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ABSTRACT

IN SEARCH OF SYSTEMATICITY:

A CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK FOR THE ENGLISH ARTICLE SYSTEM

By

Benjamin J. White

With numerous rules for use and even more exceptions to those rules, English articles

have long been recognized as a challenging topic by both ESL learners and teachers. This

research project set out to achieve three main objectives: (1) to identify how articles are

currently explained by ESL textbooks and teachers, (2) to propose a systematic

perspective through which to interpret article meaning, and (3) to examine how exposure

to this new perspective influences the ways international MA TESOL students with

article-less first languages (L1 3) explain articles.

Toward the first objective, two ESL grammar books and one article workbook were

reviewed for how they present articles to readers. Additionally, an experiment was

carried out in which twelve ESL teachers wrote explanations for twenty examples of

article use found in authentic texts. Confidence levels were also rated for each

explanation. Patterns across teachers’ explanations were identified, and results were

discussed in terms ofwhat they imply about the current practice of article instruction.

Toward the second objective, a conceptual framework was created. Through this

framework, all uses of the map to the same abstract schematic image, all uses ofa and

unstressed some map to a second schematic image, and all uses of the zero article (0)

map to a third schematic image. This framework was applied to a range of article uses as



well as pedagogical rules for article use, and implications for linguistic theory and

classroom practice were discussed.

Toward the final objective, five MA TESOL students with Lls of Korean, Thai, and

Chinese were introduced to the fiamework through a series of training sessions. The

participants’ explanations of examples of article use in authentic texts before and afier

exposure to the framework were analyzed for changes. It was found that post-exposure

explanations were more unified across individual article uses. Results were discussed in

light ofwhat they suggest about the potential use ofthe fiarnework as pedagogical aid in

the classroom.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

Teaching English as a second language (ESL‘) in various settings over the last fifteen

years has made me keenly aware of the frustration associated with the article system. I

have seen both how students struggle to use the and a appropriately and how teachers

struggle to answer questions on article use. So often these questions cannot be explained

by textbook rules. Many instructors — both novice and experienced -— have informed me

that English articles simply cannot be taught. I disagree with this view and suggest that

what is needed is a new understanding of articles, an understanding based less on

traditional article rules and more on systematic conceptualization.

The challenge that articles present second language (L2) learners of English is well

attested in the second language acquisition (SLA) literature (e.g., see Lee, 2007, for an

overview and Garcia Mayo & Hawkins, 2009, for a collection of recent studies). In fact,

an authoritative introductory textbook on SLA (Gass & Selinker, 2008) states: “the

English article system. . . appears to be virtually impermeable to instruction” (p. 323). The

greatest challenge is posed to ESL learners with first languages (Lls) that lack articles

(Master, 1987). Whereas Spanish and German speakers need to learn the nuances that

distinguish the usage of articles in English from those in their L1 8, Korean and Russian

speakers must learn this system without reference to comparable linguistic items in their

own languages. Even learners at higher levels of proficiency make persistent article

errors (Kharma, 1981; Master, 1997), which take the form of omission (e.g., book instead

of the book) or substitution (e.g., the chair instead of a chair). When it comes to article

 

' The term ESL is meant to include settings where English is taught as a second language (e.g., in the

United States) and settings where English is taught as a foreign language (e.g., in China).



errors, it is not just an issue of persistence but also a matter of frequency. Research on

ESL writing has found inaccurate article use to be one of the most frequent errors

committed (Bardovi-Harlig & Bofinan, 1989; Bitchener, Young, & Cameron, 2005).

Articles present a considerable challenge to teachers as well as learners. According to

research by Covitt (as cited in Celce-Murcia & Larsen-Freeman, 1999, p. 295), ESL

instructors working in the Los Angeles area in the 1970’s claimed articles were their

greatest teaching problem. I heard this sentiment echoed some three decades later at the

42"d Annual Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL) Convention,

held in New York City. In a discussion session (organized by Monika Ekiert) on teaching

articles, dozens ofESL teachers crowded into a small conference room and aired their

frustration. They expressed feeling intimidated by the complexity ofthe article system as

well as a lack ofconfidence in current pedagogical materials. What was remarkable from

my perspective was the response by participants when asked to explain particular article

uses that were suggested by the discussion organizer. The same uses prompted a wide

range of explanations fi'om different teachers. Hearing the variety in these responses and

reflecting on my own teaching experiences, I decided at that moment that my dissertation

project would focus on the article system. It would be an attempt to develop a more

systematic way to understand articles.

This research project was undertaken with three objectives in mind. The first was to

survey the pedagogical landscape of article instruction for advanced ESL learners.

Having spent the majority ofmy own teaching experience working with higher-level

learners, I was curious to identify what such learners might expect from popular ESL

grammar books in terms of article presentation and from their teachers in terms of article



explanations. The second objective was to create a novel way for learners and teachers to

view the meaning of articles, a view that might be understood as systematic. The third

objective was to see how this new perspective would be received by MA TESOL students

who are Ll speakers of an article-less language. What follows are the results ofmy effort

to meet these objectives.

The work is organized into six chapters. After the Introduction, Chapter 2 reviews

prominent theoretical accounts that have been proposed on the meaning of articles. These

particular accounts were chosen because oftheir role in motivating the novel perspective

to be proposed in Chapter 4. In addition, the article presentation found in popular ESL

texts is reviewed. These reviews are followed by the research questions for the current

project. Chapter 3 presents the methodology and results of an experiment in which ESL

teachers were asked to write how they would explain examples of article use found in

authentic texts to advanced learners. Results are discussed in terms of what they imply

about the current practice of article instruction. Chapter 4 presents a conceptual

framework for the article system. After the different components are explained, the

fiamework is further illustrated through its application to a range of article uses and ESL

textbook rules. Chapter 5 presents the methodology and results of a second experiment

that exposed five MA TESOL students to the framework. Of particular interest was how

a series of training sessions would influence the participants’ explanations of examples of

article use in authentic texts. Results are discussed in light of what they suggest about the

potential use of the framework as a pedagogical aid in the classroom. Chapter 6 serves as

the conclusion to the paper.



I would like to close this introductory chapter by invoking a metaphor. Our current

understanding of the English article system resides within a shattered mirror. Through the

many cracks and multiple pieces of glass, the reflection is difficult to perceive. What we

assume to be a system appears as a collection of inchoate parts. Each jagged piece

reflects one particular use, one rule, or one exception. This broken mirror constrains how

we view articles. While particular aspects of the article system have been studied in

detail, a coherent picture ofthe system’s totality has eluded linguists, ESL teachers, and

ESL learners. In simple terms, there always seem to be exceptions within existing

analyses of articles. This project strives to fashion the many pieces of the English article

system into an intelligible whole. The proposed conceptual framework is meant to unify

disparate article uses by mapping them to an overarching schema, thus cohering rules and

exceptions into one seamless, comprehensible, systematic reflection.



CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW

This chapter considers some ofthe key elements in prominent attempts, within the

linguistics literature, to explain the meaning of English articles. It goes on to review the

presentation of articles in two ESL grammar books and one ESL article workbook. The

chapter concludes with the three research questions for the current project.

Linguistic Perspectives on Articles

As implied by the names definite article and indefinite article, the notion of

definiteness is central to semantic analyses of the article system. Traditionally,

definiteness has been treated as dependent on either uniqueness or familiarity. Russell

(1905) held the former to be the core meaning of the definite article: “the, when it is

strictly used, involves uniqueness” (p. 481). Thus, any use of the X denotes X as one and

only one entity. Meanwhile, Christophersen (1939) asserted that familiarity is the

principal requirement for the definite article:

The article the brings it about that to the potential meaning (the idea) of the word is

attached a certain association with previously acquired knowledge, by which it can

be inferred that only one definite individual is meant. That is what is understood by

familiarity. (p. 72)

This familiarity may be of an indirect variety. For example, when talking about a hotdog-

eating contest, a speaker may say “the winner will be decided in 10 minutes.” The

speaker anticipates that the bearer is familiar with the knowledge that contests usually

have one winner. These two interpretations of definiteness have continued to play an

important role in more recent work. For example, Kadmon (1990) relies on uniqueness



for her description of definite noun phrases (NPs), while the theory of “file—change

semantics” in Heim (1988) relies on familiarity.

Over the years, problems have been pointed out for interpretations of definiteness

based on uniqueness. There are uses ofthe definite article that do not appear to meet this

criterion. DuBois (1980) gives the following example.

(2.1) The boy scribbled on the living-room wall. (ex. 86)

At issue is the fact that most living rooms have four walls. While the bearer may be

familiar with the living room in question, the italicized NP above does not specify one

unique wall. Problems have also been identified for interpretations of definiteness based

on familiarity. Again, there are uses of the definite article that seem not to meet this

criterion. Bimer and Ward (1994) give this example.

(2.2) In her talk, Baldwin introduced the notion that syntactic structure is

derivablefrom pragmatic principles. (ex. 1a)

Although the italicized NP refers to what may be a unique notion, it is not a notion with

which the bearer is familiar.

Hawkins (1978) offers an account for the meaning of the that replaces familiarity and

uniqueness with location and inclusiveness. To summarize greatly, when a speaker uses

the definite article, she instructs the hearer to locate the referent of the NP within a

pragrnatically shared set of objects. Inclusiveness represents the idea that “reference must

be to the totality of objects or mass” of the referent (p. 160). Thus, in a room with three

windows that are all open, the NP in the request “close the windows” refers to all three

windows. Similarly, if someone were to spill his drink in that same room, the NP in the

request “clean up the wine” refers to all the wine that fell to the floor.



Hawkins (1978) identifies four major usage types ofthe for non-generic reference.

Each reflects a different pragmatic set in which referents can be located. For anaphoric

use, referents are to be found in “the set of objects which [the speaker and bearer] . . .

have talked about” (p. 109). For immediate situation use, referents are to be found among

those objects that populate the space in which the speaker and hearer find themselves.

The examples above of the windows and the wine illustrate this use. A third usage type is

larger situation use. One example given by Hawkins is of inhabitants ofthe same town

talking about the town hall (p. 115). It is not necessary that the interlocutors be standing

near the building in question, that it be in their immediate situation. The final major usage

type is associative anaphoric use. The idea is that the mention ofan NP in the discourse

triggers associations. These associations then serve as the pragmatic set of objects in

which a defmite NP can be located. Hawkins gives the example of speaking about the

bride or the bridesmaids after a wedding has been mentioned.

Hawkins (1978) proposes one additional category of various “unfamiliar” uses of the

definite article. These include uses of the that do not fit into any of the major usage types

above and that appear to be counterexarnples to Christophersen’s requirement of

familiarity. The examples Hawkins presents all include NPs that in some way involve

modification, such as those listed below.

(2.4) What’s wrong with Bill? Oh, the woman he went out with last night was

nasty to him. (ex. 3.16)

(2.5) I remember the beginning ofthe war very well, because I happened to be

in my garden pulling up marrows, when all of a sudden I heard a noise in

the sky. (ex. 3.83)



Hawkins claims that “the modifier itself takes over the role of previous discourse, and

enables the bearer to identify some set of objects within which he is to locate the

referent” (p. 149). In (2.4), the relative clause (who) he went out with last night provides

enough information for the bearer to locate the woman in question. In (2.5), the

prepositional phrase ofthe war triggers associations for war, among which the beginning

can be located.

Certain weaknesses in Hawkins’s analysis of articles have been identified. Lyons

(1999) challenges the notion of inclusiveness with the following examples.

(2.6) [In a room with three doors, one open and two closed]

Close the door, please. (ex. 19, p. 262)

(2.7) [In a hallway with four doors, all closed, the speaker stands dressed for a

journey, a suitcase in each hand]

Open the door for me, please. (ex. 20, p. 262)

Lyons suggests that for neither of these situational uses ofthe definite article, does

inclusiveness apply. In an earlier criticism, Lyons (1980) adds a qualification to the

criterion of location. He claims that there are uses of the where the hearer cannot locate

the referent in a shared set and must therefore presuppose its existence. This happens

when the hearer lacks any knowledge of the referent. Lyons gives the following example

in which the bearer has no idea what a zo'calo is.

(2.8) When you arrive in Mexico City, make your way to the zocalo. (p. 87)

In this instance, “shared knowledge does not previously exist, but is established by means

of the definite reference” (p. 90).



To account for the meaning ofthe indefinite article, Hawkins (1978) introduces the

notion of exclusivity. The suggestion is that for an indefinite reference, the NP “refers to

a proper subset, i.e. not-all, of the potential referents of the referring expression” (p. 187).

That is, other possible referents are excluded. This is so for specific, non-specific, and

generic uses ofa. Consider the following examples.

(2.9) A cat just walked through my yard.

(2.10) We should buy a cat. Any one that catches mice will do.

(2.11) A cat is a good household pet.

For each of these uses ofa cat, other possible cats in the set of cats are excluded. Like

Yotsukura (1970), Hawkins considers unstressed some an indefinite article. Its use

follows the same principle of exclusivity. To illustrate, the next two examples from

Hawkins are to be read as part of the same text.

(2.12) Fred bought a book from Heffer’s. (ex. 4.05)

(2.13) He was dismayed to find that some pages were torn. (ex. 4.07)

The italicized NP in (2.13) refers to at least two pages of the book in (2.10). At the same

time, it excludes other pages, pages that were not torn.

Hawkins (1991) offers a few modifications to his descriptive theory of articles.

Among these modifications, he redefines the shared sets as “P-sets” or pragmatic sets.

These align more closely with relevance theory in Sperber and Wilson (1986). In

particular, Hawkins wishes to free the speaker from complete reliance on the hearer’s

knowledge. In his previous account, if a referent is not known to the bearer through

specific or general knowledge or is not necessarily locatable based on the modification of

the NP, the speaker is obligated to avoid use of the definite article. However, now “the



speaker can simply extend or construct a P-set for a unique entity” (p. 413). An example

given is the dog in my car (p. 413). By the previous account, the prepositional phrase in

my car would presumably fail to trigger associations among which the dog could be

located.

Although Hawkins (1978, 1991) makes a clear distinction between the definite and

indefinite articles, the analysis says little about NPs that appear with no articles.

Christophersen (1939), in his description ofthe article system, does make a three-way

distinction between the the-form, the a-form, and the zero-form. In order to fully account

for these forms, Christophersen also makes the distinction between continuate-words and

unit-words, which are essentially mass and count nouns. They are explained as follows:

A unit-word calls up the idea of something regarded as single and complete in

itself, an individual or unit belonging to a class of similar objects. It is viewed as a

point. A continuate-word represents something apprehended as continuous and

extending indefinitely in space and time. Parts of it may be circumscribed with

precise limits having a definite shape, but the object as such is still viewed as

continuous. (p. 26)

When the zero article is used with a continuate-word or a plural unit-word, there is the

“impression of something continuous with indefinite limits” (p. 36). This contrasts with

the definite article, which signals the view of “having precise limits” (p. 34).

Christophersen (1939) offers the following diagrams to illustrate the limiting effect of

the with continuate-words.
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Figure 2.1. Continuate—words in zero-form and the-form.

The first image, on the left, represents use of the zero article, as in truth. The second

image, in the middle, represents what Christophersen calls “the usual meaning of the the-

form” (p. 35), as in any of the four major usage types of the found in Hawkins (1978).

The idea is that the NP refers to only a portion of what the continuate-word in the zero-

forrn denotes. In one example given by Christophersen, a sign reading “Keep off the

Grass” would refer only to the grass in the situation in which the sign appeared, not to

grass in other situations. The third image, on the right, represents instances when the

imposes limits that are “equal to the whole genus” (p. 34), as in the truth.

Christophersen (1939) accounts for use of the zero article with proper nouns in the

following way. A proper noun “denotes only one definite individual and is therefore

always concrete”; whereas, a common noun “is only an idea with potential realizations;

the idea itself is abstract, the realizations are concrete” (p. 65). While the articles the and

a serve to realize abstract ideas in concrete forms with common nouns, they are

unnecessary with proper nouns because these are already concrete. Hewson (1972) adds

that with proper names, such as the names of people, one normally gets both an exterior

or container view and an interior or qualitative view (p. 107). This is in contrast to the

zero article with a singular common noun, which provides “an interior, qualitative view”

of the referent (p. 106). In the statement “Bob likes wine,” one can imagine a
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conceptualization ofwine that is formless and without a container; whereas, the

conceptualization ofBob involves the container of a human body.

Chesterman (1991) expands the article system to include five articles (null, the, a,

some, zero). The argument is made that what Christophersen calls the zero-forrn can be

divided into uses that are definite and indefinite. These two usage types represent

different articles which appear at opposite ends of a continuum of definiteness. At one

end is the null article, which appears with singular proper nouns and with some singular

common nouns. Examples of the null article with common nouns include be in bed, go by

bus, at dawn, in spring, dinner is served, etc. (p. 55). The nouns in these last examples

would be considered singular count nouns by Stvan (2007). At the indefinite end of the

definiteness continuum is the zero article, which appears with plural and mass nouns.

Chesterman gives the following examples of uses ofthe zero article.

(2.14) John loves bees. (ex. 63, p. 56)

(2.15) This is made ofplastic. (ex. 64, p. 56)

As revealed in this section, a number of issues have been considered important in

previous attempts to explain the meaning of English articles. A lack of agreement exists

on exactly what these issues are (uniqueness vs. familiarity vs. inclusiveness) and even

on how many articles should be acknowledged in the system. The presentation of articles

within ESL texts is similarly disjointed and reflects an underlying variety in descriptions

of article use.

ESL Textbook Perspectives on Articles

As one of the goals of the current project is to advance article pedagogy, it is worth

considering how articles are treated in current ESL grammar books. This section reviews
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the presentation of articles in two popular textbooks: Understanding and Using English

Grammar by Betty Azar and Stacy Hagen (2009) and Focus on Grammar 5 by Jay

Maurer (2006). Henceforth, the former book is referred to as UUEG and the latter as

FOG. This section also examines the presentation of articles in one workbook: The

Article Book by Tom Cole (2000).

These particular textbooks were chosen because of their relevance to the context in

which the project took place. First, these books are targeted toward higher-level learners

of English - UUEG for intermediate to advanced, FOG for advanced. Second, both books

were available for use by the teachers who participated in the project. That is, copies

were owned by the library of the center at which the participating teachers worked. The

popularity ofthe textbooks may be attested by the fact that UUEG is in its fourth edition

while FOG is in its third. Both are comprehensive reference grammars that feature

communicative activities and exercises. Both present information and exercises first on

the count/noncount distinction in English nouns and then on article usage. To these

topics, UUEG devotes 12 pages out of437 and FOG 26 out of 444.

Turning first to countability, the textbooks distinguish count from noncount nouns in

the same way. Namely, three basic distinctions are made: (a) count nouns may be counted

while noncount nouns may not; (b) count nouns in the singular can appear with a/an

while noncount nouns cannot; (c) count nouns have plural forms while noncount nouns

do not. The first ofthese distinctions is conceptual, whereas the latter two are

morphosyntactic.

Each book gives a list of different categories of typical noncount nouns with

examples. On both lists are fluids/liquids, solids, gasses, particles, abstractions,
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subjects/fields of study, activities, and natural phenomena. The list in UUEG also

includes languages (e.g., Arabic), recreation (e.g., baseball), and groups comprised of

different parts (e.g.,firrniture). The list in FOG includes diseases (e.g., AIDS), foods (e.g.,

beef), occupations (e.g., dentistry), and a category called “others” (e.g., equipment, news).

Both UUEG and FOG warn that “many nouns,” such as hair or noise, can be used as a

count or noncount noun. Both books mention the use of partitive expressions, such as a

cup ofor apiece of: to express a quantity of noncount nouns.

FOG offers readers slightly more information on the topic of countability. It is

explained that some traditionally noncount nouns can be used as count nouns to express

types (e.g., teas) or discrete amounts (e.g., two orangejuices). It is also explained that the

use ofsome or 0 before noncount nouns refers to “things that don’t have any particular

boundaries” (p. 119). Additionally, notes are included on noncount nouns that end in —s

(e.g., mathematics), count nouns with irregular plural forms (e.g., criteria), and the

difference in meaning between people used as a noncount and count noun.

The presentation of the count/noncount distinction in UUEG and FOG situates

countability in nouns themselves and not in the conceptualizations of speakers and

listeners. The lists of typical noncount nouns encourage readers to memorize the count

status of individual words rather than to consider similarities in conceptualization across

noncount categories. Although UUEG does emphasize the concept of “whole” with three

of the presented categories (groups of different parts, particles, and abstractions), it fails

to make this connection to the remaining eight categories. Although FOG mentions a lack

of boundaries for noncount nouns, this is not illustrated with examples fiom across the

noncount categories, nor is it contrasted with the existence ofboundaries in count nouns.
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In both books, the uses of a noun as countable on one occasion and uncountable on

another are presented as exceptions to be careful of. Instead of being asked to explore

systematic differences in meaning for such uses, readers are directed to consult

dictionaries in order to avoid errors in usage. Furthermore, in neither textbook is it

explained what it actually means to be able or unable to count something.

An examination of the presentation of articles in UUEG and FOG reveals similar

approaches. Both books begin with a classification chart that includes example sentences

for article use. This is followed by a second chart comprised of article use guidelines,

again with example sentences. The two books define the terms definite and generic in

similar ways. For the former, UUEG states “a noun is definite when both the speaker and

the listener are thinking about the same specific thing” (p.114), and FOG states “a noun is

definite when the speaker and listener both know which particular person, place, or thing

is being talked about” (p. 132). For the latter, UUEG states “a generic noun represents a

whole class of things; it is not a specific, real, concrete thing, but rather a symbol of a

whole group” (p. 114), and FOG states “a noun is generic when it represents all members

of a class or category of persons, places, or things” (p. 131). Both books mention that the

definite article for generic reference is often restricted to use with inventions,

instruments, and species. A further similarity is that the two books present the traditional

subsequent-mention guideline to use the with the second mention of a noun.

The main difference between the presentations in UUEG and FOG lies in how the

article system is classified in the initial charts. UUEG makes three distinctions for

reference type: generic nouns, indefinite nouns, and definite nouns. Within each of these

types, a single article choice is presented for each ofthree noun subcategories (singular
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count, plural count, and noncount)2. Meanwhile, FOG begins with three article

distinctions: the indefinite, zero, and definite articles. Examples are given ofa/an with

singular count nouns for non-specific reference and generic reference. Examples are then

given ofO with plural count nouns and noncount nouns for non-specific reference and

generic reference, as well as ofO with proper nouns. Finally, examples are given of the

(1) with singular count nouns and plural count nouns for specific reference and generic

reference, (2) with noncount nouns for specific reference and (3) with proper nouns.

It is entirely possible that the presentation of articles in UUEG and FOG contributes to

a fragmented understanding among ESL learners. Although readers receive helpful rules

ofthumb for particular article uses, no comprehensive explanation for the system is put

forward. There is both limited information on individual aspects of the article system and

a lack of information on how the various aspects fit together. As argued in Negueruela

(2008), “the rule-of-thumb approach to explaining language often fails to capture with

consistency and coherence the conceptual meaning of the grammatical point at hand” (p.

