about the language and what native speak-
ers produce- leads to the notion of scaffolding to describe the
process by which learners develop their interlanguage through
interaction (Donato, 1994; Lantolf & Appel, 1994). According
to Lightbown (1985) restructuring also occurs through a pro-
cess of destabilization in which an increase in error rate in
one area may reflect an increase in complexity or accuracy in
another, followed by overgeneralization of a newly acquired
structure. When additional syntactic patterns become avail-
able to learners, restructuring or destabilization occurs. This
destabilization is at the base of language change and explains
the temporary increase in error rate.

Conclusions from Carlucci et al. (2006) led us to ask if bac-
ktracking, as seen in U-shaped learning, is necessary to achieve
full power of algorithmic learning. The authors suggested that
returning to wrong conjectures complements the paradigm of
U-shaped learning when a learner returns to old correct con-
jectures. In the cases that they analyzed, the authors showed
that returning to wrong conjectures is necessary to achieve
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full learning power. We view backtracking and restructuring as
serving the same functions in language learning.

4. Conclusions

The four non-generic uses of the English definite article
have different accuracy rates in the performance of L2 language
learners, with the situational category being the least difficult
and the cultural category being the most difficult, concurring
with conclusions from Garcia Mayo (2008) and Liu and Gleason
(2002). Our conclusions for the two other categories, textual and
structural, showed a different accuracy rate, differing from Garcia
Mayo and Liu and Gleason. A result we find noteworthy is in
regards to L1 transfer to L2. Ionin et al. (2008: 560) suggested
“L2 learners whose L1 has articles transfer article semantics
from their L1 to their L2”. On the one hand, the data support
L1 transfer to L2 with the situational and cultural categories,
but the two other categories, textual and structural, cannot be
explained by L1 transfer.

The performance in the categories that caused the least
and most difficulty (situational and cultural, respectively) can
be explained by the L2 learners’ rules that are transferred from
the L1. The most difficult category (cultural) does not share
similar rules to English structure and the L2 learners restruc-
ture their interlanguage violating grammatical principals. The
least difficult category (situational) does share similar rules to
English structure and therefore a transfer of L1 rules to L2 gram-
mar occurred. The data from these two categories support the
notion that article semantics are transferred from the L1 to the
L2. However, the remaining categories, textual and structural,
cannot be explained by L1 transfer since both languages share
the same rules in these categories. An example is “We went to a
basketball game on Saturday. The players at the game were all
very tall”. Players is not a(n) abstract concept, class or group in
general and therefore it is obligatory to insert the before players
in both the English and Spanish versions. The fact this rule exists
in both the L1 and L2 and results in the second most difficult
to acquire cannot be explained by transfer from L1, rather by
restructuring in the interlanguage. The data from this study
support a dual access hypothesis where the L2 learners have
access to Universal Grammar but this may be partly blocked
by the use of general thinking strategies.
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Garcia Mayo (2008) and Liu and Gleason (2002) concluded
the structural use of the was acquired more readily than textual
whereas our conclusions show the reverse. We suggest two pos-
sible factors. One may be due to the English language variety
that is taught in situ, British English or American English. There
are situations in which the definite article is used differently
in several contexts in these two varieties. For example several
non-generic nouns that refer to places take no definite article
in both varieties when a role is implied: at sea (as a sailor), in
prison (as a convict), and at/in college (for students). Among
this group, British English has in hospital (as a patient) and at
university (as a student), where American English requires in
the hospital and at the university (though American English
does allow at college and in school). When the implied roles
of patient or student do not apply, the definite article is used
in both dialects. A second possible factor may be due to the
Spanish variety that is spoken. Southern Cone and Peninsular
Spanish have slightly different rules that may explain the dif-
ference found in our study and that of Garcia Mayo. Further
investigation will have to be carried out to posit an additional
factor to account for this performance

Overall, time spent studying the English non-generic defi-
nite article does increase accuracy rates across all categories,
concurring with the results found by Garcia Mayo (2008) and
Ionin et al. (2008).
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