148). If learners are consulting UUEG or FOG (or any other current ESL textbook, for

that matter), a coherent conceptualization of the entire article system appears

unobtainable.

A number of factors in the presentations within UUEG and FOG make a systematic

understanding of the range of article usage difficult to achieve. First, as seen above, the

definitions given for definiteness require the speaker and hearer to share knowledge of a

specific thing. A learner will soon realize that this definition is unable to account for a

 

2 Although a is presented as the article choice for generic reference with singular count nouns, a footnote

to the chart does address the possibility of using the.
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variety of uses of the. For example, what if a speaker says that she is “going to the store”,

but the listener does not know which specific store the speaker has in mind? And what if

in another conversation the speaker refers to the name of a ship (e.g., the Leedstown) of

which the listener has never heard? In fact, the definitions ofdefiniteness in UUEG and

FOG do not hold for many examples of first-mention use of the. The result is that

learners likely create a special category for exceptional use of the definite article, uses

that fall outside of the basic definition of definiteness. Additionally, although both books

present the first-mention/subsequent—mention guideline, they do not explicitly state how

second mention of a noun makes that noun definite. As such, readers may make regular

use of this rule without connecting it, at a conceptual level, to the notion of definiteness.

Generic reference and proper nouns appear to add more complexity to the article

system. While both books consider article use with generic nouns, these uses are not

systematically connected to other uses. UUEG does not relate article use for generic

reference on the one hand with indefinite and definite reference on the other. FOG does

not relate article use for generic reference with article use for non-specific and specific

reference. In regard to proper nouns, FOG suggests that the zero article is used with most

names, while the definite article is used with certain types ofnames (e.g., names of

geographical features, some countries, and ships (p. 132)). No similarities are drawn

between the use ofO with proper nouns and the use ofO with common (noncount and

plural count) nouns; nor is any similarity drawn between use of the with proper nouns

and its use with common nouns. UUEG ignores proper nouns entirely.

Further complications exist for readers who wish to gain a systematic understanding

of the entire range of article usage. For instance, FOG’s classification chart does not
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include the possibility of using a/an with a specific referent. An example of such use is

found in (2.1).

( 2.1) Here’s a book that I have found extremely useful for my studies.

Use ofthe indefinite article in FOG is restricted to non-specific and generic reference.

UUEG’s classification chart does not include the possibility of using 0 with an indefinite

non-generic referent. An example of such use is found in (2.2).

(2.2) There’s beer in the fridge. Should we drink it?

Use ofthe zero article in UUEG is restricted to generic reference. A final complication

for both books is that they ignore any distinction between 0 and some with non-generics.

UUEG presents only some for non-generic reference with plural count and noncount

nouns, whereas FOG presents only 0 for such reference. Neither book contrasts a

conceptual difference between using some and the zero article with indefinite nouns.

It should be noted that UUEG and FOG are both comprehensive grammars. Given

their scope, they can devote only a few pages to the article system. What if learners seek

more information on article use by consulting workbooks written exclusively on articles?

The sense of fragmented understanding may, in fact, be compounded. To illustrate,

Consider Cole (2000). It is a 114-page workbook that provides 50 rules on article use

al11C>Iflg with short fill-in-the-blank exercises. The rules, in addition to 15 exceptions, are of

the “do” and “don’t” variety, instructing readers when to use the definite, indefinite, or

2er0 article. Some is not considered at all.

Many ofthe criteria presented for making article choices reside in the language itself

(1 re - , particular words, collocations, or constructions trigger a particular article) and not in

c0ticeptualizations speakers wish to convey. Attention to conceptualization in Cole
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(2000) is restricted to rules that mention definiteness or indefiniteness. The former is

defrned as “when the noun is understood or very obvious, it is already definite or

“known’”’ (p. 14), the latter as “indefinite means not already known, not already

understood, or not already mentioned” (p. 1). Although these definitions show sensitivity

to a conceptualization of the unfolding of discourse, they remain vague on who exactly is

doing the knowing or understanding. Is it the speaker, or the listener, or both? The terms

definiteness and indefiniteness are applied to only seven ofthe fifty rules in the book.

When they are applied, it is not always clear how readers should distinguish definite from

indefinite. For example, Rule 15 states “use the when the noun is made definite by a

prepositional phrase,” and Exception to Rule 15 states “do not use the when the

prepositional phrase does not make the noun definite” (p. 112). The challenge for readers

is to understand how some prepositional phrases, and not others, make the nouns they

modify “understood or very obvious.”

The rules and guidelines in Cole (2000) cover an impressive variety of article uses.

Rules that direct readers to base their article decisions on the identification of certain

words or types ofwords may certainly help learners choose appropriate articles in their

language production. However, such rules can also reinforce a sense of arbitrariness and

idiosyncrasy within the article system. For example, Rule 21 states “do not use an article

with the names of countries, cities, or states,” while Exception to Rule 21 states “use the

in the names of countries that contain the words united, union, kingdom, or republic” (p.

112). Learners are left to wonder what is special about these four words. Rule 28 states

“use the with the names of rivers, oceans, seas, and deserts,” while Rule 31 states “do not

use an article with the names of single lakes, mountains, islands, or canyons” (p. 113).
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Learners are left to puzzle over the distinction between rivers and oceans on one side and

lakes on the other. Rule 47 states “do not use an article with the names of diseases,”

while Exception to Rule 47 states “use the with theflu, the measles, and the mumps” (p.

114). Learners are, again, left to wonder what is special about these last three diseases.

As revealed in this brief review oftextbooks, ESL learners can expect to find variety

in terms ofhow articles are described. The descriptions appear not to cover the entire

range of article uses, and those uses that are covered are not necessarily considered in

relation to one another. Rules often seem to be based more on word collocations than on

any type of conceptual meaning that a speaker wishes to convey. Without an explanation

ofhow individual uses and rules fit together, a unified understanding ofthe article system

remains elusive.

Research Questions

The current research project addresses the following questions:

1. What patterns exist in how ESL teachers explain article usage in authentic texts?

2. How does one conceptual framework elucidate systematicity across disparate

article uses and numerous pedagogical rules for article use?

3. How does exposure to the framework influence international MA TESOL

students’ explanations of article use in authentic texts?

The first research question allows for an examination of the words teachers use and the

reasons they give to explain article use. In particular, it can be determined if teachers are

using explanations similar to those found in ESL texts. It can also be established if

Variety among teacher explanations is commonplace (as at the TESOL Convention

Workshop, mentioned in the Chapter 1). The second question motivates the presentation
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of the conceptual framework. The illustration of systematicity serves as a counterpoint to

the presentation of articles revealed in the review of the ESL texts above. The third

question guides an investigation ofhow the framework is received by individuals who are

both studying to teach English and who have learned English as a foreign language. Does

exposure to the framework influence their article explanations and in what ways? The

answers should say something about the potential of the framework as a pedagogical tool

for the classroom.
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CHAPTER 3: ESL TEACHERS

What patterns exist in how ESL teachers explain article usage in authentic texts? This

question guides the current chapter. The chapter first details the methodology for how the

question was addressed. Next, results are reported. Finally, the results are discussed in

terms of what they suggest about the current state of article instruction.

Methodology

To investigate how currently-practicing ESL teachers explain English articles, a group

of teachers was asked to complete an explanation elicitation task (see Appendix A). The

task required participants to write explanations for highlighted article uses within

excerpts fi'om published works of nonfiction and to rate confidence levels for these

explanations. In completing the explanation task, participantsapplied their own

understanding of English articles to authentic contexts of article use.

Participants

ESL teachers employed at Michigan State University’s English language Center were

solicited for participation in the project. Ofthose who agreed to participate, 17 completed

the explanation task by an imposed deadline. The decision was made to examine data

from teachers with at least five years of experience. This resulted in analysis of

explanations from 12 participants. Data from five less-experienced participants, who

were all employed as Teaching Assistants, were excluded. The resulting sample of 240

article explanations (12 participants each explaining 20 article uses) was considered of

sufficient size to address the research question. Table 3.1 reveals background information

for each participant.
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Table 3 .1

Background ofESL Teachers

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      
 

Participant Years L1(s) Countries Taught In

Teaching

P1 18 English, Bengali, US, India

Hindi

P2 6 Engish U.S.

P3 13 English US, Japan, China, Thailand,

Czechoslovakia

P4 6 English US, Thailand

P5 27 English US, Saudi Arabia, Japan,

Malaysia, Singapore

P6 5 English US, Japan

P7 38 English US, Tunisia, Saudi Arabia, Spain,

Japan

P8 14 Japanese US, Japan

P9 23 English US, China, Japan

P10 30 English US.

P11 14 English US, Korea, Japan, Morocco

P12 17 Chinese US, China

Procedure

ESL teachers who had agreed to participate were emailed the explanation task as an

attached file. They were instructed to complete it and to return it to the researcher via

email within two weeks. Participants were free to spend as much time on the task as they

wished3. Those participants who did not return the completed task within the originally

requested time fiame received up to two email reminders before a cut-off date, after

which no tasks were accepted by the researcher. Once all files had been collected by the

researcher, participant numbers were randomly assigned to the ESL teachers.

¥

3 The possibility exists that some participants may have referred to outside sources when writing their

eXplanations. Most participants reported spending between 30 and 60 minutes on the task.
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Explanation elicitation task.

A short background questionnaire was included at the beginning of the explanation

task. Questions elicited information on participants’ teaching experience, as well as

country of origin and L1. In addition, participants were asked to make comments on how

comfortable they were teaching articles. The questionnaire was followed by three

individual tasks. Task A required the reading of four excerpts. No articles were

highlighted within the excerpts in this task in order to encourage participants to read

simply for content. It was considered important that participants build an overall

understanding of the extracts before they set out 0 make article explanations. It was

assumed that stopping at various points through a text to write explanations would be

distracting during the first reading. In Task B, participants read the same four extracts —

this time with 20 individual articles highlighted. Participants were to imagine that their

explanations were in response to questions (e.g., “Why is this article used here?”) from

advanced ESL learners. In Task C, participants rated their confidence for each

explanation given.

The sources for the excerpts were chosen to reflect expository types of writing that

might appear in university courses for advanced ESL students. Furthermore, texts were

selected on topics that were thought to be of interest to the participants. One book was on

language pedagogy (Interaction in the Language Curriculum: Awareness, Autonomy and

Authenticity by Leo van Lier), one on language learning (How Languages are Learned by

Patsy Lightbown and Nina Spada), one on philosophy with attention to language

(Philosophy in the Flesh: The Embodied Mind and its Challenge to Western Thought by
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George Lakoff and Mark Johnson), and a final book on leading American intellectuals

(The Metaphysical Club by Louis Menand).

The excerpts consisted oftext from the opening page of each book, either from the

forward or the main text. This decision was made because article choice is discourse

sensitive (e.g., the definite article may be chosen to refer to an entity which has

previously been mentioned in the discourse). By including only the beginnings ofbooks

on the task, participants were required to offer explanations based exclusively on what

they read and not on what they thought may have appeared in earlier elided text. Excerpts

were kept under 350 words in length and complete paragraphs were included.

Within each excerpt in Task B, five articles were highlighted in bold. The particular

target items to be explained on the task were chosen to reflect a variety of article uses.

Target items included eight instances of the, six instances of the zero article4, four

instances ofa (or an), and two instances ofsomes. In cases ofthe zero article, the

highlighted symbol ofO was placed before the noun phrase. These articles appeared

before a range ofnoun types — including common and proper nouns with singular, plural,

and noncount forms. The intention was to challenge the participating teachers. While

some article uses could be interpreted to reflect traditional rules such as use the indefinite

articleforfirst mention and use no article with the names ofcountries, a greater number

 

4 All instances of0 are referred to simply as the zero article. No distinction is made between the zero and

the null article.

5 The author ofthe excerpt in which the two instances ofsome appeared was contacted and asked if he

intended the two instances to be interpreted as unstressed articles. In response, he stated, “I have no idea or

recollection of consciously choosing "some." I think it is merely a softening or mitigating device.”

(personal communication, September 28, 2009)
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of items were less easily explained by such rules. For instance, most targeted uses of the

definite article appeared with nouns that had not been previously mentioned in the text.

The explanation task simulates exchanges typical in a language classroom, where it is

not uncommon for students to inquire why a particular linguistic form has been used. In

their responses, participants were expected to draw on their language awareness

(Andrews, 2001) in order to make sense of the authors’ article choices. Responses

provide a snapshot of the knowledge resources and terminology teachers make use of for

article instruction. Asking participants to give explanations was thought to elicit teacher

cognition (Borg 2003) — “what teachers know, believe, and think” (p.81) about uses of

English articles.

Beyond shedding light on what participants know, the explanation elicitation task was

designed to gauge how teachers feel about their ability to explain articles. Task C

directed participants to reflect on their explanations and to rate their confidence for each

on a Likert scale of 1-5, 1 representing least and 5 representing most confident. In this

way, confidence levels could be compared across items and across participants.

Data Analysis

The ESL teacher data were coded through an iterative process (Kennedy, 2005). First,

each individual explanation was initially coded for key terms, defined as words or

expressions used to convey reasons for the particular article choice. These ranged from

linguistic terms to more general expressions (e.g., plural noun, count noun, collocation,

general, introduce, etc.). Using an Excel spreadsheet, a matrix was created with all

tokens of key terms, listed by item and by participant. The researcher then tabulated

frequencies for key terms used by more than one participant within each item. For the

26



frequency count, different forms of one root word or different ways of expressing the

same idea were tagged as one key term. For example, count and countable were coded as

one term, as were introduce andfirst mention.

In search of larger patterns, fiequency counts for terms by individual item were re-

sorted to reflect counts by individual article. That is, the frequency ofkey terms used in

explanations for all choices of the was tabulated, as were frequencies of key terms for O,

a, and some. The terms with the highest frequency (at least 8 tokens) were further

analyzed to establish with how many items and by how many participants each term was

used.

During the initial coding, the researcher noticed a few instances where different

participants used directly contrasting terms (e.g., count and noncount) for the same item.

Such cases were flagged and coded as conflicting explanations. Identifying these cases

was considered an important step in documenting inconsistencies in article instruction to

which learners may be exposed.

Given the centrality of speaker and bearer knowledge of referents in linguistic

accounts of the article system (e.g., Christophersen, 1939; Hawkins, 1978), in

investigations of article acquisition (e.g., Butler, 2002; Huebner, 1983), and in ESL

textbook explanations of definiteness (e.g., UUEG; FOG), article explanations were

specifically examined for reference to the writer and reader. Each mention of writer(s),

author(s), and reader(s) was coded. In addition, each use of a pronoun to refer to writers

(e.g., they or he) or to readers (e.g., we) was coded. Explanations for Item 6 were

excluded from the coding because the target item itself is the reader, and all mentions of

reader here referred to the word in the text and not to individuals reading the text. Upon
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completion of coding, references were sorted into three categories: (1) reference to the

writer and the reader, (2) reference to the writer, and (3) reference to the reader.

References were further sorted by article type and by participant.

Again using Excel, the researcher entered confidence ratings for explanations by item

and by participant. Average rating and standard deviation were calculated for each item

on the task, as well as for each participant. In this way, a picture could emerge not just of

which items were felt to be more diffith and which less difficult to explain, but also of

which participants were more confident and which were less confident in their

explanations overall. A few notes should be made on the coding. The instructions on the

explanation elicitation task failed to specify that ratings be reported in whole numbers. As

a result, one participant reported values of 2.5 and 3.5. These were entered as such into

the spreadsheet. A second participant reported a value of 0.5. Given that the lowest

possible value in the instructions was 1, the 0.5 was entered as a 1 into the spreadsheet. A

third participant reported values for only two of her explanations and left 18 of the items

blank. Just above the place for ratings on her sheet, this participant wrote that she had no

confidence in her explanations except for the ones that were marked. The researcher thus

entered values of l for the unmarked items.

Results

Results for teacher explanations of article use are reported below. Commonalities across

explanations by individual item are presented first. This is followed by commonalities by

article, as well as complete lists of key terms used for each article (the, O, a, and some).

Next, contrasting explanations within individual items are reported. Results for reference

to writer/reader are then presented. Finally, average confidence ratings are reported.
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Patterns for Individual Items

The key terms identified in explanations for individual items are presented in the

following tables. For a key term to appear in the tables, it has to have been used by at

least two participants. Frequencies for terms and example explanations are included in

the tables. The explanations are reproduced in their entirety, as the participants wrote

them. For illustrative purposes, relevant key terms have been underlined. Additional key

terms may be present in the example explanation. While these are not underlined in the

tables, they were counted in the frequency tabulations for those terms. Because

participants were not restricted to the use of one key term within one explanation, the

combined total for the numbers within one Total Explanation column may exceed the

number ofparticipants (twelve).

Table 3.2

Key Termsfor Item I (When Q1 newforeign language teaching methods and textbooks

are introduced they are often said to be based on the latest research in psychology,

linguistics, or pedagogy.)

 

 

  

 

 

 

   

Key Total Example Explanation

Term Explanations

lural 9 method is a count noun; plural: do not use an article (P9)

general 7 Here we are talking about teaching methods and textbooks

in general, and the nouns are in plural form. Hence no

articles. (P12)

not 3 neither a definite nor indefinite article is needed here

specific because we’re talking about general terms here, 391

sMific as well as a plural quantity. “The” would be the

.¥ only choice but then it would denote specificity. (P11)

indefinite 2 indefinite plural — We aren’t talking about a specific

method or textbook, so we can’t use the definite article

“the.” (The indefinite article “a” is used with singular

M i=ndefinite nouns.) (P6)

first 2 =some, many — idea of indefinite, general, or non-specific

mention could be considered in ellipsis. Also, the concept is

introduced here and shifts with “the new approaches” — a

good teaching point. (P7)
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Table 3.3

Key Termsfor Item 2 (Sometimes, they are simply ordered and distributed to Q2 teachers

who have to do their best to use them efilectively.)

 

 

 

 

 

 

      

 

 

   
 

Key Total Explanations Example Explanation

Term

not 7 non-spe_cific usage, re. to some teachers out of the

s ific whole category of teachers (P10)

plural 7 like “methods,” “teachers” is plural and does not

require an article in this instance (P2)

general 5 General (not a specific group of teachers). Cannot use

“a” because “teachers.” (Pl)

indefinite 2 Lniefinite plural (P6)

count 2 Again, we are dealing with a general/generic plural

countable noun. Same as 1. (Pl 1)

Table 3.4

Key Termsfor Item 3 (Teachers have seen many dijfirent approaches over th_e3 pastfifty

years.)

Key Total Explanations Example Explanation

Term

specific 8 referring to a smcific thing; in this case a period of

time (rather than a specific point in time) (P3)

Table 3.5

Key Termsfor Item 4 (Another emphasizes the value ofhaving students imitate and

practice 9 set ofcorrect sentences and memorize entire dialogues.)

 

 

 

 

 

    

Key Total Example Explanation

Term Explanations

one of 5 “set” is indefinite, in that it could be one ofmany sets

many (P2)

count 3 First of all, “a set of” is a collocation. Second, “set” is a

countable noun. So you need an indefinite article. It does

not begin with a vowel; therefore, “a” is used. (P8)

not 3 It’s n_ot_ a specific correct set but rather one ofmany

specific correct sets, so it wouldn’t take a definite article. (P4)

singular 2 set is a gggnl noun; singular; use a. (P9)
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Table 3.6

Key Termsfor Item 5 (Yet another stresses the; importance ofencouraging “natural ”

communication between students as they engage co-operatively in tasks or projects while

 

 

 

      
 

using the new language.)

Key Term Total Example Explanation

Explanations

specific 6 ‘Importance’ is a abstract notion requiring the definite

article. Importance here is smgific in terms of that

approach being used. (P1 1)

collocation 5 specific/definite reference; also seems to be a “chunk” of

language or collocation (P3)

definite 4 definite; introducing a noun that represents a quality. (P1)

Table 3.7

Key Termsfor Item 6 (The,’ reader should not see it as afinishedproduct, therefore, but

rather as a snapshot ofwork in progress, an illustration ofan open-endedprocess that

can and should have no closure.)

 

 

 

 

    
  

Key Total Example Explanation

Term Explanations

specific 7 It is referring to the sgific group of readers, the readers

of this book. Therefore, “the” is used. (P8)

generic 3 generic usage, “the reader” symbolizes all readers, as

“The automobile” can symbolize all autos (PIO)

definite 2 definite (specific reader who reads this book) (Pl)

Table 3.8

Key Termsfor Item 7 (At the same time I have not taken any of£137 common meanings of

terms such as theory, practice, research, curriculum, and learning as given, but...)

 

 

 

  

 

  

Key Term Total Example Explanation

Explanations

specific 6 It is referring to smgific and limited meanings, not one

meaning of many or meanings in general. (P4)

collocation 4 the phrase “any of” requires “the + Noun”, could also

say “any common meanings” (P10)

definite 2 meanings is defflite, specific and, thus, requires the (P9)   
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Table 3.9

Key Termsfor Item 8 (... but tried tofind Q3 new meaningfor them thatfit new ways of

thinking, and achieve terminological integrity throughout.)

 

 

   
 

Key Total Explanations Example Explanation

Term

noncount 5 not unique, in particular not “given” info; meaning is

fl-count so no determiner required (P5)

Table 3.10

Key Termsfor Item 9 (I have not gonefar enough in all these matters, but hope I have

made someg useful notes in the margin ofour ideals.) [For this item and the next see

 

 

 

 

 

      

Footnote 2 above]

Key Total Example Explanation

Term Explanations

quantity 6 This is not an article. I don’t think students have problems

with it. It’s used because the exact amount is not known or

it’s unnecessary to know the exact gount. (P12)

plural 4 used before plural (“notes”); shows quantity—not a lot, not

too little (P1)

count 2 “Notes” is countable and plural. The writer assumes that not

everything she/ he wrote in the book is useful to everyone.

Rather, she /he thought that “some” ofthem are useful to

each reader. Therefore, “some” is used. (P8)

first 2 He’s introducing new objects, his notes, which are among

mention the many other notes that others have made. If he referred to

them again, he’d use the definite article. (P4)

not 2 non-specific usage (P10)

specific

Table 3.1]

Key Termsfor Item 10 (...there are places where I havefelt it necessary to provide

somem more theoretical backup, and these sections have been...)

 

 

 

 

 
 

    

Key Total Example Explanation

Term Explanations

quantity 4 limited, unclear but still substantial quantity (P7)

first 2 ‘backup’ although seems singular, is a non-count noun,

mention again the backup hasn’t been previously mentioned (P11 )

indefinite 2 indefinite quantity (P6)

noncount 2 non-specific usage, “backup” is functioning as a FEB:

ci_unf_tN, some is determiner (P10)
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Table 3.11 (cont’d)

not 2 backup is a concrete noun, as yet unspecified. Plural

specific count. Therefore some”(P9)

Table 3.12

Key Termsfor Item 11 (121;, 1 mind is inherently embodied.)

Key Total Example Explanation

Term Explanations

general 3 used to refer to a set (e.g., the poor, the disadvantaged, the

obese); in this case “the mind” refers to the general idea of

the mind and all it entails:

intellect/emotions/thoughts/reactions. . . (P3)

specific 3 refers to the spe_cific idea ofthe mind, thus the definite

article (P2)

generic 2 Again, just one legitimate form of generic reference; could

just as well be “A mind is...” or “Minds are. . ..” (P5)

Table 3.13

Key Termsfor Item 12 (Because ofthese discoveries, Q12 philosophy can never be the

same again.)

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

    

Key Total Example Explanation

Term Explanations

discipline 7 s_pb'Lects do not take an article (P1)

general 3 It’s abstract and refers to philosophy in general. (P12)

name 3 “Philosophy” is a ppm; of a discipline. No articles are

necessary for names ofdisciplines or subjects, such as math,

science, and English. Therefore, there is no article. (P8)

noncount 2 philosophy in general, not one unique or previously

mentioned philosophy. Here “philosophy” is non-count.

Later, in #15, it is countable. (P5)

Table 3.14

Key Termsfor Item 13 (When taken together and considered in detail, these three

findingsfi'om the science ofQ13 mind are inconsistent with centralparts ofWestern

 

 

   

philosophy.)

Key Term Total Example Explanation

Explanations

prefer the 5 I don’t know. If I had written this, I woultLLrave used
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Table 3.14 (cont’d)

 

“the mind”. Perhaps this is also used as a discipline (as in

“philosophy” above) and an article is not used. Or, it may

be that “the” preceding “science” is sufficient for the

entire phrase “the science ofmind” (P3)
 

 

 

uncertainty 5 Not sure how to explpin this. Is this a reference to the

book Science ofMind and its philosophy? (P1)

discipline 2 in this sentence “min ” is used as a subject of study (like 

math, English, philosophy). However, it would also be

acceptable in this sentence to add “the” ( following the

reason in #11 above) 0’6)
 

  

 

      

general 2 Gem. (PlZ)

generic 2 generic usage, referring to mind (here a non-count),

representing all mind (P10)

noncount 2 Interesting. Mind in general. It’s a form of generic

reference, but “a mind” is not possible because the

meaning changes to that ofan individual. Author has

turned mind into a non-count noun to accommodate. (P5)

Table 3.15

Key Termsfor Item I4 (They require a thorough rethinking ofth_e14 mostpopular current

approaches, namely, Anglo-American analytic philosophy andpostmodernist

philosophy.)

 

 

 

Key Term Total Example Explanation

Explanations

specific 7 It’s referring to a sppcific group of approaches,

requiring the definite article. (P4)

superlative 4 When you use a supprlative, “the” is usually put before

the adjective or adverb. That is because there supposed

to be only one which is the “most.” (P8)

definite 2 approach is specific and definite — they are current and

popular. Therefore, use the. (P9)

 

    K
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Table 3.16

Key Termsfor Item 15 (The answer is that M15 empirically responsible philosophy would

require our culture to abandon some ofits deepest philosophical assumptions.)

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

Key Total Example Explanation

Term Explanations

one of 6 He is introducing one philosophy among many although

many not with a name as in #12. (P4)

first 4 the writer is referring to a type of philosophy, so

mention philosophy becomes countable, but since it hasn’t been

mentioned before or named now, it is still general at this

point. (P1 1)

indefinite 2 indefinite (doesn’t point to one philosophy. There may be

many possibilities.) (P6)

not a 2 philosophy here is not a discipline and it is indefinite (P1)

discipline

not 2 non-specific, refers to one empirically responsible

specific philosophy out ofthe category ofempirically responsible

philosophies, i.e. refers to one out of a group (P10)
 

Table 3.17

Key Termsfor Item I 6 (It is a remarkablefact about the United States that itfought g16

civil war without undergoing a change in itsform ofgovernment.)

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

Key Total Example Explanation

Term Explanations

one of 6 He is referring to one type ofwar amonggmanj. (P4)

many

first 4 Civil war not previously mentioned. Reference is to the

mention wider universe of civil wars, not to this particular one yet.

(Pa

not 4 Non-specific works for the sentence meaning here, and “a

specific civil war” parallels and balances “a change in the form of

government” (P7)

general 3 reference to civil war in general as a construct, not the

specific Civil War in the USA. This needs an article to

show that it is the construct, not the specific War. (P3)

count 2 The noun is countable and it’s indefinite here. Also, first

mention. (P12)
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Table 3.18

Key Termsfor Item I 7 (The war wasfought to preserve the system ofgovernment that

had been established at gig” nation ’sfounding...)

 

 

 

 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
 

 
 

 

 

 

Key Total Example Explanation

Term Explanations

specific 8 definite article because a mific nation is being

referenced (P2)

USA 3 the nation = the USA vs. other nations, specific, the full,

formal title ofan political entity (P7)

definite 2 a defin:i1e_ noun which refers to the USA. Use the. (P9)

Table 3.19

Key Termsfor Item 18 (But in almost every other respect, th_e13 United States became £19

diflerent country.)

Key Term Total Example Explanation

Explanations

name 8 definite article accompanying the name of the nation (P2)

collection 3 as l have always been told, use “the” before any nation

of areas name that indicates a collection of areas into one nation

(often referred to in the plural); e.g,: the Netherlands, the

United Arab Emirates, The United Kingdom, the

Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, the Philippines, the USSR, the

Republic of Ireland, The Peoples Republic of China. ..

(P3)

specific 3 specific — the states that are united — the United States,

also, a phrase like “the United Kingdom (P7)

common 2 Names of countries thpt include a common noun

noun in (“republic”, “kingdom”, “states”) almost always require

name “the”. (P5)

Table 3.20

Key Termsfor Item 19 (But in almost every other respect, {£13 United States became £19

difierent country.)

Key Term Total Example Explanation

Explanations

one of 3 He is introducing a new object: a country. It is pg

many among many. (P4)

not 3 Country is countable and becomes non-specific in this

specific context. (P12)  
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Table 3.20 (cont’d)

 

   
 

count 2 First of all, “country” is a countable noun, and it is

singular, so you need some article. There were some

choices as to in what way the country is going to be

different. And the States chose one of them. Therefore,

“a” is used. (P8)

Table 3.21

Key Termsfor Item 20: (The war alone did not make Q20 America modern, but the war

marks the birth ofmodern America)

 

Key Total

Term Explanations

Example Explanation

 

name 9 U. States is plural in nature, whereas ‘America’ is a singular

name which doesn’t take an article. (Pl 1)
 

   

 

 

 

country 7 most countries don’t use an article (France, China, etc).

Exceptions: the US, the UK, etc. (P10)

Patterns for Article Type

Explanations of the.

There were a total of 96 explanations for the definite article (8 items x 12

participants). The following table reveals all identified key terms in explanations for the

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

definite article.

Table 3 .22

Key Termsfor the

Abstract hypothetical prepositional phrase

All identified previous mention

collection of areas idiomatic singular

Collocation individual thing specific

common noun in name limited superlative

Country memorize USA”

Definite name unique

Familiar noncount uncertainty

general not generic whole unit

Eerie plural writer/reader knowledge    
 

* Refers to the nation 's in explanations for Item 17.
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The key terms most used across these explanations for the were the following: specific,

definite, and collocation. No other key terms appeared more than eight times. The term

specific was the most frequent, appearing 48 times. Eleven of the twelve teachers used it,

and it appeared in explanations for all eight items. Variations ofthe term included

specific, specific reference, specifically refer and specify. The term definite occurred

twelve times. It was used by six of the teachers, and it appeared in explanations for five

items. Variations included definite and definite reference. The term collocation occurred

nine times. It was used by seven ofthe teachers, and it appeared in explanations for two

items. Variations included collocation, chunk, phrase, set phrase, always use the with

importance, many the _ ofXphrases, any ofgoes with the + defined group, and any of

requires the + noun.

Table 3.23

Frequent Termsfor the

Term ' Items 8

48 8

12 5

collocation 9 2

 

Explanations of 0.

There were a total of 72 explanations for the zero article (6 items x 12 participants).

The following table reveals all identified key terms in explanations for the zero article.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 3 .24

Key Termsfor 0

Abstract generic plural

All indefinite prefer a

Any informal prefer plural form

won usage multiple meanings prefer the

fixation name Some    
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Table 3.24 (cont’d)

Count noncount

not sentence ' ° ' erence

not U

first mention not ' writer/reader

 

The key terms most used across these explanations for 0 were the following: general,

plural, name, not specific, noncount, and discipline. No other key terms appeared more

than eight times. The term general was the most frequent, appearing seventeen times.

Eight ofthe twelve teachers used it, and it appeared in explanations for four items.

Variations of the term included general, in general, and generalization. The term plural

occurred sixteen times. It was used by nine ofthe teachers, and it appeared in

explanations for two items. The term name occurred twelve times. It was used by seven

of the teachers, and it appeared in explanations for two items. Variations included name,

proper noun, andproper name. The term not specific occurred ten times. It was used by

nine of the teachers, and it appeared in explanations for two items. Variations included

not specific and non-specific. The term noncount occurred nine times. It was used by

seven of the teachers, and it appeared in explanations for three items. Variations included

non-count and uncountable. The term discipline also occurred nine times. It was used by

seven of the teachers, and it appeared in explanations for two items. Variations included

discipline, subject, subject ofstudy, andfield ofstudy.

Table 3.25

Frequent Termsfor O

 

Key Term Explanations (72) Items (6) Participants(12)

general 1 7 4 8

lural 16 2 9
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Table 3.25 (cont’d)

 

name 12

not specific 10

noncount 9

discipline 9
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Explanations of a.

There were a total of 48 explanations for the indefinite article (4 items x 12

participants). The following table reveals all identified key terms in explanations for the

 

 

 

 

 

 

indefinite article.

Table 3.26

Key Termsfor a

any hypothetical not unique

collocation indefinite one ofmany

concrete not a discipline* particular

count not identified singular

first mention not particular specific

eneric not specific uncertainty     
* Refers to philosophy in explanations for Item 15.

The key terms most used across these explanations for a were the following: one ofmany,

not specific, andfirst mention. No other key terms appeared more than eight times. The

term one ofmany was the most frequent, appearing twenty times. Ten of the twelve

teachers used it, and it appeared in explanations for all four items. Variations of the term

included one ofmany, one ofmany Xs, one Xamong many, one Y ofX, and one Xout of

Y. The term not specific occurred twelve times. It was used by six of the teachers, and. it

appeared in explanations for all four items. Variations included not specific and non-

specific. The termfirst mention occurred eight times. It was used by seven of the

teachers, and it appeared in explanations for two items. Variations includedfirst mention,

40



is introducing, is introduced, no previously mentionedX, not previously mentioned, no

previous mention, and hasn ’t been mentioned before.

Table 3.27

Frequent Termsfor a

Term ° Items 4

one 20 4

not 12 4

mention 8 2

 

Explanations ofsame.

There were a total of 24 explanations for some (2 items x 12 participants). The

following table reveals all identified key terms in these explanations.

 

 

 

 

 

   

Table 3.28

Key Termsfor some

among other(s) group of plural

concrete indefinite (quantity) quantity

count limited (quantity) uncertainty

definite noncount unknown (quantitL)

first mention not specific used diminutively 
 

Only one term was used more than eight times. Quantity occurred in ten explanations. It

was used by six of the teachers, and it appeared in explanations for both items. Variations

of the term included quantity, amount, and quantifier.

Table 3.29

Frequent Termsfor some

 

Key Term Explanations (24) Items (2) Participants(12)

quantity 10 2 6
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Contrasting Explanations

Seven instances of directly contrasting terms were identified. One contrast was found

in the explanations for the. For Item 6 (the reader), three participants (PS, P6, P10) wrote

that this noun phrase was an example of generic reference. Participant 9, however, wrote

“reader is not generic.” One contrast was found in the explanations for O. For Item 8 (0

new meaning), five participants (P1, P5, P6, P7, P8) identified the noun as noncount,

while one participant (P9) referred to it as plural.

Three contrasts were found in the explanations for a. For Item 4 (a set ofcorrect

sentences), three participants (P4, P6, P10) referred to set as not specific. Participant 11,

however, wrote that the indefinite article “denotes that a specific set of sentences should

be used, but it doesn’t mention which specific set.” Although the participant appears to be

suggesting that set is in fact not specific here, his choice of words in the beginning of the

explanation does provide a direct contrast with the expression not specific. For this same

item, Participant I wrote “here students are practicing a (any) set ofcorrect sentences and

not a particular set”, whereas Participant 3 wrote “reference to a particular item or set, yet

may be one ofmany sets or items.” Although these explanations are quite similar in terms

of the main idea, they do contrast in their use of the word particular. For Item 15 (an

empirically responsible philosophy), two participants (P7, P10) referred to philosophy as

being not specific, while Participant 3 offered the following explanation: “a specific

philosophical thought or system, which differs from the discipline.”

Two contrasts were found in the explanations for some. For Item 9 (some useful

notes), Participant 6 wrote “indefinite quantity”, while Participant 9 wrote “notes refers to

definite thoughts, which are unspecified.” Obviously, the adjectives in question are
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modifying different nouns: quantity vs. thoughts. Yet, the adjectives by themselves are

opposite terms: indefinite vs. definite. Another contrast was found for Item 10 (some

more theoretical backup). Whereas Participant 10 and 11 both referred to backup as a

noncount noun, Participant 9 labeled it count plural.

Although not an instance of directly contrasting terms, there was a discrepancy among

explanations for Item 17. The article to be explained appeared within the following

prepositional phrase: at the nation ’sfounding. The definite article here is a determiner for

nation, and most participants addressed this fact in their responses. However, three

participants (P6, P8, P10) explained the choice of the as dependent on the nounfounding.

Reference to Writer/Reader

Out of a total of 228 explanations (19 items6 x 12 participants), 24 made reference to

the writer and/or reader. Reference both to the writer and the reader in the same response

occurred seven times. Twelve explanations referred exclusively to the writer, and five

referred exclusively to the reader. Examples of each type of reference are presented in the

following table.

Table 3.30

Examples of Writer/Reader Reference

 

 

 

    

Reference Item Participant Explanation

Writer & the7 P8 “Both the readers and the writer share the same

Reader concept ofmeaning ofthese words. Therefore, “the”

is used.”

Writer a4 P6 “Use the indefinite article because the writer isn’t

referring to one specific set of sentences.”  

 

6 As noted in the Data Analysis section, Item 6 was excluded from analysis.
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Table 3.30 (cont’d)

 

    

Reader anls P7 “No need to be specific. There are many philosophies. There are

many responsible philosophies (logically responsible,

gastronomically responsible. . .). The reader is introduced to a

(“one”) possible empirically responsible philosophy to illustrate its

conquuences. It doesn’t matter if there are others.”
 

Examining writer/reader references by article type, it was found that ten occurred in

explanations for the. Of these, five mentioned the writer and the reader, two the writer

only, and three the reader only. Of three writer/reader references in explanations for 0,

two mentioned the reader only, and one mentioned the writer and reader. Of seven

writer/reader references in explanations for a, five mentioned the writer only, and two the

reader only. Of four writer/reader references in explanations for some, three mentioned

the writer only, and one the writer and reader. Seven of the twelve participants made at

least one reference to the writer and/or reader, as may be seen in the following table.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     

Table 3.31

Frequencies of Writer/Reader Reference by Participant

Participant Item (Type of Reference) Total

P] then (R) 1

P2 — 0

P3 - 0

P4 some) (W); somelo (W); 0:3 (W); ants (W); 6

316 0!); 319 (W)

P5 the5 (W3); 03 (W) 2

P6 a4 (W); thedW) 2

P7 34 (R); the-; (R); anls (R) 3

P8 the3 (W/R); thes (W/R); they (W/R); Os (W/R); 7

8011169 (W/R); some"; (W); then (W/R)

P9 the; (R) 1

P10 - 0

PI I $614M; 31115 (W) 2

P12 - 0

R = reader; W = writer; W/R = writer and reader

 

 



Confidence

On a 5-point scale with 1 the least and 5 the most, average confidence scores by item

ranged from 2.25 to 4.46. Average confidence scores by participants ranged from 1.4 to

4.75. Results by item are presented in Table 3.32, and results by participant are presented

in Table 3.33.

Table 3.32

Average Confidence Ratings by Item

 

 

 

 

 

 

            
 

 

 

 

 

 

          
 

Item Score SD Item Score SD Item Score SD Item Score SD

01 3.5 1.46 thee 3.5 1.24 the“ 2.79 1.47 a“; 3.83 1.47

O; 3.38 1.37 the7 3.42 1.38 012 3.54 1.41 then 3.92 1.31

the; 3.58 1.31 03 2.58 1.56 013 2.25 1.54 the"; 4.46 0.58

a4 4 1.28 some; 3.33 1.44 the” 3.75 1.36 319 2.92 1.38

the5 3.58 1.08 some") 3.33 1.56 31115 3.25 1.42 020 3.92 1.44

SD = standard deviation

Table 3.33

Average Confidence Ratings by Participant

Participant Score SD Participant Score SD Participant Score SD

P1 4.6 0.99 P5 4.1 0.45 P9 1.4 1.23

P2 3.3 1.59 P6 2.1 1.07 P10 4.75 0.55

P3 3.15 0.93 P7 3.65 0.67 P11 3.58 1.26

P4 2.9 1.07 P8 3.55 1.19 P12 4.23 1.26

SD = standard deviation

Discussion

In this section, the findings from the analysis of the ESL teacher responses to the

explanation elicitation task and what these imply about the current practice of article

instruction are discussed.

ESL Teacher Explanations and Textbooks

It is not surprising that the article explanations given by the ESL teachers on the

elicitation task rrrirror the presentation of articles in ESL textbooks. One would expect
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experienced teachers to be familiar with grammar presentation techniques in popular ESL

texts. As reported above, patterns were found for repeated use of key terms such as

specific, definite, non-specific, indefinite, general, generic, count, and noncount. These

terms reflect the content of the classification charts in both UUEG and FOG.

Furthermore, the ESL teachers mentioned specific rules (or guidelines) that can be found

in these textbooks or in Cole (2000). For instance, first mention of the noun was given as

a reason for the article choice ofO in Item 1, ofsome in Items 9 and 10, and ofa in Items

15 and 16. This explanation is a counter to the rule to use the with the second mention of

a noun. Other examples of rules include the use of the with the superlative for Item 14,

the use ofO with a discipline or field of study for Item 12, the use ofO with names for

Item 20, and the use of the with countries that include a common noun in their names for

Item 18. It is interesting to note that the participants did not consistently make reference

to the writer and/or reader in their explanations. Even though UUEG and FOG consider

the point ofview ofthe speaker and the bearer when discussing the concept of

(in)definiteness, only two ofthe twelve participants (P4 and P8) explicitly referred to the

writer and/or reader in more than three of their explanations.

Variety in Explanations

Although the data analysis focused on finding patterns and similarities in article

explanations across participants, what is perhaps most striking is the variety or difference

that was found in explanations. The ESL teachers employed a range of terminology to

explain uses of the, O, a, and some (see Tables 3.22, 3.24, 3.26, and 3.28 above). For

none ofthese four articles was there a key term that was used by all twelve participants

(see Tables 3.23, 3.25, 3.27, and 3.29 above). The most consistently applied term was
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specific, given as a reason for the authors’ choice of the definite article and used at least

once by eleven of the participants. Still, this term appeared in only half of the 96 total

explanations for the. For each ofthe other articles, the most common term used always

appeared in less than 50% of the total explanations for that article. This result highlights a

lack of uniformity in how the articles were explained on the elicitation task.

In addition to variety across participants’ explanations for the eight uses of the, the six

uses of O, the four uses of a, and the two uses ofsome, variety was found across

participants’ explanations for individual uses. That is, for most individual items on the

elicitation task, a range ofreasons was produced by the twelve participants. Tables 3.2-

3.21 above give a sense of this variety; however, it should be remembered that only

repeated key terms were reported in these tables. Even more variation exists when non-

repeated key terms are considered. To illustrate, the table below lists responses from just

five participants for Item 11. In these explanations for the mind, one can see a range of

reasons given for why the authors chose the definite article.

Table 3.34

Explanationsfor the in Item 11

 

Participant Explanation
 

 

P] “the mind” here refers to the mind in general—mind is used as a non

count here.

P3 used to refer to a set (e.g., the poor, the disadvantaged, the obese); in this

case “the mind” refers to the general idea ofthe mind and all it entails:

intelIect/emotions/thorghts/reactions. . .
 

 

P7 A specific concept, idiomatic. “The body, the world”, here, “the human

mind”

P8 If you use “the + singular noun,” it represents the whole unit of it. In

other words, by saying “the mind,” it can refer to all mind that people

have. It is like “The lion is strong.” Therefore, “the” is used.

P12 Not sure how to explain. I think here mind with the refers to ideas. It’s

just the way it is. I would ask my students to memorize this.
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It is worth briefly considering the consistency in explanations within participants.

While no formal examination of this was undertaken (i.e., the data analysis focused on

patterns and similarities across participants), it became apparent through coding that

consistency in explanations varied among teachers. Some ofthe ESL teachers showed a

higher degree of such consistency than others. For example, Participant 5 used the term

unique in five of eight explanations for the, and Participant 12 used the term general in

five of six explanations for 0. These examples contrast with the variety of explanations

evident in the two tables below.

 

 

 

 

 

  
 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 3.35

Examples of Variety in Explanationsfor the by Participant 6

Item Explanation

#3 refers to a specific time period, so the definite article is used

#5 this isp_art ofa set phrase: “the importance of ing”

#6 definite article “the” is used with archetypes (a representative ofone category

ofpeople) (e.g., the housewife, the businesswoman, the busy student).

#18 “The” is used with cormtry names that include “states” “kingdom” “republic”

“islands” etc.

Table 3.36

Examples of Variety in Explanationsfor a by Participant 3

Item Explanation

#4 reference to a particular item or set, yet may be one ofmany sets or items

#15 a specificphilosophical thought or system, which differs from the discipline

#16 reference to civil war in general as a construct, not the specific Civil War in the

USA. This needs an article to show that it is the construct, not the specific War.

#19 not sure...  
 

Given that no systematic analysis ofconsistency within participants’ explanations was

undertaken, no major conclusions can be drawn. It is simply observed that variety did

exist in explanations by the same teacher for different instances ofthe same article.
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One cause of variety in teachers’ explanations might lie in the presentation of articles

found in ESL textbooks. Pica (1983), in an analysis of article usage in the speech events

of requesting/giving directions and of ordering food at a restaurant, noted a mismatch

between “real” language use and textbook rules. Traditional rules were unable to cover

the article use found in the examined speech acts. In the absence of obvious rules for

specific examples of authentic article use, the current project’s participating ESL teachers

were forced to create their own explanations — sometimes applying common textbook

terminology such as general and specific, sometimes stretching a particular rule to a

novel context such as in the explanation by Participant 3 in Table 3.34 above, and

sometimes resorting to “that’s just the way it is” explanations like the one by Participant

12 in the same table.

Textbook Rules and Teacher Confidence

The notion of textbook rules’ inability to explain all examples of article use was

supported in participants’ responses to the pre-task question on comfort level in teaching

articles. Seven ofthe twelve participants expressed that they were uncomfortable or not

very comfortable. For example, Participant I wrote, “I feel that in most cases article

usage is difficult to place under specific rules.” Participant 12 wrote, “I don’t feel very

comfortable teaching articles mainly because many uses of articles don’t follow any rules

introduced in grammar books.” It is interesting to note that these two participants

exhibited the second and third highest levels of confidence in their article explanations on

the elicitation task. Three ofthe five participants who wrote that they were comfortable

teaching articles qualified their claims, using the following adjectives: moderately,

reasonably, andfairly. Another expressed comfort teaching articles to low-level learners
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only. An extreme View of discomfort was expressed by Participant 9, who had the lowest

overall level of confidence. She wrote:

I feel that after a certain point, it is all intuition. Even highly proficient L25 can’t

get it, and it gets fi'ustrating both for the L2 learner and for me. I’ve given up on

teaching articles a long time ago and usually only address it when a particular

student really wants to discuss it. Beyond the introductory definite, indefinite, and

plural/singular distinctions, I can’t do it. (P9)

Although such a strong sense of fi'ustration was not expressed by others, the

participants overall did not appear extremely confident in their explanations of articles.

The confidence levels reported above show that only four ofthe twelve teachers averaged

a score above 4 (on a scale of 1-5, with 5 being the highest) for their article explanations.

For individual items on the elicitation task, only Item 18 (the United States) produced an

average confidence rating above 4. The higher confidence for this item may have resulted

from the fact that participants could explain the choice of the through reference to one of

two rules (use the with the names of countries that designate a collection of states or

areas, and use the with the names of countries that include a common noun) or as a

consistent exception to the rule of using O with names. That other items could not be so

easily explained through textbook rules, may have contributed to the lower ratings of

confidence.

Implications for the Classroom

It is worth considering what implications the observations above hold for the ESL

classroom. If teachers question their ability to explain article usage successfully, it is not

unreasonable to assume that they are more likely to attempt to avoid the topic of articles
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in class. Participant 9, with the lowest average confidence across the elicitation task,

highlights this possibility in her comment above. Beyond avoidance, it is also possible

that instructors may pass on their own lack of confidence with articles to their students.

The variety (both inter-teacher and intra-teacher) noted in the participants’ article

explanations is a sign of what learners can expect from their ESL instructors. Hearing

different explanations from different teachers for the same example of article use as well

as hearing different explanations from the same teacher for different uses of the same

article is a challenge learners have to face. Such variety is likely to leave learners with the

impression that the article system is an arbitrary one that cannot be consistently and

completely explained. A variety of explanations will also likely foster a sense of

frustration, as learners struggle to make sense of different (sometimes directly

contrasting) reasons for article use.

Learners, of course, can expect some consistency when it comes to article instruction.

As noted above, terms like specific, definite, non-specific, indefinite, general, generic,

count, and noncount were regularly used in the participants’ explanations. They are also

likely to appear in the presentation of articles in ESL textbooks. An important concern,

however, is how well these terms are understood by learners. For example, what does it

mean to say something is specific? Such an abstract term eludes a precise, concrete

definition. If learners possess only a vague sense, if they cannot visualize a clear

meaning, how helpful is this for their larger understanding of articles? The use of abstract

terms to explain article usage would be especially problematic for lower-level learners.

Another point worth considering is the tendency by the participants not to mention the

writer and reader in their article explanations. The responses in Table 3.34 above
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illustrate this pattern. In not addressing the perspectives of the writer and reader (or the

speaker and hearer), teachers give learners the impression that article choices are based

on the language itself rather than the intentions of language users. For example, the

message is that a particular article is chosen because a noncount noun refers to something

that is not specific; the article is not chosen because ofwhat the speaker wishes to convey

to the hearer. If teachers rely exclusively on abstract textbook terms and traditional rules,

they likely signal to learners that choosing appropriate articles is a complicated task, a

task over which learners have little control and flexibility.

Perhaps, the biggest implication the teachers’ results and the textbook survey hold for

the ESL classroom is that there is room for a more unified account of article usage. An

account able to tie usage to the intentions and conceptualizations of language users, to

concretize the way articles are explained, and to improve teachers’ confidence in regard

to articles would be a most welcome addition to article pedagogy.

Conclusion

This chapter outlined the methodology of an experiment that sought to identify

patterns in ESL teachers’ explanations for article usage in authentic texts. Common key

terms were found in explanations for individual test items as well as in explanations by

article type. A good deal of variety was also present in these explanations. The most

common key terms used in explanations by article type were as follows: specific for the,

general for the zero article, one ofmany for a, and quantity for some. Examples of

directly contrasting terms were identified as was a tendency by participants to avoid

reference to the writer/reader in their explanations. Confidence ratings for explanations

were found to vary across items and across participants.
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In the discussion, it was noted that participants employed similar terminology to that

found in textbooks. The frequent inability oftextbook rules to account for actual

examples of article usage was considered as a potential cause for the variety within

participants’ explanations and for the limited ratings of confidence. Implications these

results pose for the classroom were discussed. In particular, learners may expect to

receive a variety of explanations from different teachers for the same article use as well

as a variety of explanations by the same teacher for different uses of the same article.

Furthermore, learners can expect explanations to convey that article choice is more about

the language itself (e.g., particular collocations) than about the perspective-taking of

language users.
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CHAPTER 4: CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

How does one conceptual framework elucidate systematicity across disparate article

uses and numerous pedagogical rules for article use? This question guides the current

chapter. A conceptual framework is first presented and then applied to a variety of

contrasting article uses, including those that have been considered problematic in the

literature. Next, the framework is applied to a range of pedagogical rules and guidelines.

Finally, implications for both linguistic theory and teaching practice are considered.

Conceptual Framework Design

The framework to be proposed here is a conceptual tool with which to see

systematicity across article usage. It is predicated on a cognitive linguistics view of

language. As stated in Robinson and Ellis (2008), “Language, communication, and

cognition . . . are mutually inextricable. Cognition and language create each other.

Language has come to represent the world as we know it; it is grounded in our perceptual

experience (p. 3).” Within the cognitive linguistics paradigm, understanding

conceptualization is crucial to understanding language (e.g., Gibbs 1994; Johnson, 1987;

Lakoff, 1987; Lakoff& Johnson, 1980; Langacker, 1987, 2002; Talmy, 2000).

Following Langacker (2002), grammar is understood to provide “the speaker with an

inventory of symbolic resources, among them schematic templates representing

established patterns in the assembly ofcomplex symbolic structure” (p. 16). From this

perspective, articles are symbolic tools. The framework presented below proposes

schematic imagery as a means toward interpreting the influence articles have on meaning

construction. Through abstract schema, consistent patterns in the meaning ofNPs may be

identified.
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It should be acknowledged from the outset that the framework has not been designed

as an instrument to predict article use. It is descriptive, not predictive. A quick glance at

the multitude ofrules and exceptions in Cole (2000) should make it apparent that article

prediction is an incredibly challenging task. Halliday and Matthiessen (1999) point out

that because grammar “evolved with the human species, it is full of anomalies,

contradictions and compromises...” (p. 516). Perhaps, nowhere is this more apparent than

with articles. One can find both puzzling regional differences in article use as well as

usage changes in progress. How is it that Americans say in the hospital while Brits say in

hospital? How could one predict the current shift from saying the Ukraine to simply

Ukraine?

Instead of prediction, the fiarnework strives to offer categories ofmeaning that

describe individual examples of article use. It establishes one-to-one form-meaning

mappings, whereby uses of the map to one schematic image, uses ofa and some to

another image, and uses of0 to a third image. This is the systematicity that is sought

through the framework. With it, one has the ability to adopt a perspective which sees

commonalities across a variety of uses for each article.

The fi’arnework relies on the basic assumption that in communication through

language, utterances prompt conceptualizations that are shared between the speaker and.

the bearer. The same holds true for written texts, which prompt conceptualizations that

are shared between the writer and the reader. Noun phrases (NPs) signal

conceptualizations of entities. In its current form, the framework accommodates only NPs

headed by articles (the, a, some, or 0) and not other determiners. All article-headed NPs

can be mapped to the schematic image in Figure 4.1, which represents conceptual space
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shared by the speaker and hearer. Noun phrases headed by the prompt conceptualizations

that are situated within the discoursefi'ame, whereas noun phrases headed by any of the

three other article choices prompt conceptualizations situated outside this frame.

Shared Conceptual Space
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Discourse Frame and Use of the

The discourse frame is an abstract conceptual space to which the speaker/writer and

bearer/reader have access. It is a mental space evoked through use of the definite article.

Within it are mental representations or conceptualizations of entities that are

distinguishable from one another. In choosing the to head an NP, the speaker believes

that both she and the bearer can identify the same, exact entity and distinguish it from

other entities within the discourse frame. Thus, use of the definite article amounts to a

form of abstract deixis, where the speaker points to one representation within a mental

space. The discourse frame may be broken down into three sub-flames: the situation,

concept, and text flames. The contents of the discourse flame may vary depending on the

sub-frame flom which it is being viewed. Each sub-flame is detailed below.

Situation frame.

The situationfiame accounts for the visible situation use of the definite article in

Hawkins (1978). It represents the immediate situation in which the speaker and hearer

find themselves. This frame is populated with mental representations of the things the

speaker and hearer can identify through their five senses. Imagine two passengers having

a conversation within a taxicab as it travels down a gravel road. Each may reasonably

assume that the other can uniquely identify the driver, the steering wheel, the meter, the

windows ofthe car, the seats of the car, the sound of gravel crunching under the car’s

tires, the vibration within the seats as the car bounces along the road, the smell of an air

freshener, etc. The passengers could introduce any of these entities into their conversation

by using the definite article. The phrase the steering wheel is a signal that this entity is

uniquely identifiable within the situation flame. Figure 4.2 (images in this dissertation are
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presented in color) displays what the situation flame might look like for this NP. The

index finger reflects that the mental representation of the steering wheel is being singled

out flom among representations of other entities. One can imagine this image — and those

of other flames in the figures below — as being transposed on one of the sides of the box

labeled discourseflame in Figure 4.1 above. This particular image would sit in the square

labeled situationflame.

 

@*60O
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Figure 4.2. Conceptualization for the steering wheel.

   

Plural entities may be represented in the situation flame, as with seats and doors above.

Notice, however, that they appear as a group of like entities. The phrase the seats signals

that the group of entities to which this phrase refers can be singled out from other circled

entities in the frame. Slightly more information, however, is necessary for use of the

definite article with an individual entity flom this group. If a passenger said the seat,

without any particular seat having been previously specified, this phrase would likely be

infelicitous. Mention of the seat next to the driver, however, would be felicitous. The

point is that the speaker and hearer rely on their immediate surroundings, or rather a
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schematized situation flame based on a cognitive scene ofthese surroundings, to identify

one and only one relevant entity (or group of entities).

Concept frame.

Humans, of course, are able to conceptualize more than their immediate physical

environs. They are able to construct irnagistic scenes based on their experience and

interaction in the world. This ability is something Charles Fillmore (e.g., 1977a; 1977b)

has long stressed in his research in semantics. As argued in Fillmore (2007), “words

represent categorizations of experience, and each of these categories is underlain by a

motivating situation occurring against a backdrop ofknowledge and experience” (p. 238).

The conceptframe relates the human ability to construct scenes from knowledge and

experience to the semantics of article usage.

In essence, the concept flame is a more abstract extension of the situation flame. It

consists of mental representations of entities that are not physically before the speaker

and hearer but that are part of some type of familiar scene. For example, experience in

education enables individuals to imagine a typical class in session. In that scene, one

anticipates a teacher, a teacher’s desk, students, seats for them, a blackboard, chalk, etc.

One also anticipates entities of a more abstract quality such as a beginning, a middle, and

an end to the class.

The concept flame helps account for definite article use in associative anaphora

(Hawkins, 1978). A concept flame is triggered by use ofthe definite article and may be

shaped by an entity already mentioned in a conversation or text. Returning to the taxi

passengers above, one may say to the other, “I attended an interesting class this

morning.” This is likely to evoke the scene of a prototypical class in the mind of the
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hearer. This scene is transformed into a concept flame when the speaker goes on to talk

about the teacher. The definite article signals that the entity to which this phrase refers is

uniquely identifiable within the flame. The figure below represents what this concept

flame might look like.

 

 

   
Figure 4.3. Conceptualization for the teacher.

A concept flame may also relate to the immediate situation in which interlocutors find

themselves. For instance, one ofthe passengers might say, “I’ll pay the fare if you pay

the tip.” Because the passengers are sitting in a taxi, a concept flame of entities that make

up a typical cab ride is easily accessible. Both thefare and the tip are uniquely

identifiable within this flame.

There are occasions when the NP itself, rather than the immediate situation or the

previous conversation/text, conditions a concept flame. For example, an individual may

begin a late-evening conversation by talking about the sun. The definite article here

triggers a concept flame, yet there is no obvious cognitive scene implied by the situation

(as it is nighttime) or by the preceding conversation (as there has been none). In cases
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like this, it is general knowledge and experience that allow for the construction of a

concept flame. What is crucial is that the mental representation for sun be uniquely

identifiable within the flame. One possibility is a concept flame based on the sky. This

could include entities like the sun, clouds, the moon, stars, etc. Another possibility is a

concept flame based on the earth’s solar system, including entities like the sun, the earth,

and other planets.

Within the capacity to construct cognitive scenes and situations is the ability to

conceptualize taxonomies. This ability and the human propensity to think through

metaphors (Lakoff& Johnson, 1980) enable the same schematic image to be applied to

uses of the definite article in NPs of generic reference. Consider the sentence in (4.1).

(4.1) The tiger is a dangerous animal.

Under a generic interpretation of this sentence, the tiger refers not to one individual tiger,

but to the individual class of tigers. The mental representation ofthis referent is uniquely

identifiable in a flame filled with other classes of animals. Figure 4.4 provides an

example of such a concept flame. “Animals” with the descending lines has been included

in the figure to illustrate the taxonomical nature of this flame, while “etc...” reflects that

there would be additional entities (animal classes) in the conceptualization.

 

Animals

 

  
 

Figure 4. 4. Conceptualization for the tiger in (4.1).
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Such generic use can be contrasted with a non-generic use of tiger, as in the following

example.

(4.2) The tiger at our zoo is a dangerous animal.

Here one single tiger is distinguished flom other animals at the zoo. Given that felicitous

use of the definite article requires the referent be uniquely identifiable, the sentence in

(4.2) implies that there is only one tiger at the zoo in question. A concept flame for this

use of the might look like Figure 4.5.

 

man it

’I'S‘
H
In 'H‘

  
 

Figure 4. 5. Conceptualization for the tiger in (4.2).

Text frame.

Just as the concept frame is a more abstract extension ofthe situation flame, so too is

the textflame. This flame is comprised of mental representations for entities mentioned

in an ongoing conversation or text. As with the other sub-flames, these representations

are distinguishable flom one another. The contents of the text flame change over time as

a conversation progresses over time. New information requires new entities be added to

the flame while changes in topic and limits on memory force entities to exit. The text

frame provides the conceptual space within which anaphoric reference takes place.
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Application to text.

To see how the text flame and the concept flame are called upon through the same

text, consider the following example.

(4.3) A teacher walked into his classroom. He went to the flont ofthe room

and pulled out his teaching materials. There were still 10 minutes

before the class was scheduled to begin. The teacher sat down and

waited for the students.

In this brief narrative, there are five NPs headed by the definite article: thefi'ont ofthe

room, the room, the class, the teacher, and the students. Two ofthese can be said to

trigger the text flame. The room and the teacher refer to entities (his classroom and a

teacher) that have already been mentioned in the text. The remaining NPs with the trigger

the concept flame. For thefiont ofthe room, the concept flame is shaped by the NP itself.

General knowledge that a prototypical room has a flont, a back, and two sides allows for

the construction of a flame containing representations ofthese distinct entities. For the

class and the students, the concept flame is shaped by the content ofthe preceding text.

Previous mention ofa teacher, his classroom, and teaching materials evokes a mental

image of an individual teaching. Representations for class and students are part of the

accompanying concept flame.

The critical point is that the discourse flame provides a conceptual space in which the

speaker/writer may point to a referent through use of the. Such abstract deixis is

consistent with the origins ofthe definite article, which is derived flom the demonstrative

that (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004). Like pointing a finger toward one individual within

a flamed group portrait, use ofthe definite article points toward one representation
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among others in a mental space. The term discourseframe emphasizes that the flame is

always somehow related to the discourse, whether it is configured with representations of

entities mentioned in the discourse, of entities associated with entities mentioned in the

discourse, or of entities associated with the context in which the discourse is taking place.

Individuation and Use of alsome

If it is to cover the entire article system, the flamework must be able to reflect the

count/mass distinction, a distinction which has been shown to be problematic for many

L2 learners of English (Butler, 2002; Hiki, 1991; Master, 1987; Yoon, 1993). The

flamework does so by adopting the term individuation flom Yule (1998): “the process of

classifying [an entity] as a single unit” (p. 30). Following Wierzbicka (1985), this process

is a conceptual one. Entities may be conceptualized as individuated or non-individuated.

Individuated entities usually have clear borders and are perceived as single units within a

class. For example, in the class of apples, one finds individual apples. Non-individuated

entities often lack clear borders. In the class of water, single units of individual waters are

not distinguished. Instead, one mass of the same substance is perceived. These two

possibilities for conceptualization are represented in the following figure.

apples water

I
‘~__o

Figure 4. 6. Example conceptualizations for individuation and non-individuation.

Of course, it is important to note that things can be perceived in different ways. For

instance, an entity that is usually non-individuated can be conceptualized as though it
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were individuated. For example, at a restaurant, someone might order “four waters” for

his table. In this scenario, the four waters represent four individuated things - four glasses

of water. The opposite is also possible. An entity that is usually individuated can be

conceptualized as though it were non-individuated. For example, one could utter (4.4).

(4.4) After we crashed into the cart near the orchard, our car was covered

with apple.

In this statement, apple does not refer to an individuated apple but instead to the non-

individuated substance of apple. Figure 4.7 displays these alternate conceptualizations.

four waters apple

.............

''''''''''''''''''

Figure 4. 7. More example conceptualizations for individuation and non-individuation.

The main distinction between a and some lies in individuation and number. The

choice ofa occurs when the speaker conceptualizes an entity as a single unit within a

larger class. The choice ofsome occurs when the speaker conceptualizes an entity as a

group of single units or as a portion of a non-individuated entity. All three possibilities

are present in the following sentence.

(4.5) I would like an apple, some water, and some pretzels.

Corresponding conceptualizations for the NPs in (4.5) are schematized in the figure

below.

65



Shared Conceptual Space
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Figure 4. 8. Conceptualization for an apple, some water, and some pretzels in (4.5).

The broken circles in Figure 4.8 reflect that the classes of apples, water, and pretzels are

not discrete. They are filled with an infinite number of individuated members (e.g.,

apples, pretzels) or an infinite amount of non—individuated mass (e.g., water). The solid

circles within the broken circles reflect that one member (e.g., an apple), group of

members (e.g., some pretzels), or portion (e.g., some water) is highlighted within the

larger class. In essence, a and some act as quantifiers. Such a perspective is consistent

with the origins of the indefinite article, which is derived flom one (Halliday &

Matthiessen, 2004; Lyons, 1999).
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Notice in Figure 4.8 that the schematic representations fall within the shared

conceptual space, but outside the discourse flame. This placement indicates that a and

some trigger a different cognitive background than does the. Mental representations

triggered by a are perceived against a backdrop of like individuated entities, and

representations triggered by some are perceived against a backdrop of like individuated

entities or a like non-individuated entity. Across these backdrops, there is homogeneity.

That is, the individuated entities within the schematic image cannot be distinguished flom

one another (i.e., the apples and pretzels above all look the same). If the schematic image

is of one non-individuated mass (e.g., water above), different areas ofthat mass cannot be

distinguished flom one another. Such abstract conceptualizations produce the notion of

class, wherein all members are identical. In essence, a and some signal the semantic

function of classifying, as in Master (1990). The entity to which the NP refers is

construed as part of a class. In contrast, for an NP headed by the, the mental

representation is of an entity construed against a backdrop of distinct entities within the

discourse flame.

Why might a speaker choose a or some over the? The speaker may assume that the

entity to which she wishes to refer is not distinguishable flom other entities in a mental

scene evoked by the discourse or the context of the discourse. One can imagine two

people playing tennis. One player wishes to take a second serve but realizes that all of the

balls are on the opposite side ofthe net. Because tennis balls are not especially

distinguishable flom one another, this player would likely ask her playing partner for a

ball rather than the ball.
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The speaker may also assume that the entity to which she wishes to refer is not part of

a shared mental scene evoked by the discourse. Examples of this second case are found in

the following sentences florn Pica (1983).

(4.6) His car struck a tree. He was surprised to see how much damage a car

could do to a tree. (p. 224).

The first mention ofa tree introduces an entity into the discourse. The speaker is

signaling that there is no mental scene (shared with the bearer) within which to identify

the tree in question. Although utterance ofthe first sentence enables a representation of

this entity to appear in the text flame, a tree in the second sentence does not refer to this

representation. Instead, this is an example ofthe indefinite article used for generic

reference. Following Hawkins (1978), “both speaker and hearer do not have a particular

included referent in mind. The identity of this referent is random and arbitrary for both”

(p. 215). Thus, rather than construing this tree as an entity within a discourse-related

scene, the speaker signals that it should be perceived against the backdrop of trees as a

class.

Boundedness and Use of O

No uses of0 have thus far been discussed. To do so, it is necessary to consider the

concept of boundedness. Like individuation, boundedness is a function of construal

(Langacker, 2002). Radden and Dirven (2007) state that the “boundedness of a

conceptual unit refers to its limits in space, time or other domains” (p. 336). According to

the flamework, any use of the, a, or some signals that the entity to which the NP refers

should be conceptualized as possessing limits. Solid lines in the figures above symbolize

this. The definite article indicates that the referent is bounded within the discourse flame,
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among other bounded entities. The articles a and some indicate that the referent is

bounded within a larger class, outside of the discourse flame.

Unboundedness is the equivalent of having no limits within the conceptual schema

When the zero article (i.e., no determiner) appears before an NP, the referent is

conceptualized as unbounded, or without limits. Consider (4.7) and the corresponding

Figure 4.9.

(4.7) Apples are nutritious.
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Figure 4. 9. Conceptualization for apples in (4.7).

As with mental representations for NPs headed by a or some, the representation for

apples in (4.7) falls outside the discourse flame. And as with an apple (see Figure 4.8),

the representation is populated with like entities -— homogeneous apples. However, no one
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entity (i.e., individual apple) is circled with a solid line. The broken line symbolizes that

there is no discrete quantity of apples being identified. As such, one can see how this

conceptualization works well to express generic reference. The unbounded individuated

entities may be interpreted as the representation of a class (e.g., the class of apples).

Unboundedness in non-individuated entities is reflected in the same way. Consider

(4.8) and the corresponding Figure 4.10.

(4.8) Water is essential.
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Figure 4.10. Conceptualization for water in (4.8).

The lack of a definite article locates the representation for the NP outside the discourse

flame. As with some water (see Figure 4.8), the representation is populated with a mass

ofhomogeneous entity, but no portion of it is encircled by a solid line. The broken line

symbolizes that there is no discrete amount ofwater. Again, one can see how this
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conceptualization works well to express generic reference. The unbounded non-

individuated entity may be interpreted as the representation of a class (e.g., the class of

water).

These conceptualizations align with how Christophersen (1939) viewed the semantics

associated with the use of 0:

When continutate-words [mass nouns] and plurals are used in zero-form [without

determiners], the preponderant element in them is quality, not quantity. . .. Only the

common properties ofthe objects denoted are thought of, not special features, and

as far as quantity, the limits are imagined as vague and indefinite. (p. 66)

Unboundedness, as reflected by the broken lines in the schematic images above, conveys

the idea of undefined limits. The homogeneity ofthe contents within the broken lines

conveys an emphasis on common properties. It is possible to say, following

Christophersen, that the choice between 0 and some is about foregrounding quality or

quantity in the mental representation of a referent. Consider the following two dialogues,

both of which take place on a hot day.

(4.9) a. A: I sure am thirsty.

B: There’s beer in the flidge.

b. A: I sure am thirsty.

B: There’s some beer in the flidge.

B’s utterance in (4%) signals a bounded portion within a non-individuated entity, thus

highlighting a quantity of beer. The corresponding conceptual schema would be the same

as for some water in Figure 4.8 above. B’s utterance in (4.9a) signals an unbounded non-

individuated entity, thus highlighting the quality ofbeer (not some other type of drink
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like soda or wine). The corresponding conceptual schema would be the same as that for

water in Figure 4.10 above. Now obviously, there can only be a limited amount ofbeer in

any given refligerator. Yet, it is up to the speaker whether to suggest a construal with

limits or without. This example clearly illustrates the observation in Langacker (2002)

that “bounding is a function ofhow we construe the conceived entity, and is not

invariably motivated by objective considerations” (p. 66).

For NPs headed by 0, number plays a significant role in conceptualization. There are

only two possibilities: an unbounded collection of homogeneous individuated entities as

in Figure 4.9 or an unbounded collection ofhomogeneous non-individuated mass as in

Figure 4.10. The plural form triggers the former construal, and the singular form triggers

the latter. Thus, against the claim of Stvan (2007) and in agreement with Christophersen

(1939), bare singular count nouns are impossible in English.

There are, of course, occasions when nouns normally understood as countable (i.e.,

individuated) do appear in the singular without a determiner. But in all such cases, the

construal is one of a non-individuated entity. For example, compare the following two

sentences.

(4.10) a. A prison is being built across the street.

b. Prison is something to avoid.

Rather than a concrete building where criminals are locked up, prison in the second

sentence could represent the activity of being locked up. A schematic image, like the one

for water in Figure 4.10, captures this abstract sense of activity. There are no clearly

marked borders that could distinguish the walls of a prison.
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Figure 4.11. Conceptualization for prison in (4.10b).

Instead of borders, there is an unbounded uniform mass in Figure 4.1 1.

An example by Langacker (2002), perhaps best illustrates the idea of conceptualizing

entities as unbounded. He presents the following situation:

I am looking at a white wall some 30 feet away, and .. . painted on this wall is a

solid red circle about 5 feet in diameter. In this context, I can felicitously say I see a

red spot, for I see not only the region painted red but also the background ofwhite

that defines its boundaries. (p. 65)

Langacker goes on to contrast this with the situation of standing closer to the wall, so

close that one sees only the color red. With one’s nose against the wall and one’s eyes

directed at the center of the red area, the surrounding white remains outside of the visual

field. In this context, one is likely to say “I see (nothing but) red (where red functions as

a mass noun)” (p. 65). The unbounded nature ofthe visual input leads to a mass (or non-

individuated) interpretation ofthe entity. Use ofO with singular nouns prompts just such

an unbounded non-individuated conceptualization, as represented in Figure 4.11 above.

What does this mean for proper nouns that appear with 0? They, too, are

conceptualized as unbounded and non-individuated. This is perhaps the most

 

7 The dissertation committee remains divided on this analysis of proper nouns.
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controversial proposal being made for the current flamework. The suggestion here is that

when someone says simply the name John, the construal is the same as for water in

Figure 4.10 and for prison in Figure 4.11. In all these cases, 0 acts as a linguistic symbol

that prompts a conceptualization ofan unbounded non-individuated entity. There is no

abstract background against which the entity is construed. This can be analogized to the

up-close perspective on Langacker’s wall, where there is no white background for the red

spot — there is only red. The utterance John does not trigger the schema for an

individuated entity within the class of all Johns. Instead, the construal is of an entity sui

generis. There is only John.

To conceptualize John as an unbounded non-individuated entity requires a certain

amount of abstraction. One must abstract away flom the physical borders of a person’s

body. It might help to consider that a person also has emotions, a sense of humor, an

intellect, a history, a future, etc. All of these qualities or values and more can be thought

of as the material or mass that is John, a non-individuated entity that extends indefinitely.

In contrasting Shakespeare with the young Shakespeare and the old Shakespeare,

Hewson (1972) asserts “the bare unqualified noun (article zero) calls into play all the

potential values together” (p. 76). This is not to claim that one cannot conceptualize John

as one person among other people; obviously, this is something one can and does do.

Instead, the claim is that 0 is a linguistic prompt toward a more abstract

conceptualization.

It is not the case that proper nouns can never be used with articles. When they are,

however, there is an appropriate shift in conceptualization. Consider the following

sentences.

74



(4.11) a. Mr. Smith is here to see you.

b. 'A Mr. Smith is here to see you.

c. The Mr. Smith you met with last week is here to see you.

The subjects in these three sentences are conceptualized differently. For (a), Mr. Smith is _

construed as unbounded and non-individuated. For (b), one Mr. Smith is construed

against a larger class of Mr. Smiths. For (c), one Mr. Smith is construed within a concept

flame that might be filled with individuals flom meetings in the previous week. Through

the flamework, the basic principles of article use are the same for proper nouns as they

are for common nouns. The key is accepting an unbounded non-individuated construal

for proper nouns with 0.

Generic Reference

Celce-Murcia and Larsen-Freeman (1999) identify five patterns of article use for

generic reference: the + singular noun, a + singular noun, the + plural noun, 0 + plural

noun, and 0 + noncount noun. Each of these patterns, with the exception ofthe third, has

been mentioned above. For the first pattern (the tiger is a dangerous animal), the NP

signals the schematic image of a uniquely identifiable class among other classes within

the concept frame. For the second pattern (how much damage QM could do to a_tre_e),

the NP signals the schematic image of a randomly chosen individuated entity that is

bounded within a class of other like individuated entities. For the fourth a les are

nutritious), the NP signals the schematic image of an unbounded class of like

individuated entities. For the fifth (m is essential), the NP signals the schematic

image of an unbounded class of non-individuated entity.
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How is the third pattern (the + plural noun) to be conceptualized? The plural form of

the noun prompts the construal of individuated entities, while the signals that this

construal is bounded within the discourse flame. Consider the example below.

(4.12) The Brazilians are passionate about football.

In the corresponding conceptual schema, Brazilians are represented as a bounded group

of like entities. As with the first pattern (the + singular noun), the relevant sub-flame is

the concept flame. This group is uniquely identifiable flom other groups, which represent

other nationalities.

 

M

 

   
Figure 4.12. Conceptualization for the Brazilians in (4.12).

Application of Framework

This section demonstrates how the flamework can be consistently applied to a range

of article uses as well as pedagogical rules for use. Each application requires a choice

between the same three basic mappings of article form to abstract schematic meaning, as

illustrated in the following table.
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Table 4.1

Article Farm-Meaning Mappings

 

the —* entity bounded within discourse flame

a/some —+ entity bounded within larger class

0 —+ entity unbounded

 

 

  
 

Within these three choices, the schematic images themselves will vary depending on

individuation and number in the NP. Because the situation and text flames are more

straightforward, most uses of the definite article considered below focus on the concept

flame.

Examples of Article Use

Imagine a customer walking through the flont door of a pet shop. The three exchanges

below differ only slightly.

(4.13) a. A: Welcome to the store. How can I help you?

B: We’re here to see the birds. We might buy one or two.

b. A: Welcome to the store. How can I help you?

B: We’re here to see some birds. We might buy one or two.

c. A: Welcome to the store. How can I help you?

B: We’re here to see birds. We might buy one or two.

Following the flamework, each of the NPs that contains birds will prompt different

conceptualizations. These are displayed in the figure below.
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(4.13a) (4.13b) (4.13c)

 

--—-'

    
Figure 4.13. Conceptualizations for the birds, some birds, and birds in (4.13).

The NP in (4.13a) foregrounds the referent against the backdrop of other animals in the

store. The NP in (41%) foregrounds the referent against the backdrop ofthe class of

birds. The NP in (4. 13c) provides no foreground or background for the referent; the

construal is simply of birds.

Consider another scenario in which two fliends are watching the Academy Awards.

Again, the three exchanges below differ only slightly.

(4.14) a. A: Do you like that actor?

B: Yeah, I do. He’s been great in all the roles that he’s played. And, of

course, he’s got the style ofa big time movie star.

b. A: Do you like that actor?

B: Yeah, I do. He’s been great in all the roles that he’s played. And, of

course, he’s got a style like no one else.
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c. A: Do you like that actor?

B: Yeah, I do. He’s been great in all the roles that he’s played. And, of

course, he’s got style.

Corresponding schematic images for each of the style NPs are found in Figure 4.14.

(4.14a) (4.14b)
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Figure 4.14. Conceptualizations for style NPs in (4.14).

 

    

No matter how abstract a noun is generally considered to be, the flamework clearly

dictates that an NP ofa + singular noun refers to an individuated entity. This is reflected

in the schema for a style like no one else in Figure 4.14. While the flamework dictates

that an NP of0 + singular noun refers to a non-individuated entity (as seen for style in

Figure 4.14), it says nothing about the individuation for an NP of the + singular form.

Whether the style ofa big time movie star is an individuated or non-individuated entity is

an open question. The flamework is also unable to specify what the exact contents of a

concept flame are. The bounded entities in the flame for the style ofa big time movie star

in Figure 4.14 might be other qualities that a big time movie star possesses — like

glamour, fame, wealth, etc.
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The next two exchanges take place between roommates in a shared apartment. This

example underscores how the contents ofthe discourse flame are shaped by the meaning

of the NP within the larger context.

(4.15) a. A: Did you know the television was left on all night?

B: Whoops, sorry about that.

b. A: Did you know the television was invented in the 1920’s?

B: No, I didn’t realize that.

Here the same NP, the television, has different meanings. In (4.15a), it has a specific

reading; whereas in (4.15b), it has a generic reading. The definite article, however, is

performing the same semantic function. It is singling out the referent flom the discourse

flame. What happens to be different is the content of the discourse flames as displayed in

the following figure. The first schematic image is filled with representations for actual

items in the shared apartment, such the TV, the stereo, the oven, and the lights.

Meanwhile, the second schematic image is comprised of more abstract-level

representations for inventions, such as the television, the telephone, the radio, and the

telegraph.

(4.15a) (4.15b)

“C

Figure 4.15. Conceptualizations for the television in (4.15).

  

  

      

80



Article use with NPs made up of acronyms or abbreviations follows the same form-

meaning mapping. Consider the brief exchange between two fliends at a cinema complex

in (4.16) and the conceptualizations for the italicized NPs in Figure 4.16.

(4.16) A: Which movie are we going to see? The one about NASA or the one

about the CIA?

B: I don’t care. But I do need to find an ATMso I can get some cash.
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Figure 4.16. Conceptualizations for NASA, the CIA, and an ATM in (4.16).

   

The construal ofNASA is one of an unbounded non-individuated entity, like water or

John; whereas, the CIA is construed as one distinct entity within a concept flame. Again,

while the definite article triggers conceptualization of the referent within a flame, it does

not specify what is in the flame. The concept flame in this particular case might include

other government agencies and bodies like the IRS, the FBI, the SEC, etc. Finally, the

indefinite article with ATMtriggers the construal of one entity within a class of

homogeneous entities.

How does the flamework account for article uses pointed out as problematic in the

literature? Some uses of the have been claimed to refer to non-unique entities, as in the

examples below.
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(4.17) [Hotel concierge to guest, in a lobby with four elevators] You’re in Room

11. Take the elevator to the sixth floor and turn lefi. (Birner & Ward,

1994, ex. 2b)

(4.18) [At a table containing four pitchers of milk, all equidistant flom the

bearer] Please pass the milk. (Bimer & Ward, 1994, ex. 10)

To felicitously respond to the imperatives in the situations above, the hearer could take

any ofthe elevators or pass any ofthe pitchers of milk. Thus, the argument goes, the

speaker does not have a unique referent in mind when uttering the elevator or the milk.

These examples would cause problems for the flamework ifthe discourse flame were

limited to the situation flame, which is comprised of entities distinguishable flom one

another in the immediate environs. The discourse flame, however, may take the shape of

a more abstract concept flame. In a concept flame comprised ”of modes ofascending and

descending the floors of a building, the elevator in (4.17) is distinguishable flom the

stairs or even flom the fire escape. In a concept flame comprised of types of food and

drink at a breakfast table, the milk in (4.18) is distinguishable flom the toast, the cereal,

the coffee, the juice, etc. The felicity of the definite article in these two examples is due

to the speaker and hearer’s cognitive ability to abstract away flom the immediate

situation. The key to interpreting any use ofthe definite article, through the flamework, is

identifying the nature of the discourse flame.

For (4.19) and (4.20), it is not abstraction flom the immediate situation, but

abstraction flom prototypical conceptualizations that is required.

(4.19) My uncle wrote something on the wall. (Abbott, 2006, ex. 11a)

(4.20) She shot herself in thefoot. (Abbott, 2006, ex. 11c)
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Abbott (2006) suggests these examples are problematic for accounts of the definite article

that are based on uniqueness, as “rooms typically have more than one wall... and people

more than one foot” (p. 4). There is insufficient description within the NPs to identify one

particular wall within the mental image ofa room or one specific foot within the mental

image of a human body. Unique identifiability, however, is possible if the imagery is

more abstract. Instead of a room with four walls and a body with two feet, the mental

images are more like taxonomical listings oftypes ofroom parts and types ofbody parts.

For instance, the contents ofthe concept flame for the wall in (4.19) could include other

distinct parts of a room (e.g., window, floor, ceiling, furniture, etc.). Unique

identifiability for thefoot in (4.20) is possible if the contents ofthe concept flame include

other distinct body parts (e.g. head, arm, stomach, etc.). Figures 4.17 and 4.18 display

potential conceptualizations for these NPs.

C“:

Figure 4.1 7. Conceptualization for the wall in (4.19).
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one:

Figure 4.18. Conceptualization for thefoot in (4.20).

  
 

How does the flamework address the claim by Epstein (2002) that the two instances of

the wrong number in the next example have non-unique referents?

(4.21) Researchers who reported in July that family history appeared to play a

slightly smaller role in breast cancer than previously believed backed off,

saying they had erred. . . “We took the wrong number and multiplied it by

the wrong number”, said Dr. Graham A. Colditz, a co-author of the study.

(Los Angeles Times, 7 October 1993, p. A20; in Epstein, 2002, ex. 15)

According to the flamework any use of the triggers the discourse flame, which may only

be populated with bounded entities that are uniquely identifiable by both the speaker and

the bearer. Given that the person to whom Dr. Colditz was speaking probably did not

know the two numbers that were multiplied, the NPs are not meant to evoke

conceptualizations of exact numbers. Instead, they may be construed within a concept

flame in which there are only two distinct entities: the right number and the wrong

number. Against this backdrop, the bearer understands that there is only one appropriate

entity being picked out by the.
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In many of the examples above, it is evident that the discourse flame is flexible. It is

not necessarily restricted by previous text or by the situation in which the discourse is

occurring. It may take the form of a concept flame that is called forth by the NP itself.

This is exactly the case in the following example.

(4.22) When I was six years old, I had to spend a night in the hospital, and I was

terrified. (Birner & Ward, 1994, ex. 16b)

In the words of Bimer and Ward (1994), “there is no mention of a city or any similar

scene to give rise to a flame that might plausibly contain a hospital” (p. 6). The same

could be said for many first-mention uses of the bank, the post oflice, the store, etc.

However, when any of these NPs is uttered, it is quite possible for speakers and hearers to

construe a concept flame filled with distinct locations or institutions found within a

prototypical small town. Such a construal allows for unique identifiability of the referent.

This focus on abstract conceptualization can be applied to dialectical variations in

article use. For example, the difference between the hospital in American English and

hospital in British English becomes a matter of construal. Applying the flamework would

result in the following schematic images in Figure 4.19. The use of0 with hospital (like

school or prison in the American dialect) prompts a construal of unboundedness. In this

case, hospital is more like an abstract sense or quality unto itself (like style in (4.14c))

rather than one building or one place among others.
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Figure 4.1 9. Conceptualizations for the hospital and hospital.

 

   

For many first-mention cases of the, it is the NP that is able to trigger an appropriate

concept flame (e.g., the hospital or the style ofa big time movie star). However, there

remain some uses ofthe definite article that seem unable to do this. For instance, what

possible concept flame is there for thefight in the dialogue below?

(4.23) M: Did you hear about thefight?

A: What fight?

M: Between Bob and Grandpa... (Epstein, 2002, ex. 11)

In such cases, it appears that the relevant part of the discourse flame that is being

activated is not the concept flame, but the text flame. The claim made here is that

mention of thefight activates a mental representation within the text flame. Even though

M may presume that A knows nothing about a particular fight, M can assume that by

uttering thefight, A now has a representation for this NP (even if it is an impoverished

one) in the text flame and is able to uniquely identify it. If this is the beginning of the

conversation, such identification should be especially easy because there are few contents

populating this flame. Epstein observes that this example “involves the introduction into
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the discourse of an entity that manifestly requires further elaboration, that is, the speaker

intends it to be a new topic and assumes that the addressee is aware of this intention” (p.

355). As M goes on to describe the fight, A’s mental representation of it will become

richer. Yet, right flom the start, the decision to introduce the referent with the is a

symbolic gesture. It signifies that the bearer — even without background knowledge — can

uniquely identify the referent somewhere in the discourse flame, which may help to

convey the sense of discourse prominence noted by Epstein.

Interpreting these problematic uses of the through the flamework requires recognition

that any use ofthe definite article places the referent in the discourse flame. The next step

is determining the likely conceptual background against which the referent is being

singled out. In which sub-flarne (situation, concept, or text) is this abstract deixis

occurring? And flom what other entities is the referent being singled out?

Textbook Rules

As was noted in Chapter 2, the variety of article rules and guidelines that textbooks

present can foster a sense of arbitrariness and idiosyncrasy. Learners and teachers may

quite reasonably wonder how one rule relates to another. Textbooks, at least the ones

surveyed here, do not make a serious effort to explain how article rules are connected.

Can application of the flamework to textbook rules yield a more coherent, systematic

picture of the article system? The remainder of this section interprets a range of article

rules and guidelines.

Perhaps the most basic guideline for article use is the subsequent-mention rule. FOG

states, “Use the for the second mention ofan indefinite noun” (p. 118). UUEG states, “A

noun is often indefinite the first time a speaker mentions it. It is usually definite after the
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first mention” (p. 131). The flamework offers a conceptual basis for this rule. The is used

not simply because “the noun has already been mentioned” (Cole, 2000, p. 112), but

because the bounded entity to which the NP refers is considered by the speaker tolbe

uniquely identifiable in the text flame. A is used not simply because a noun is mentioned

for the first time, but because the entity to which the NP refers is considered by the

speaker to be individuated and bounded within a class outside ofthe discourse flame.

Under this interpretation, the second mention ofa tree and a car in Pica’s example,

repeated below, is a symbolic choice by the speaker and not a violation to the subsequent-

mention rule.

(4.6) His car struck a tree. He was surprised to see how much damage a car

could do to a tree. (p. 224).

From the hearer’s perspective, the use ofa in the second sentence signals that the two

NPs must refer to different entities than those referred to by his car and a tree in the first

sentence.

A more conceptual understanding is possible for the traditional guideline to “use the

definite article with nouns that describe something unique” (FOG, p. 132). Through the

flamework, uniqueness is understood to reside not in the world itself, but in human

conceptualization. Thus, when the sun is uttered, there is only one such entity in a

concept flame of entities in the earth’s sky or of entities in the earth’s solar system. Such

an interpretation enables another example flom Pica (1983) to be seen, again, as a

symbolic choice by the speaker and not as a rule violation.

(4.24) A sun and some planets were sighted by a group of astronauts during a

recent space probe. (p. 224)
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The choice ofa at the start ofthe sentence signals to the bearer that the NP refers to an

individuated entity that is outside the discourse flame and bounded within a class of suns.

A more conceptual understanding is also possible for the rule to “use the with the

superlative degree” (Cole, 2000, p. 113). Through the flamework, such uses of the may

be mapped to a schema in which the mental representation for the NP is uniquely

identifiable within a concept flame. For instance, a description of Mt. Everest as the

tallest mountain in the world triggers a concept flame ofmountains of varying heights, as

in the following figure.

“0090
Figure 4. 20. Conceptualization for the tallest mountain in the world.

 

  
 

Within this schematic image, both speaker and hearer can identify the relevant entity, the

mountain that is the tallest.

Textbooks sometimes present postmodification of a noun as a cue for the. Cole (2002)

states that nouns may be “made definite by a prepositional phrase” (Rule 15, p. 112) or

“by an adjective clause or an adjective phrase” (Rule 16, p. 112). However, what does it

mean for a noun to be made definite through postrnodification? The answer provided by

the flamework is that for any utterance of a postrnodified noun headed by the, the speaker
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is construing an entity within the discourse flame. Postmodification may be considered

sufficient to evoke a shared flame with the bearer. For example, with the NP the screen of

a laptop, both the speaker and hearer can uniquely identify the screen among the other

parts of a prototypical laptop computer. A corresponding schematic image is displayed in

....

Figure 4.21. Conceptualization for the screen ofa laptop.

the figure below.

 

   

This is in contrast to a postrnodified noun that is headed by a, such as a computer with

lots ofmemory. Here, the NP refers to an individuated entity that is outside the discourse

flame and bounded within a class of computers with lots ofmemory. A corresponding

schematic image is displayed in Figure 4.22.

Figure 4. 22. Conceptualization for a computer with lots ofmemory.
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The flamework can be applied to some ofthe more seemingly arbitrary textbook rules

as well. As discussed in Chapter 2, Cole (2002) includes the following guidelines (p.

l 1 2):

Rule 21: Do not use an article with the names of countries, cities, or states.

Exception to Rule 21: Use the in the names of countries that contain the words

united, union, kingdom, or republic.

Through the flamework, exceptions to Rule 21 may be interpreted in a more meaning-

based fashion. For instance, the Czech Republic can be viewed as an entity within a

concept flame comprised of other republics, as in the following figure.

 

Czech Republic ‘6; Republic B

Republic A Republic C

Figure 4. 23. Conceptualizations for the Czech Republic.

  

The image above enables the to maintain its function of abstract deixis: the Czech

Republic is being singled out among other entities. Meanwhile, Rule 21 can also be

interpreted in a meaningful way. Use of0 with the name of a country (e.g., Spain)

prompts conceptualization of an unbounded non-individualized entity, as in Figure 4.24.

Although Spain is bounded on a map by territorial borders, the zero article prompts a

more abstract construal.
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Figure 4. 24. Conceptualization for Spain.

This same approach can be taken with other seemingly arbitrary rules. Consider the

next two, also flom Cole (2002, p. 113):

Rule 28: Use the with the names of rivers, oceans, seas, and deserts.

Rule 31: Do not use an article with the names of single lakes, mountains, islands, or

canyons.

While the flamework cannot explain how these particular patterns in article usage came

to be, it does offer learners the ability to map NPs that follow these patterns to schematic

images. Thus, the Snake River and the Pacific Ocean may be mapped to concept flames

like those in Figure 4.25, whereas Lake Erie is construed as an unbounded non-

individuated entity, as in Figure 4.26. Although the lake itself has borders, the abstract

conceptual schema triggered by the NP does not.

..6a

Figure 4. 25. Conceptualizations for the Snake River and the Pacific Ocean.
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Figure 4. 26. Conceptualization for Lake Erie.

Furthermore, the flamework provides a conceptual basis for the use of the with proper

nouns that are plural. For example, the NP the Cascade Mountains is construed within a

concept flame, as in the following figure.

 

Cascade Mountains 6% Adirondack Mountain

Rocky Mountains Appalachian Mountain

Figure 4.27. Conceptualization for the Cascade Mountains.

  
 

The additional bounded entities in the flame represent other mountain ranges, such as the

Rockies. In contrast, the NP Mt. Rainier is construed outside the discourse flame as

unbounded and non-individuated, just like Lake Erie in Figure 4.26 above.

In a final example of application of the flamework to textbook rules, consider the

following guidelines in Cole (2002, p. 114):
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Rule 47: Do not use an article with the names of diseases.

Exception to Rule 47: Use the with theflu, the measles, and the mumps.

Again, the flamework does not explain the origin of these patterns of article use. It does,

however, provide learners a systematic means with which to view these guidelines. The

names of most diseases are conceptualized as unbounded non-individuated entities,

whereas the exceptions above are understood to reside in concept flames. For instance,

Figure 4.28 displays a possible concept flame for theflu.

Ga

Figure 4. 28. Conceptualization for theflu.

 

  
 

The textbook rules above have been interpreted through the conceptualization proposed

in the flamework. Although these rules may at first appear unrelated and unsystematic,

they can all be mapped to the same schematic images. Application to the framework

should help learners to see coherence and systematicity within existing rules and

guidelines for article use.

Discussion

The proposed flamework holds implications for both linguistic theory and teaching

practice. In this section, linguistic and pedagogical considerations are discussed.
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Linguistic Theory

The flamework operates on at least two key assumptions. The first of these is the

flexibility ofthe human mind in regard to construal. That multiple perspectives can be

taken on the same situation or entity is a cornerstone of cognitive linguistics (Langacker,

2008). Metaphor, metonomy, and polysemy would be impossible without this cognitive

ability to shift perspective. Just one example of the flamework’s reliance on this ability is

generic reference through the pattern the + singular noun, where a shift in perspective is

necessary in order to recognize the NP as representing an individual class rather than an

actual individual in the world. Equally important for this last example, and for the

flamework in general, is the assumption that meaning is subjective. Meaning does not lie

in an objective reality, separate and distinct flom language users. Instead, it is a socially-

constructed, subjective experience. Articles, in a small way, help shape that experience.

The flamework attempts to account for this shaping through schematic images. These

images are meant to guide the conceptualization of entities to which NPs refer.

The most significant implication the flamework holds for linguistic theory is that it

challenges the need for a continuum of definiteness, such as that found in Chesterman

(1991,p.182):

 most indefinite most definite

zero some a the null

It does this by removing the distinction between the zero and null articles. Use of0

signals neither of the extreme ends of defmiteness. In place of a continuum, the

framework proposes a three-way distinction: boundedness within the discourse flame,

boundedness within a class, and unboundedness. One could say the first option represents
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definiteness, the second represents indefiniteness, and the third requires a new term. The

most apt one, perhaps, is sui generis. Use of0 (whether it be with a plural noun, a mass

noun, or a proper noun) signals the conceptualization of an entity unto itself. While

construing such an entity, one does not consider its limits or borders.

Pedagogy

As stated flom the outset, the conceptual flamework is conceived ofas a pedagogical

tool. It is thus worth considering how the flamework might be utilized in the classroom.

Theoretical and practical matters are considered below.

The conceptual flamework aligns with L2 pedagogical approaches from a cognitive

linguistics perspective (e.g., Pfitz, Niemeier, & Dirven, 2001). As argued for in Achard

(2008), instructors should focus learners’ attention on construal by language users rather

than on traditional rules. The flamework, with its emphasis on conceptualization, would

allow teachers to do this. The schematic images for article use are understood as

symbolic resources (Langacker, 2002), which learners may utilize in their efforts to

understand and acquire the article system. With these images, teachers may provide

“explanations that draw on learners’ everyday experience by tapping into an intuitive

reservoir of knowledge” (Tyler, 2008, p. 462). This is especially so for class time spent

on situation and concept flames. When discussing the possible contents of these flames,

teachers can tap learners’ knowledge of their surroundings, of prototypical scenes and

situations, of hierarchies and classifications, etc.

Use of the flamework also fits well within pedagogical approaches flom a

sociocultural theory perspective (e.g., Lantolf& Poehner, 2008). For example, one such

approach, concept-based instruction, holds that: 1) concepts (not rules) are the currency
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of instruction, 2) material aids or tools help learners to understand concepts, and 3)

verbalization prompts learners to internalize concepts (Lantolf& Thorne, 2006;

Negueruela & Lantolf, 2006). Toward the first point, by laying out one-to—one form-

meaning mappings for each article, the flamework delineates “conceptual categories of

meanings” (Negueruela, 2008, p. 161) for the article system. Toward the second point,

these meaning categories are represented through the material form of the schematic

images. To meet the third point, teachers may direct learners to talk about how they

would map examples of article use to the flarnework (as was done with the MA TESOL

students in the current project; see Chapter 5). This provides an exercise in languaging,

which Swain (2006) defines as “producing language in an attempt to understand — to

problem-solve — to make meaning” (p. 96).

While teachers may value the flarnework’s ability to identify systematic meaning

across a range of article uses, learners may find that the flarnework does not meet some

of their traditional expectations. For example, learners want rules. The flamework,

however, encourages reflection on article use rather than memorization of rules. Learners

also want explanations. Although the flamework can systematically link meaning to

individual examples of article use, it cannot explain how particular article uses came

about. Furthermore, learners want to be able to predict “correct” forms and usages.

Again, the flamework cannot do this. It can neither predict nor explain why Americans

say the hospital and Brits say hospital.

The inability ofthe flamework to predict article use is a point of departure flom

traditional article instruction. Textbook rules are designed to give learners some basis for

the prediction of articles in their own language use. Even attempts flom an applied
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linguistics perspective, like Master’s (1990) division of articles into a and 0 for

classifying and the for identifying or Master’s (2002) division ofa and the zero article for

new information and the and the null article for old information, have been undertaken

with the idea of producing pedagogical tools that help learners select appropriate articles.

The conceptual flamework proposed here is about reflection rather than prediction. It is

about making sense of the myriad article uses that exist and that are used regularly in

everyday language.

The flamework enables teachers to focus learners’ attention on the meaning of

articles. It allows all article uses to be interpreted systematically. Examples like the

hospital and hospital do not need to be relegated to a category of idiomatic use and left

unstudied. Teachers do not have to settle for the “just memorize it” response. Rather than

rules ofthumb that work most ofthe time, the schematic images ofthe flamework give

learners categories ofmeaning that can be referenced all the time. These meaning

categories may even be directed toward the rules ofthumb themselves, as was done

earlier in this chapter in the section on textbook rules. And importantly, meaning

categories can also be used to interpret instances of rule exceptions, of which there are

many. In this way, the flamework may serve as a supplement to traditional article

instruction. With it, teachers can incorporate perspective—taking and conceptualization

into the presentation oftraditional rules and guidelines.

An important question is whether, over time, the flamework will aid learners in their

acquisition and control ofthe article system. Because they are most often unstressed in

speech, articles are difficult for learners to notice. In an experiment by Pierce and Ionin

(2010) that involved the transcription of sentences, L2 learners of English often
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transcribed articles incorrectly. This result occurred even though the participants were

able to listen to the sentences as many times as they wanted. Another fact which makes it

diffith to notice articles is that errors are not likely to lead to communication

breakdowns (Master, 1995). As such, learners are unlikely to receive evidence that an

error has been committed. Given these challenges, the framework may serve as a

pedagogical tool with which to increase learners’ awareness of articles.

Guiding learners to reflect on the meaning of articles in context is a means toward

consciousness raising (Rutherford & Sharwood Smith, 1988). Under Schmidt’s (1990,

1994) noticing hypothesis, such reflection may aid in the eventual acquisition of articles.

As noted in Negueruela (2008):

The challenge for teachers and learners is to transform grammatical

conceptualizations — systematic and coherent grammatical explanations based on

concepts — into functional concepts that can be used as tools ofthe mind when

communicating in a second language. (p. 158)

The goal is for learners to make use of the flamework’s conceptual schemas when

choosing articles in their own language production. indeed, the ultimate goal is

innovation not imitation (Larsen-Freeman, 2003) — for learners to “feel confident enough

to extend [target language conventions] creatively to convey specific nuances” (Achard,

2008, p. 442). Whether the flamework can help learners to do this is an empirical

question for future study.

Conclusion

This chapter presented a conceptual flamework for the English article system. By

applying the flamework to a variety of article uses and pedagogical rules, the chapter
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attempted to illustrate how the flamework can elucidate systematicity. Implications for

both linguistic theory and teaching practice were considered. In particular, it was

discussed how the flamework may readily be employed within a cognitive linguistics or

sociocultural theory approach to language pedagogy.
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CHAPTER 5: MA TESOL STUDENTS

How does exposure to the flamework influence international MA TESOL students’

explanations of article use in authentic texts? This question guides the current chapter.

The chapter first details the methodology for how the question was addressed. Next,

results are reported. Finally, the results are discussed in relation to future use of the '

framework in ESL classrooms and directions for future research are suggested.

Methodology

To investigate how exposure to the flamework influences the ways in which MA

TESOL students explain examples of article use in authentic texts, this project utilized a

pretest-posttest design. A small group of graduate students was asked to explain the same

article uses as those given to the ESL teachers. The participants completed a pretest (the

explanation elicitation task) before and a posttest (the same task) after a series of

instructional meetings in which they were presented the flamework by the researcher. In

addition to the posttest, a comparative reflection was performed by the participants. They

were asked to consider any differences in their explanations given before and after

exposure to the flamework.

Participants

International graduate students at Michigan State University were solicited for

participation in the project. Given the intensive, time-consuming nature of the treatment

and the qualitative approach to data analysis, an original target of 3-6 participants was

set. The researcher sought students who (a) spoke an L1 without articles, (b) were

enrolled in the university’s M.A. TESOL program, and (c) expressed both flustration

with and an incomplete understanding of the English article system. A total of five
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students, all in their second year ofthe MA. program, participated in this component of

the project. Each ofthese participants had begun studying English in primary school in

their home country. Basic background information for these individuals is presented in

 

 

 

 

 

 

the table below.

Table 5.1

MA TESOL Participants

Participant L1 Home Country

P13 Korean Korea

P14 Thai Thailand

P 1 5 Chinese (Mandarin) China

P16 Korean Korea

P17 Korean Korea     

These students were considered a particularly attractive group to work with for a

number of reasons. Given that they were native speakers of an article-less language and

had learned English as an L2, they would be sensitive to the difficulties of mastering

appropriate use of articles. By their own admission, the participants were flustrated by

articles and had yet to master their use. In this respect, these participants were viewed as

highly advanced learners. Because they planned to teach English in the future and had

expressed dissatisfaction with their own understanding of articles, they were expected to

be motivated to take part in the study. Finally, these individuals possessed a high level of

English proficiency enabling them to carry out the explanation and reflection tasks in

English.

Explanation Elicitation Task

While the elicitation task included the same highlighted articles flom the same

excerpts as those for the ESL teachers, the actual task performed was slightly different
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for the MA TESOL students. Rather than write explanations directed toward hypothetical

advanced learners and rate the confidence ofthose explanations, the graduate students

verbally explained to the researcher why they thought the authors had used the 20

highlighted articles. In this way, these participants were being engaged more as learners

than as teachers. Asking them to explain the authors’ article choices exposed them to the

practice of languaging (Swain, 2006). By talking about the article choices ofthe authors,

the participants would be problematizing articles and seeking reasons for why particular

choices were made. The excerpts were thought to be of potential interest to the MA

TESOL students and to reflect the academic environment of graduate school in which the

participants found themselves.

Comparative Reflection Task

In the reflection task, participants compared their responses given on the first

completion of the explanation elicitation task (Elicitation A) with those given on the

second (Elicitation B). Immediately after completion of Elicitation B, participants read a

transcript of what they had said in Elicitation A. They were asked to (a) identify any

explanations that were different flom what they had just said, (b) explain how the

explanations were different, and (c) describe any changes in their thinking. The task

combines elements of stimulated and immediate recall (Gass & Mackey, 2005). That is,

the transcripts prompt participants to think back to their original explanations and the

timing ofthe task draws upon their immediate recollection of explanations given in their

second completion of the explanation elicitation task. The comparison ofpre-exposure

and post-exposure explanations was considered an effective means of eliciting

participants’ conscious reflection on their own thought processes and understanding of
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articles. In this reflection, they were afforded the opportunity to discuss possible

influences ofthe flarnework.

Procedure

Each participant undertook a series of one-on-one meetings with the researcher. All

sessions were audio-recorded with a Sony MP3 IC Recorder. Most sessions took place in

a small conference room in the same building in which the MA TESOL program was

housed. When there was a conflict with room scheduling, sessions took place in a private

meeting room in the university library. This happened on five occasions. The original

plan consisted of five 60-90 minute meetings for each participant over seven weeks.

However, at the participants’ request an extra session was scheduled, resulting in a total

of six meetings. Week 6 was originally meant to be a week with no meetings. Table 5.2

displays the schedule.

Table 5.2

Activity Outline by Week

 

Week 1 Interview; Elicitation A

Week 2 Presentation and Application of Framework Concepts

Week 3 Application of Framework

Week 4 No Meeting

Week 5 Application of Framework

Week 6 Application of Framework

Week 7 Elicitation B; Comparative Reflection

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

The researcher entered each meeting (1-6) with a protocol ofbasic instructions for

tasks to be conducted. The same protocol was followed for each participant (see

Appendix B for protocols). Throughout the project, the researcher made field notes as

tasks were carried out. The decision not to enforce a strict time limit on meetings was

made in recognition of the fact that participants would differ in terms of time required to
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complete tasks. The length ofmeetings ranged flom 60 to 100 minutes. Due to illnesses

and other unforeseen events, some meetings with individual participants had to be

rescheduled. Thus, the actual schedule differed somewhat flom the original plan. Table

5.3 reveals the actual schedule, including length of meetings, for each participant.

 

 

 

 

 

 

       
 

 

Table 5.3

Actual Schedule by Participant: Dates and Lengths ofMeetings

Participant Meeting 1 Meeting 2 Meeting 3 Meeting 4 Meeting Meeting

5 6

P13 9/21 (60m) 909 10/13 10/19 10/26 11/02

(90m) (90m) (95m) (60m) (75mL

P14 9/22 (60m) 9/29 10/08 10/20 10/27 11/03

(90m) (85m) (100m) (50m) (75m)

P15 9/23 (60m) 9/30 10/07 10/21 10/28 11/04

(90m) (60m) (75113 (60m) (60m)

P16 9/24 (60m) 10/01 10/08 11/05 11/12 11/19

(90m) (85m) (80m) (60m) (80m)

P17 9/28 (60m) 10/02 10/09 10/21 10/28 11/5

(90m) (90m) (85m) (60m) (100m)

m = minutes

Meeting 1.

Meeting I allowed for the administration of the pretest to each participant. The

meeting also consisted of an initial interview with questions about participants’

experiences learning, using, and teaching English articles (see Appendix C for list of

questions). The purpose here was both to prompt participants to begin thinking about the

topic of articles and to collect information on their backgrounds. The audio-recorder (as

with all the meetings) was placed on the table at which the participant and researcher sat.

The researcher made handwritten notes as the participant spoke. Following the interview,

participants were given the explanation elicitation task.

105



Meetings 2-5 served as the treatment between pretest and posttest. The purpose of

these meetings was to expose the participants to the conceptual flamework and to give

them practice applying it. The conversational nature of these one-to-one sessions allowed

participants to fleely engage in languaging (Swain, 2006) as they sought to explain

examples of article use through the flamework. The researcher was flee to ask questions

and seek clarification on statements that were made by the participants.

Meeting 2.

In Meeting 2, the conceptual flamework was presented by the researcher to the

participant. The participant was given a handout which contained information on

concepts basic to the flamework (see Appendix D). The researcher, holding his own copy

of the handout, instructed the participant to read the first section on individuation. Once

the participant finished reading, the researcher asked (a) which ideas in the section were

familiar, (b) which ideas were new, and (c) if the participant had any questions. This

procedure was repeated for the two remaining sections on the handout.

Next, the participant was given an application worksheet (see Appendix E) as well as

a few copies of a handout with the flamework’s schema. In Part I of the worksheet,

participants were asked to explain to the researcher how highlighted noun phrases could

be mapped to the schema. For initial explanations, participants were required to draw

representations on the schema handout. Participants continued to draw as they moved

through items on the worksheet. The highlighted noun phrases contrasted different article

choices for. similar contexts. The contexts took the form of short dialogues created by the

researcher.
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Meeting 3.

After a brief five-minute review of the basic concepts within the flamework, Meeting

3 saw the continued explanation ofnoun phrases in Part I of the application worksheet.

Next, the participant considered a list of article rules in Part II. The participant explained

how highlighted noun phrases in examples of and exceptions to the rules could be

mapped to the schema within the flamework. Again, copies of the schema were provided

by the researcher and the participant could use these to make sketches. The final task for

the third meeting was to read a short narrative text (see Appendix F) and to consider how

highlighted uses of the definite article could be mapped to the flamework’s discourse

flame. The narrative was created by the researcher in order to spotlight a variety of uses

for the definite article.

Meetings 4 and 5.

In preparation for Meeting 4, each participant was asked to email the researcher the

name of ajournal article the participant was currently reading for a graduate course and

one academic paper that the participant had written in a previous semester at the

university. The researcher brought two copies of each document (the journal article and

the academic paper) to the next session, which began with a 10-minute review ofthe

flarnework’s basic concepts. The next 35-45 minutes of Meeting 4 were spent on noun

phrases in the journal article. Starting with the abstract of the article, the participant read

one sentence at a time and underlined uses of the, a, some, and 0. If the participant

missed an article in his/her underlining, the researcher pointed it out. For each sentence,

the participant explained how the noun phrases of the identified articles could be mapped

to the flamework. Within the allotted time period, only article uses within the journal
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abstract were discussed. No participant managed to finish the abstract and to consider

sentences in the main text.

In the remainder of the meeting, the participant followed the same procedure for

his/her own academic paper. Article uses were identified and discussed in relation to the

flamework. The participant was specifically asked why each identified article had been

chosen during the writing of the paper and how the flamework could be applied to the

corresponding noun phrase. Time spent on this task ranged flom 20-40 minutes. Meeting

5 saw the continued consideration of article uses in participants’ academic papers. It was

this meeting which was added to the original schedule. The participants wanted another

opportunity to discuss the application of the flarnework to their own writing.

The decision to use authentic texts and the participants’ own writing in Meetings 4

and 5 was made in an effort to respect the context in which the MA TESOL students

found themselves. Namely, graduate school at an American university is replete with the

reading ofjournal articles and the writing of formal research papers. It was assumed that

by working with contextually relevant texts, participants would be engaging in a more

meaningful endeavor as they examined article uses.

Meeting 6.

In Meeting 6, participants were again given the explanation elicitation task. As they

completed the task, participants did not have access to any of their notes or to handouts

flom earlier sessions. At no prior point were participants told that they would be

performing the explanation task a second time. In fact, the researcher asked participants

at the end of final meetings not to divulge anything about this task to other participants
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who had yet to complete Meeting 6. Feedback on the project was elicited through an

emailed questionnaire to each participant (see Appendix G).

Data Analysis

After Meeting 1, the audio—file of Elicitation A for each participant was transcribed. It

was necessary to do so before the completion ofdata collection because the transcripts of

this elicitation were used in Meeting 6 for the Comparative Reflection. With the meetings

completed, audio-files of Elicitation B and the Comparative Reflection were transcribed

for each participant.

The first step in analysis was to code for article explanations that had changed flom

Elicitation A to B. The researcher went item by item for each participant, reading the

explanation for an item on the A transcript and then immediately reading the explanation

for the same item on the B transcript. Each pair ofA and B explanations was coded as

one of three possibilities. If the reasons given in the B explanation were the same or

similar as those in the A explanation, the pair was coded as similar. If the reasons given

in the B explanation were novel flom those given in the A explanation, the pair was

coded as diflerent. Finally, if the B explanation both repeated any reasons in the A

explanation and contained novel reasons, the pair was coded as amended. The results of

the coding were entered into an Excel spreadsheet by item and by participant. Next, the

researcher read transcripts ofthe Comparative Reflection in search of any discrepancies

between the above coding and what the participants expressed. Any reflection that either

(1) stated the A and B explanations were similar where the coding was diflerent or (2)

stated the A and B explanations were different where the coding was similar were noted.
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The next step was to return to the Elicitation A transcripts and highlight each and

every reason given in the explanations. These were entered by item and by participant

into the same spreadsheet as above. Reasons given in the explanations on the Elicitation

B transcripts were then highlighted. As these were entered into the spreadsheet, the

original coding ofsimilar, difierent, or amended was confirmed for each item. Next, the

transcripts of the Comparative Reflection were read, and reflective comments on the

participant’s thinking and comfort were highlighted. These were then entered into the

spreadsheet.

In order to identify patterns in Elicitation B explanations, the researcher examined the

spreadsheet for reasons given by article type. The researcher flagged any reason given by

the same participant in more than two explanations for items with the same article.

Recurring reasons, along with the item numbers for which they were given, were entered

into the spreadsheet.

In order to identify patterns in changes between Elicitation A and B explanations by

participant, the researcher (1) compared reasons across the two elicitations, (2) examined

patterns identified in Elicitation B explanations, and (3) considered comments made in

the Comparative Reflection. Within items of the same article (e.g., all explanations for

the), themes and trends were noted. These included recurring differences in reasons given

(e.g., phrases no longer used in B explanations), qualities among changes (e.g., more

unity in B explanations), and repeated comments in reflections made (e.g., expression of

more confidence in B explanations). These observations were also entered into the

spreadsheet.
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Results

Results for the MA TESOL students are reported below. For each participant, likeness

of explanations in Elicitation A and Elicitation B is reported first, followed by patterns in

explanations on Elicitation B, followed by observations on changes in explanations

across the two explanation elicitation tasks.

Participant 13

In the interview, this Ll -Korean participant expressed both a lack of confidence with her

own article use and a lack ofcomfort teaching articles, especially when covering article

use in students’ writing. Participant 13 did express the belief that she would continue to

improve the accuracy of her own article use: “even though it will not be perfect, but I

believe it will be improved.”

Likeness of explanations.

Comparison of explanations of individual items on Elicitation A and Elicitation B

revealed the following for Participant 13. Explanations for 15 ofthe 20 items were

different on Elicitation B than those which had been offered on Elicitation A. One item

was coded as similar and four as amended. See Table 5.4 for coding by individual item.

For the similar item (Item 19), the participant said, “among the other countries, United

States is one different country” on Elicitation A and “United States becomes, is just a

different country flom the other countries” on Elicitation B. An example of an amended

explanation is Item 2. While repeating that the author was not referring to “specific

teachers”, Participant 13 added that “teachers are not bounded concept, even though it’s

individuated” to her explanation on Elicitation B.
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Table 5.4

Likeness ofExplanationsfor Participant 13

the Q a some

Item 3 D Item 1 D Item 4 A Item 9 D

Item 5 D Item 2 A Item 15 A Item 10 D

Item 6 D Item 8 D Item 16 D

Item 7 A Item 12 D Item 19 S

Item 11 D Item 13 D

Item 14 D Item 20 D

Item 17 D

Item 18 D          
S = similar; A = amended; D = different

There were three instances (Items 3, 16, 17) where Participant 13’s comments in the

Comparative Reflection suggested feelings of similarity for item explanations that had

been coded as different by the researcher. For example, for Item 3 on Elicitation A, the

participant gave the following two reasons for the definite article: 1) a specific time

period mentioned by the author, 2) “over the sounds natural rather than over a.” For the

same item on Elicitation B, the participant explained that “there can be any, like, past

fifty years” and that the author assumes readers are familiar with the fifty years in

question. During the Comparative Reflection after reading the transcription of her

explanation for Item 3 on Elicitation A, the participant said, “But I think I have kinda

similar concept before and now.”

Patterns in Elicitation lB explanations.

Examination of explanations by article type on Elicitation B revealed the following

patterns for Participant 13. For all eight explanations ofthe definite article, the participant

mentioned that the target item referent was one among others (other sets of 50 years for

Item 3, other important points for Item 5, other people associated with the book for Item

6, other common meanings for Item 7, other inherently embodied things for Item 11,
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other popular current approaches for Item 14, other nations for Item 17, and other

countries comprised of united states for Item 18.) A further pattern was the mention of

flames within explanations for two the-items. The participant used the term contextframe

for Item 6 and contextualframe for Item 14.

For all six explanations of the zero article, Participant 13 labeled the target item

referents as unbounded and +/- individuated (Items 1 and 2 as individuated; Items 8, 12,

13, 20 as not individuated). Halfofthe explanations for 0 (Items 1, 2, 8) included the

expression not specific or not specified (e.g., “Like teaching methods and textbooks, and

it’s not like specified into certain methods or textbooks, even though it’s a plural.” (Item

1)). In all four of the explanations for the indefinite article, Participant 13 referred to

other like entities (many sets of correct sentences for Item 4, many empirically

responsible philosophies for Item 15, many types of civil war for Item 16, and many

countries for Item 19). The same was true for both explanations ofsome (many notes for

Item 9 and many theoretical things for Item 10).

Observations on changes in explanations.

When considering changes flom Elicitation A to B, the following observations were

noted for Participant 13. First, there was a move toward more uniformity in the

participant’s explanations by article type. This was evident for the, O, a, and some. For

example, all explanations for the author’s choice of the in Elicitation B included the idea

of reference to one entity among others. This is in contrast to Elicitation A, in which the

following varied reasons were given: specific referent (Items 3, 6, 7), modification (Item

5), superlative degree (Item 14), emphasis (Item 17), rule (Item 18), and phrase (Item 18).

Whereas all explanations for 0 in Elicitation B included the ideas ofunboundedness and
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individuation, reasons given in Elicitation A ranged flom modification (Items 1, 8, 13) to

not specific (Item 2), to not countable (Item 8), to emphasis ofpreceding adjective (Item

8), to discipline name (Item 12), to rule (Item 20). Whereas all explanations for a/some in

Elicitation B included reference to other like entities, this reference appeared only for

Item 19 in Elicitation A. There was, however, some consistency shown for these items in

Elicitation A. For instance, the participant used the term indefinite in three explanations

ofa (Items 4, 15, 19) and one explanation ofsome (Item 10).

Second, Participant 13 took a more image-based approach to article explanations in

Elicitation B. Corrrrnents made in the Comparative Reflection clearly show this. When

reflecting on differences between her explanations for the definite article in Item 14,

Participant 13 said, “Before I just said the rule, and today I kinda had a picture, like

concept ofthis flame.” For the zero article in Item 12, she stated, “Um, today it was easy

to understand to me, ‘cause I could see, like, philosophy is not individuated, unbounded,

things like name of John, people, person John.” For the indefinite article in Item 4, she

said, “But today I have more, like clearer concept of, like clearer, image of the set of

correct sentences.” During consideration of explanations for some (Items 9 and 10) in the

Comparative Reflection, the researcher commented on sketches the participant had made

during Elicitation B:

BW: Now you have a picture there.

P13: Yeah, right here. And for number 10, right here.

A third observation is that in Elicitation B, Participant 13 relied less on rules or

strategies she had learned in the past. When reflecting on her Elicitation A explanation

' for the in Item 5, she noted, “Maybe it’s because... I learned like that in high school. If

114

 



there is like modified sentences, the article should be the for the noun.” The participant’s

quote on Item 14 in the preceding paragraph suggests that she understood use of the

definite article with the superlative degree as a rule. As further evidence of her reliance

on rules in Elicitation A, she made the comment “I cannot come up with any rule(s)” for

Items 11 and 13 and the statement “That’s a rule” for Items 18 and 20. In Elicitation B,

the participant did not mention rules in explanations for any ofthese items.

A fourth observation is that Participant 13 appeared to feel more comfortable with her

Elicitation B explanations for 0 than for those for the or a. This is suggested by the

following exchange during the Comparative Reflection”:

P13: Interesting. Today, it’s more like easy to... kinda capture the idea, easy to

have a kinda concept.

BW: OK.

P13: About the zero article.

BW: Mhmm.

P13: Yeah. Like the, like the article the and a, it’s still...

BW: They’re still challenging.

P13: Yeah, still challenging. But zero article, it became really easier than before.

This exchange took place as the participant was reflecting on her explanations for 0 in

Item 13.

Participant 14

In the interview, this Ll-Thai participant said she was not very confident with her own

articles use or with her ability to teach articles. She said she could explain rules but not

“the sense” of articles. Participant 14 expressed the belief that if she paid more attention
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to article use in scholarly articles, she might be able to improve her own understanding of

articles.

Likeness of explanations.

Comparison of explanations of individual items revealed the following for Participant

14. Explanations for 10 ofthe 20 items were different on Elicitation B than those which

had been offered on Elicitation A. Four explanations were coded as similar and six as

amended. See Table 5.5 for coding by individual item. An example of a similar

explanation is Item 16. On Elicitations A and B, the reason given for the author’s choice

of the indefinite article was that the noun civil war was being introduced. An example of

an amended explanation is Item 12. On Elicitation A, the participant said that because

“philosophy is just like an abstract noun”, no article was necessary. On Elicitation B, she

repeated that the noun was abstract and added, “You cannot really pick up, um, the

philosophy, pick up which one. It’s just philosophy in general.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 5.5

Likeness ofExplanationsfor Participant 1 4

the 0 a some

Item 3 D Item 1 D Item 4 D Item 9 A

Item 5 D Item 2 S Item 15 D Item 10 A

Item 6 S Item 8 D Item 16 S

Item 7 D Item 12 A Item 19 D

Item 11 A Item 13 D

Item 14 A Item 20 D

Item 17 S

Item 18 A          
 

S = similar; A = amended; D = different

Patterns in Elicitation B explanations.

Examination of explanations by article type on Elicitation B revealed the following

patterns for Participant 14. In five of eight explanations for the definite article (Items 3, 5,
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1 1, 14, 18), the participant used the expression pick up for the referent in question. For

the first three items, she spoke ofthe author picking up (e.g., “There are many, there are

like in the conceptual framework, urn, maybe there are many different category of

importance, and he just pick up one that’s related to the encouraging of natural

communication.” (Item 5)). For Items 14 and 18, she spoke of a more general “you”

doing the picking (e.g., “Maybe in this, like, framework, in this framework there are

many p0pular approaches. I mean correct one, but you pick up the one that is related to —

uh, what? — Anglo-American and postmodemist philosophy.” (Item 14)). In three of her

explanations for the (Items 5, 6, 7), the participant linked choice ofthe defmite article to

the notion ofemphasis (e.g., “Here he used the common meanings, um, I think because,

like, he would like to emphasize that he will focus on the meaning of the, like, the term

about the theory, practice, research, curriculum.” (Item 7)).

In five of six explanations for the zero article (Items 1, 2, 8, 12, 13), Participant 14

used the term general (e.g., “Because teachers here, um, they just general teacher, every

teachers... that have to do their best to use the... method or material effectively.” (Item

2)). In three of these explanations (Items 1, 8, 12), she mentioned an inability to pick up

the referent (e.g., “You cannot really pick up, um, the philosophy, pick up which one. It’s

just philosophy in general.” (Item 12)). The term pick up was again used by the

participant in three of four explanations for the indefinite article (Items 4, 15, 19) and in

both explanations for some (Items 9 and 10) (e.g., “This is maybe... a set ofsentences is

just like a category. There are many different sets of, um, sentences, but you just pick up

one.” (Item 4)).
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Observations on changes in explanations.

When considering changes from Elicitation A to B, the following observations were

noted for Participant 14. First, the most widespread pattern was a new reliance on the

idea ofpicking up the referent. The participant made use of this term with all four article

types and with 13 of20 items in Elicitation B. There was an additional item for which she

did not use the term in the explanation, but did so later in the Comparative Reflection.

This is seen in her reflective comments for Item 7:

P14: So, but I think it’s now a little bit different. Because, ah... I think I told you

that he would like to emphasize it, right? Emphasize the meaning ofthe term, that’s

theory, practice, and something.

BW: Umhmm.

P14: So this time, um, although the meanings are plural, but the reader use, ah, the

writer use the with the kind of plural because he would like to emphasize and he

would, he — what? — pick up the plural things from the — how to say that? — plural

things among many different kind of plural, but it’s still plural. But it’s definitely,

you can pick, differentiate that from another things.

Not once in Elicitation A did the participant use the term pick up.

Second, Participant 14 was able to offer more explanations after her exposure to the

conceptual framework. Whereas six items (Items 3, 5, 7, 8, 13, 15) were left unexplained

in Elicitation A8, explanations were provided for all twenty items in Elicitation B. It

 

8 Given her comments for Item 19 (I don’t know here. But we, we... I mean when you read it out loud, it

doesn’t sound right become the diflerent country. But become a diflerent country”), one could argue that

seven items were unexplained in Elicitation A.
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should be noted that in her Comparative Reflection, the participant felt she was still

unable to explain Items 3 and 5 successfully.

Third, Participant 14 felt she had given the same explanations for a number of the

items on Elicitation A and Elicitation B. For example when reflecting on Item 6, the

participant said, “It’s still the same, exactly the same thing.” She felt this way for Items 2,

6, 9, 10, 11, 14, 16, 17, and 18. The comments corresponded to all the items that had been

coded as similar and all but one (Item 12) that had been coded as amended (see Table 5.5

above).

Participant 15

In the interview, this Ll-Chinese participant said he felt more confident in his own article

use since recently coming to the realization that article choices are less about speaker

knowledge and more about what the speaker assumes the listener knows. Participant 15

said he felt “pretty confident” in his ability to teach articles, especially when teaching

lower level students. He also said he felt he would be unable to improve the accuracy of

his article use, that he was “sort of stuck.”

Likeness of explanations.

Comparison of explanations of individual items revealed the following for Participant

15. Explanations for 12 of the 20 items were different on Elicitation B than those which

had been offered on Elicitation A. One explanation was coded as similar and seven as

amended. See Table 5.6 for coding by individual item. For the similar item (Item 6), the

participant said, “the author is talking about the reader of this specific book, this

particular book” on Elicitation A. On Elicitation B, this reason was repeated: “when he

says the readers, we know that, ah, he’s talking about the reader of this specific book.”
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An example ofan amended explanation is Item 20. On Elicitation A, the reason given for

0 was that “we don’t use articles in front of, before names of countries.” On Elicitation

B, the participant again pointed out that “America is a name,” but added that “we don’t

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

further identify a name.”

Table 5.6

Likeness ofExplanationsfor Participant 15

the O a Some

Item 3 A Item 1 D Item 4 D Item 9 D

Item 5 D Item 2 A Item 15 D Item 10 D

Item 6 S Item 8 D Item 16 A

Item 7 D Item 12 A Item 19 D

Item 11 D Item 13 I)

Item 14 A Item 20 A

Item 17 A

Item 18 1D          
S = similar; A = amended; D = different

There were three instances (Items 11, 18, 19) where Participant 15’s comments in the

Comparative Reflection suggested feelings of similarity for item explanations that had

been coded as different by the researcher. For example, for Item 18 on Elicitation A, the

participant explained the use of the definite article by stating that the United States was a

chunk and that he was taught by his English teacher that this was the only name of a

country that required the. On Elicitation B, he commented that when using the name the

United States, “we know exactly what are these states” and “they are very uniquely

identified.” However, on the Comparative Reflection, Participant 15 said, “It’s still a

chunk to me.”

Patterns in Elicitation B explanations.

Examination of explanations by article type on Elicitation B revealed the following

patterns for Participant 15. In six of eight explanations for the definite article (Items 3, 5,

120

 



 

7, 14, 17, 18), the participant used the term uniquely identified (e.g., “Here the

importance is uniquely identified.” (Item 5)). Four the-explanations (Items 3, 7, 14, 18)

made reference to reader knowledge or familiarity (e.g., “So, um. .. I guess when, when

he [the author] talks about these things again, ah, the reader of this article already, ah, has

a sense of what they are.” (Item 7)), and three explanations (Items 6, 11, 17) included the

term specific (e.g., “Um, here, when the author said the nation, um, it’s very specific.”

(Item 17)).

In three of six explanations for the zero article (Items 1, 2, l3), Participant 15

mentioned that the referent was not being picked out (e.g., “Um, the author introduced

methods for the first time and he’s not, he’s not picking them out from any larger class.”

(Item 1)). The participant also expressed the idea of unboundedness in three @-

explanations (Items 8, 12, 13). For example, to explain Item 8, he said:

He [the author] talks about new meaning for the first time. But he does not give the

meaning any boundaries. So we don’t know what exactly are these new meanings.

So, ah, there, there are, here new meanings. New, new meaning is unbounded.

The participant fiirther talked about identifying the referent. For two items (12 and 20),

he explained that the referents were already identified and so did not need further

identification:

It’s like the name of a person. Um, we don’t put boundaries, urn. . . before a, a

name, like a, a noun like that because it’s already, it’s always uniquely identified.

We don’t need to further identify them. (Item 12)
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For two other items (1 and 2), the participant spoke of the referents as not being

identified (e.g., “Um, here teachers are not individually identified and, um, the author is

just talking about teachers in general.” (Item 2)).

In all explanations for the indefinite article, Participant 15 invoked the idea of picking

the referent out from a larger class. For instance, he said the following for Item 19:

Again, here, when you talk about a dijfirent country, he’s picking out a country,

ah, from many other countries, but like randomly. He doesn’t say specifically what

kind of country it is or what country it is. So, he’s picking out a country from a

larger class of countries, but, um, does not identify it.

The participant made use of the same idea in both explanations for some. For example, he

offered the following for Item 9:

They are a set of notes that is picked by the author, um, to illustrate the margin of

ideals, I guess. But still, um, we don’t know what exactly these notes are. And they

can be any notes about this topic. So he just pick this set of things fiom a larger

class, but ah, doesn’t really uniquely identify them.

Observations on changes in explanations.

When considering changes from Elicitation A to B, the following observations were

noted for Participant 15. First, in explanations for O, a, and some, there was less attention

to countability and number. The participant commented on this multiple times in the

Comparative Reflection. For example, when reflecting on explanations for O before

philosophy in Item 12, he said:

See the, the first time, I still, I still kept saying that you don’t count it. Um, I was, I

was really focused on the countability of all these. I think that, that was a pretty,
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um, obvious trend I had the first time. I always talk about the countability of that

thing. But now I guess, when I explain philosophy, I have realized it’s not about,

it’s not about countability. It’s the content, it’s the, it’s that, it’s that discourse

fiarne that makes it, um, automatically uniquely identified.

The following exchange for Item 4 reveals a shift in thinking about the relevance of

countability and number for a and some.

P15: Um, so number 4, the next one. Um. . . Yeah, it’s ah, I almost talk about count

status every time the first time. But I didn’t talk about them today.

BW: Not so much, yeah.

P15: Hmm, no... ‘Cause they don’t...

BW: Is that surprising for you... that that’s what you were. . .?

P15: I don’t think we, I, I need, I don’t think I have, I don’t think I have needed to

talk about them. Not even if it is plural. It’s still, it’s, we still wouldn’t use, when,

we still wouldn’t use, um, zero article or definite article when we shouldn’t. So I

don’t think... we justify the... Now I will probably talk about count status a lot

less.

BW: Interesting.

P15: Yeah. Because now when I see. .. it’s picking out, um, something from a

larger class, ah, it’s gonna be a or some. So the count status doesn’t really matter in

that sense.

BW: Well, I mean it might matter for which one you choose.

 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  



P15: Yeah. But that’s not the point. ‘Cause we are comparing indefinite article to

zero article and to definite article, right? So, yeah, I probably wouldn’t say all this

plural and singular thing.

BW: OK.

P15: Um, they seem irrelevant.

The following interaction for Item 8 in Elicitation A shows how these issues had been of

major concern for the participant:

P15: Research, curriculum, and learning as given, but tried tofind new meaning

for them thatfit. .. I would say new meanings or a new meaning, ‘cause meaning is

countable, right? So why. . . there’s no article here? Yeah, I wouldn’t, I wouldn’t

just... put nothing here.

BW: So you would put a or you would put zero article plus meanings?

P15: Right. Yeah. Meanings, yeah.

BW: OK.

P15: I don’t, I don’t... for... well, in my mind, I don’t think it’s correct to put a...

to use no article with a countable noun. That’s how I know it.

A second observation is the introduction ofnew concepts in article explanations.

Identifiability, unboundedness, and the notion of picking a referent out from a larger class

were not mentioned by Participant 15 in Elicitation A but were frequently used to explain

article choices in Elicitation B. A final observation is that the participant felt the most

similarity in Elicitation A and B explanations for the definite article. Although only one

the-item was coded as similar, with four as different and three as amended (see Table

6.3), the participant expressed the opinion that explanations after exposure to the
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framework were not all that different from pre-exposure. When addressing Item 14 in the

Comparative Reflection, he said, “Every one with the I think I explained more similar,

my explanation today, or more similar to the. .. ‘Cause they are easy.” The following

exchange for Item 3 reveals more about why the participant felt this way:

P15: Number 3. Teachers have seen many. .. This is about the same. I think,

probably with the, urn, ‘cause it’s easier to, to justify the use of the. So, it may not

have changed that much.

BW: Um, what do you mean by “It’s easier to justify the use of the”?

P15: Well, when you, when you just find the, you always talk about, it’s unique,

it’s identified, it’s specific, it’s something we know.

BW: OK.

P15: That won’t change much.

Participant 16

In the interview, this Ll-Korean participant said she was more confident in her article use

in writing than in speaking. She also spoke of a particular lack ofconfidence regarding

the use of the with abstract words. Although Participant 16 expressed comfort teaching

general article rules, she said she was unsure of exceptions to rules and uncomfortable

answering students’ questions about article use in authentic texts. This participant said

the key to continuing to improve the accuracy of her article use was in learning

exceptions to article rules.

Likeness of explanations.

Comparison of explanations of individual items revealed the following for Participant

16. Explanations for 14 of the 20 items were different on Elicitation B than those which
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had been offered on Elicitation A. One explanation was coded as similar and five as

amended. See Table 5.7 for coding by individual item. For the similar item (Item 3), the

participant mentioned that the past was a phrase and that she could not really offer an

explanation beyond that. An example ofan amended explanation is Item 17. During

Elicitation A, the participant explained that “the United States is already mentioned

before.” For Elicitation B, she added new terminology by saying “I feel that the author

already mentioned United States before. So, this kinda text frame.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 5.7

Likeness ofExplanationsfor Participant 16

the 0 a Some

Item 3 S Item 1 D Item 4 D Item 9 A

Item 5 D Item 2 D Item 15 D Item 10 A

Item 6 A Item 8 D Item 16 D

Item 7 D Item 12 D Item 19 D

Item 11 D Item 13 D

Item 14 A Item 20 D

Item 17 A

Item 18 D         
 

s = similar; A = amended; D = different

There was one instance (Items 15) where Participant 16 suggested that the explanation

on Elicitations A and B were similar for an item which the researcher had coded as

different. In her first explanation, the participant expressed uncertainty over the author’s

choice of the indefinite article. Although she considered philosophy an abstract word

requiring zero article, she did say an may have been used “to introduce one specific

philosophy.” On Elicitation B, the participant identified philosophy as individuated and

one of “many empirically responsible philosophies.” In the Comparative Reflection, the

participant noted that, “I think the concept is similar because today I explained that there

are many reasonable, ah, responsible philosophies.”
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Patterns in Elicitation B explanations.

Examination of explanations by article type on Elicitation B revealed the following

patterns for Participant 16. In five of eight explanations for the definite article (Items 5, 6,

7, 14, 18), the participant suggested that the referent was one ofmany (e.g., “It means, the

reader, means out ofmany readers, this reader is just for this book... um, the people who

are reading this book.” (Item 6)). The participant mentioned the termframe in four

explanations for the (conceptframe for Items 3, 5, and 7, and textflame for Item 17).

Twice (Items 3 and 11) she referred to writer and reader knowledge. For example, the

following was said for Item 11:

And also, I think the reader and the author, both of them, know what it is, what

they’re, what the author is talking about. If he says mind, both ofthem are, know

what the mind is. The mind means the human body’s mind.

As for patterns in explanations for the zero article, Participant 16 used the term non-

boundary for all six items. Within each O-explanation, she also distinguished whether a

referent was individuated (Items 1 and 2) or non-individuated (Items 8, 12, 13, 20). For

example, the participant said the following for Item 2 in Elicitation B:

Before teachers, there is no article, like the. Hmm, because they, it is plural. That

means it is individuated, but it is non-boundary. So it means just general teachers,

not limited ones, not limited teachers.

Like for the definite article, Participant 16 identified the referent as one ofmany in all

explanations for the indefinite article (many sets of correct sentences for Item 4, many

empirically responsible philosophies for Item 15, many civil wars for Item 16, and many

different countries for Item 19). In both explanations ofsome, the participant spoke of the
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author limiting the amount of the referent. For Item 9, she said, “there are many useful

notes, but the author wanna pick some ofthem out ofmany useful notes.” For Item 10,

she gave the following reason:

Because the author want to add, urn, a limited amount of backup. So if the author

used provide without some, provide more theoretical backup, it means too broad, to

the author, I think.

Observations on changes in explanations.

When considering changes from Elicitation A to B, the following observations were

noted for Participant 16. First, there was a move toward more uniformity in the

participant’s explanations for the zero article and the indefinite article. Whereas all

explanations for 0 in Elicitation B included the ideas ofunboundedness and

individuation, Elicitation A yielded a variety of reasons: introduction ofnew information

(Items 1, 2, 8), plural noun (Items 1 and 2), no modifying words (Item 8), abstract noun

(Items 12 and 13), metaphor (Item 13), phrase (Item 20), and country name (Item 20).

There was also a clear shift in how the indefinite article was explained. Whereas number

(Items 4, 16, 19), countability (Items 16 and 18), and first mention (Items 4, 15, 16) had

been used as reasons in Elicitation A, the participant replaced these with the idea that the

referent was one ofmany in her Elicitation B explanations.

Second, Participant 16 acknowledged that in Elicitation B she was taking a new

perspective on article use. This is evident in a number ofher Comparative Reflection

comments such as for Item 7 (“But, now I think I can explain a little bit more, and I see

from a little bit different perspective”) and for Item 9 (“But now I can see it from

different view.”). For Item 13, she spoke more explicitly ofthe transition:
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I feel that before, Ijust tried to remember what I learned so far, and I just tried to

explain it fi'om, from the grammar books. But now today, I feel more, try to think

about what the author’s perspective is, and how he tried to express that word in this

context.

The nature of the shift in perspective is further addressed in reflective comments

for Item 19:

P16: Ah, yeah. But today, I can add more. Before, I just say, I just, um, I just

looking for, looking at surface, surface sentence.

BW: Yeah.

P16: But today, I can see under that, under that meaning.

The participant’s words see, perspective, and look underscore a new sensitivity to the role

of visualization in the task of understanding articles. This is further exemplified in her

reflection on Item 16:

But now, I think I can see. .. Before, I have only one way to take a look at the

article. But now I feel that I have many views to take a look at... the article. And...

and now, I feel that I have, I have more, the broader way, the broader eyes to take a

look at the article.

A third observation is that Participant 16 appeared to feel more confident in her

Elicitation B explanations. For example, the following comments were made in the

Comparative Reflection:

And I think this is more appropriate, um, reason for this article. (Item 7)

And I think, that is more logical way to explain it and to think, to accept it, it. (Item

9)
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And, it’s much more reasonable to me. So, I think today’s explanation is much

better than, just keep saying the countable and non-countable, new information or

not. (Item 16)

Oh, I explained it as a, like a phrase. But now.. . hmm, I feel that... America is

non-boundary and non-individuated. I feel that is much more sensible. Just, yeah,

better, much more than keep saying this is a rule, because this is a rule. (Item 20)

In addition to newfound confidence, the participant also questioned the utility of some of

her Elicitation A explanations. For instance, for Item 4, she pondered the value of using

the reason ofnew information to explain the indefinite article:

P16: Hmm, before I explained it as the new information. So the author prefer to

use a, prefer a to the. Um, but now, I explained it as a concept frame. And I think

the fiamework explanation is better, because, ah, the, the explanation of new, just

new information is too broad. And, it, I, now I think it cannot be the expla—, the

appropriate explanation for the article a.

BW: ‘Cause you, you feel it’s too broad?

P16: Too broad, and doesn’t make sense.

BW: Um, I’m curious. When you say “too broad”, what do you mean by that?

P16: Um. .. because not every new information... does not, have the same case.

So...

BW: So, we can, we can find plenty of examples ofnew information that take

the. . . nouns that are expressing new information, but yet they have the in front of

them. So, yeah. It can be problematic.

130

 



For Item 11, the participant similarly questioned the effectiveness ofhow she had

explained the authors’ use of the definite article in the mind. In Elicitation A, she said she

attributed choice of the to uniqueness of the noun; in Elicitation B, she considered mind

as a subset of body. Regarding this second explanation, she stated, “I think that is better

explanation, to the students, to understand the article. Because there is many words, even

though it is unique, but without, without the...”

Participant 17

In the interview, this Ll-Korean participant expressed “60% confidence” with her own

article use and “60% confidence” with her ability to teach articles. She did say she was

“80—85% confident” in her ability to continue to improve the accuracy of her article use.

Likeness of explanations.

Comparison of explanations of individual items revealed the following for Participant

17. Explanations for 17 of the 20 items were different on Elicitation B than those which

had been offered on Elicitation A. No explanations were coded as similar and three were

coded as amended. See Table 5.8 for coding by individual item. An example of an

amended explanation is Item 16. On Elicitation A, the only reason given by the

participant was that a civil war was “a general thing.” On Elicitation B, in addition to

talking about “just a general civil war,” the participant mentions that this is one civil war

among “unbounded civil wars.”
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Table 5.8

Likeness ofExplanationsfor Participant 1 7

the 0 Some

Item 3 D Item 1 D Item 4 D Item 9 D

Item 5 D Item 2 D Item 15 D Item 10 D

Item 6 D Item 8 D Item 16 A

Item 7 D Item 12 A Item 19 D

Item 11 A Item 13 D

Item 14 D Item 20 D

Item 17 D

Item 18 D           
S = similar; A = amended; D = different

Patterns in Elicitation B explanations.

Examination of explanations by article type on Elicitation B revealed the following

patterns for Participant 17. In six of eight explanations for the definite article (Items 3, 7,

11, 14, 17, 18), the participant suggested that the referent was one among other entities

(e.g., “OK, I think the mind is, ah, one of, among other entities about... the physics, or

physical thing, the mind, the mind, soul, mind thing.” (Item 11)). In three the-

explanations (Items 5, 6, 18), the term conceptfi'ame was mentioned.

Participant 17 used the term unbounded in all six explanations for the zero article. She

labeled five items as +/- individualized (Item 1 as individualized; Items 8, 12, 13 as non-

individualized; and Item 20 as unindividualized). She also mentioned the term

unidentified for Items 1 and 8. All three of these moves can be seen within her

explanation for Item 8: “New Meaning. Ah, here, um, it is unbounded... and, unbounded.

And, ah, unidentified. Non-individualized.”

For all explanations of the indefinite article, the participant expressed the idea that the

referent was one ofa larger group (one set of sentences among other sets in Item 4, one

approach of philosophy among other approaches in Item 15, one civil war among other
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civil wars in Item 16, and one country among other countries9 in Item 19). In three of

these explanations (Items 4, 16, 19), she spoke of the larger group as being unbounded.

For example, in the exchange below, the participant was speaking while she was making

a sketch:

P17: And, number 4. Imitate andpractice a set ofcorrect sentences, a set of

correct sentences... a set ofcorrect sentences. It, OK, it is, um, kind of unbounded,

ah, unbounded... What is this? There’s a lot, same entities then one ofthem, a.

Yes.

BW: And what are the same entities?

P17: Maybe another set of correct sentences, another set of sentences.

BW: OK.

P17: Set, set, set. And one ofthem.

Similarly, the participant made use of sketches and the term unbounded in both

explanations for some. The following exchange for Item 10 reflects this:

P17: Provide some more theoretical, theoretical backup. OK, unbounded...

backup, unbounded. Ah, un, un, I, no... it was, um, non-individualized.

BW: OK.

P17: And, some part. OK, picture is easy.

Observations on changes in explanations.

When considering changes from Elicitation A to B, the following observations were

noted for Participant 17. First, there was a move toward more uniformity in the

 

9 Although the participant did not articulate the plural form when she said “one ofcountry” in Elicitation B,

she did refer to a sketch in which she had drawn multiple circles that presumably represented countries.

133



 

participant’s explanations by article type. This was evident for the, 0, and a. For

instance, all explanations for the author’s choice of the in Elicitation B included the idea

of reference to one entity among others. While this was explicitly stated in six of the

eight explanations, the idea was implied in the remaining two explanations because in

these, the participant talked about the referent being in a concept frame. This unity in

explanations was lacking in Elicitation A, where the following reasons for the definite

article were given: assumed reader knowledge (Item 3), modification (Items 5 and 7),

previous mention (Items 6 and 17), uniqueness (Items 11 and 18), and superlative degree

(Item 14). Whereas all explanations for 0 in Elicitation B included the idea of

unboundedness and all but one included some form of the term individualized, reasons

given in Elicitation A were more varied: plural noun and first mention (Item 1),

preference for the and general (Item 2), other possible forms (Item 8), academic name

(Item 12), word order (Item 13), name (Item 20). Whereas the core explanation for all 0

items in Elicitation B was that the referent was one of a larger group, there were three

distinct reasons given in Elicitation A: first mention (Item 4), modification (Item 15), and

general reference (Items 16 and 19).

A final observation on changes made by Participant 17 is that there was less reliance

on surface structures in Elicitation B. This was commented on in the Comparative

Reflection. For example, when reflecting on her Elicitation A Item 1 explanation, the

participant said, “I think in that case, I didn’t think about meaning... never, just, ah, you

know, according to the form.” Her comments when considering Item 4 in the

Comparative Reflection signal a significant change in thinking between the two

elicitation tasks:
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Yeah, only depend on the structure, form [in Elicitation A]. Here [Elicitation B], I,

now, I do not depend on the form, structure, because... article can be changed

according to the meaning, you know. Yes. There’s no rule of article about form,

just, ah... just, according to meaning, article can be changed. I mean, you know,

before, I thought there’s a fixed rule.

This shift may be seen by comparing explanations for individual items across the two

elicitation tasks. For Item 5 in Elicitation A, the participant said, “Modify the noun, then

the noun always keep the the.” For Item 15, she said, “If this academic subject name,

don’t need the article. But in front of it, the adjective modify the noun, then you need an”

(i.e., the names of academic disciplines take the zero article unless they are preceded by

adjectives). For both these items in Elicitation B, there was no mention of modification.

Discussion

The patterns identified in the article explanations by the MA TESOL students are

discussed below. This section considers, in particular, what these patterns suggest about

the framework as a pedagogical tool.

Changes in Explanations

That the MA TESOL students changed the majority oftheir article explanations from

Elicitation A to Elicitation B is not surprising. Between the two elicitations, the

participants had been introduced to a novel way of conceptualizing articles. They had

each met with the researcher on four occasions, during which they had applied the

conceptual framework to a range of article uses. Each participant spent somewhere

between 285 and 335 minutes practicing application of the conceptual framework. Given

such focused attention, it is reasonable to expect individuals to alter their performance on
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the explanation task. It is also possible that the participants may have felt obligated in

Elicitation B to try to use the ideas they had been practicing throughout the meetings.

Ofmore interest is the nature ofthe changes made in participants’ article explanations.

For example, are there patterns in changes that signal potential value in the framework as

an instructional tool? And what implications do the participants’ experiences hold for the

current design of the framework? These questions are important given that the conceptual

fiamework has been proposed for the express purpose of facilitating the instruction of

articles in ESL contexts. Each question is considered in turn.

Potential value of the framework.

Based on explanations in the Elicitation Tasks and comments in the Comparative

Reflection, one can observe at least four patterns that highlight the fiarnework’s potential

utility as a tool for improving leamers’ (and teachers’) understanding of articles"). Those

patterns are (1) more unity in participants’ Elicitation B explanations by article type, (2) a

more imagistic approach in these explanations, (3) more explicit verbalization of

participants’ intuitions, and (4) less reliance on surface-level rules to explain article use.

Because there currently exists no unified, systematic way of explaining articles, ESL

students may expect to receive a variety of article explanations from their teachers. This

variety comes in two forms: a range of explanations from different instructors for a

particular article use, and a range of explanations from the same instructor for different

uses of the same article. Both types of variety were exhibited by the ESL teachers’ article

explanations (see Chapter 3). Based on analysis of the MA TESOL student results,

 

1° Given that the focus was on participants’ article explanations and not on their article use, nothing can

be said here about the potential of the framework to improve the accuracy of learners’ article usage.
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exposure to the framework appears to encourage uniformity in explanations by article

type. A change toward more uniform explanations (from Elicitation A to B) was

explicitly noted for Participants 13, 16, and 17. Meanwhile, both Participants 14 and 15

were found to apply new terminology consistently to their Elicitation B explanations.

Perhaps, more consistency in how articles are addressed in class would relieve some of

the fi'ustration so often invoked by this grammar topic. The fi'amework offers the

possibility of a more consistent approach to article explanations.

A second observed pattern that may be beneficial for the instruction of articles is

participants’ increased reliance on imagery. The introduction of terms such as

individuated, unbounded, andflame in Elicitation B suggests a more imagistic approach

to article explanations. Two participants commented explicitly on this in the Comparative

Reflection. Participant 15, when referring to his Elicitation B explanation for the

indefinite article in Item 15, said, “Yeah, it’s all about the picture [referring to the

framework].” Participant 13, when considering her Elicitation A and B explanations for

use of the definite article with the superlative degree in Item 14, entered into the

following exchange:

P13: So... yeah. Before I just said the rule, and today I kinda bad a picture, like

concept of this frame.

BW: Yeah, and you didn’t even mention the rule. [P13 had explained that the

superlative was the reason for the in Elicitation A.]

It should be noted that the treatment explicitly guided participants toward an imagistic

approach. After presentation of the framework in Meeting 2, all participants were asked

to sketch diagrams for examples of article use. Schema handouts upon which participants
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could make sketches were provided in Meetings 2 through 5. Although no efforts were

made to collect or track sketches produced throughout the project, informal observation

revealed that some participants made more use of drawing than others. In the extreme,

Participant 17 drew in all sessions after Meeting 1 and even sketched diagrams across her

Elicitation B form as she gave article explanations in Meeting 6.

Just as it may be used to concretize abstract explanations through imagery, the

framework may also be used as a tool to make intuitions explicit. That is, the fi'amework

can provide learners and teachers concepts with which to clarify and express their

feelings regarding articles. While reflecting on her Elicitation A and B explanations for

the in Item 5, Participant 16 made the following comments:

P16: Yeah. But I think, I thought like that way before, as well, but I think I don’t

know how to explain it. But now I know how to explain it. I, I, um, I feel that I

have kinda bridge between my concept, between my brain and my tongue.

BW: OK.

P16: So, I think, I thought my, the way that I thought is the, is the same, before and

now. But now, ah, now I know how to explain, how to express.

When reflecting on her explanations for an in Item 15, Participant 13 recognized that

in both Elicitations A and B she had said an empirically responsible philosophy was

equivalent to any empirically responsible philosophy. This prompted the following

exchange:

B: It sounds very similar.

P: Similar, I, yeah, similar. ‘Cause, you, you know. . . the rule is not the wrong

thing. You know, the bad, the bad one was like I had no idea about the rule, I just
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memorized rules and used them. But, I feel comfortable with thinking this as like

any. Oh, I don’t know I felt like this, 1, before too. Like any. Yeah. Right

The ability to express one’s intuition may be especially important for teachers who are

native speakers of English, who have no troubles using articles but who may have a

difficult time explaining various uses.

Another pattern suggesting the fiamework’s utility in classrooms is the MA TESOL

students’ reduced reliance on the surface language of the texts and on textbook rules. All

five participants made at least one comment about this trend in the Comparative

Reflection. For example, Participant 14 said the following about her Elicitation A

explanation for 0 in Item 1:

Like because, at the first time, I think the first time when I explain it, I just — what?

— memorize that if you have the plural here, you don’t use any article. And I don’t

know why, I don’t know why.

Also reflecting on her first explanation for this Item, Participant 17 said, “I think in that

case, I didn’t think about meaning. . . never, just, ah, you know, according to the form.”

As was noted above, Participant 17 commented that in Elicitation B she was trying to

explain article choices based more on the author’s perspective than on what she had

learned in grammar books. More attention in article instruction on meaning and on

writers’ and speakers’ perspectives fits well with Achard’s (2008) suggestion for

language instructors to teach construal. The framework prompts teachers and students to
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focus on the meaning behind a speaker’s article choice, to contemplate how the noun

phrase is being construed. Doing so puts the focus squarely on meaning.ll

Challenges for the framework.

A second question worth considering is what implications the participants’

experiences hold for the design of the conceptual framework. That is, what can be learned

from the ways the MA TESOL students appropriated the fi'amework and from their

reflections on the project? In particular, what challenges does the framework pose and

how might these be addressed before implementing it in the classroom?

Based on examination of Elicitation B explanations, one challenge appears to be

terminology. Three participants produced variations on terms that had been used in the

presentation ofthe framework. Participant 13 uttered “contextual frame” in her

explanation for Item 6 and “context frame” for Item 14. Both phrases appear to be

variations on textframe. In place of the term unbounded, Participant 16 spoke of “non-

boundary words” in all of her explanations for O. In place of the terms individuated and

non-individuated, Participant 17 used “individualized” and “non-individualized”

throughout Elicitation B. Although these examples appear to represent the original

concepts within the framework and are not major changes from the original terminology,

they do signal that the terms are not necessarily easy to remember. If this is so for highly

advanced L2 speakers studying to teach the language, it is expected to be a problem for

lower level learners studying the language.

 

u The need for a more meaning-based approach to article instruction is illustrated in the following

comment from Participant 13 on her project feedback form: “I didn’t [before having participated in the

project] think article conveys meaning.”
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In fact, in participant feedback on the project, the language ofthe fiamework was

mentioned as a challenge for teachers wishing to use the framework in their classes.

Considering the perspective of students, Participant 13 wrote:

The framework is, I would say, very cognitive. It does not seem easy to teach to

ESL or EFL students if they don’t have enough knowledge to understand the

framework if the framework is explained by their L2. I think, for beginner or

intermediate learners would better learn this through their L1.

Considering the perspective of teachers, Participant 15 wrote, “I feel that the framework

is still a bit too abstract and theoretical and that may stop the teachers from using it

because they are afraid that they cannot explain it to students very clearly.”

Fears of teachers’ inability to explain and students’ inability to understand might be

alleviated by simplifying the framework’s terminology or by avoiding use of the terms in

instruction. Simplification could include finding alternative phrases that are less abstract.

In place of unbounded, for example, no borders might be used. Simplification could also

include using terms that are fewer in syllables and thus easier to pronounce. For instance,

non-individuated might be replaced with the more traditional non-count or mass. Another

option is to cut out metalanguage entirely and present learners only images. Given

traditional classroom contexts, where teachers are expected to do some lecturing, this

might seem especially challenging. There are, however, methodologies, such as the Silent

Way (Gattegno, 1972), that place emphasis on visuals and that direct teachers not to

lecture.

Should instructors use the framework to explain article usage, they should be sure to

cover the importance ofthe speaker/writer’s assumptions about the hearer/reader in
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explanations for the definite article. This explicit consideration ofthe writer’s perspective

on the reader was often lacking from the participants’ explanations in Elicitation B. Of

course, any mention ofafiame implies such perspective-taking by the writer, as frames

represent conceptualizations shared by the speaker/writer and hearer/reader. Still, over

half of the explanations for the lacked any reference to a frame or to the writer’s

assumptions about the reader.

Explanations for the definite article that do not mention the writer’s assumptions about

the reader can appear quite similar to explanations for the indefmite article. For example,

notice the likeness of the following explanations by Participant 16 for Item 18 (the United

States) and Item 19 (a diflerent country).

Item 18: “I think out ofmany united things, united states, united nations, united

people, this is one ofthem.” '

Item 19: “There are many different countries, and this is one ofthem.”

In Elicitation B, Participant 16 included the reason one ofmany in five of eight

explanations for the and in all her explanations for a.

It is not hard to imagine that the repetition of this same phrase in explanations for the

definite article and the indefinite article might lead to confusion among students. The

implication for instructors is to make clear what many stands for in each article

explanation. Recourse to the framework might help. For a, the referent is one of many

homogeneous entities in a larger abstract class. For the, the referent is one among

different entities (which may be many, depending on the context) that comprise the

discourse fi'arne. Still, teachers should emphasize that there is an assumption by the

speaker/writer that the hearer/reader can call forth the discourse frame.
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Another specific challenge for explanations of the definite article is identifying the

contents of the discourse flame. This is especially so for the concept flame (as opposed to

the text and situation flames). For it is this flame that is most removed flom the actual

text. To identify the contents of the text flame, learners can look back across a

conversation to see what referents have been mentioned. To identify the contents of the

situation flame, learners can look around the immediate environs in which the

conversation is taking place. But to identify the contents ofthe concept flame, learners

must imagine prototypical scenes and taxonomies. This is a more challenging task.

In her feedback on the project, Participant 14 wrote, “To me, it’s difficult to explain

and give the examples when we talked about each element which fits into the conceptual

frame.” Participant 17 commented on the challenge learners face in constructing the same

concept flames as NSs: ’

Article the is assumed to share a concept between speakers and hearers, but

foreigners have different imaginary scenes in their mind. For example, I had a hard

time to think of the other things of backgrounds in the water in the basement. I

don’t get used to the basement because we don’t use a basement except for as

parking lots under a big building. For a house I just thought of the floor with dust.

This comment underscores the influence of culture and experience on conceptualization

and, in turn, on language.

In efforts to address this challenge, teachers can ensure that learners are first exposed

to concept flames that are easily inferred and simple to picture. Such an example is the

scene of the classroom (see Figure 4.3 in Chapter 4) that was presented in the original

flamework handout in Meeting 2 and that was invoked in the narrative exercise in

 143  



Meeting 3. In his project feedback, Participant 15 wrote, “I recall myself constantly

referring back to the ‘classroom with tables and chairs and teacher and students’ and if it

could help me, it may be able to help other students too.” Teachers can also discuss

variations in perspective-taking. Examples of definite article use that may rely on

prototypical scenes which are not prototypical for the learners’ culture and experience,

such as the basement example above, can be spotlighted in class. Learners should be

made aware that the identification of contents within a concept flame is not necessarily a

straightforward process.

Conclusion

This chapter outlined the methodology of an experiment that examined how exposure

to the flamework might influence international MA TESOL students’ explanations of

article use in authentic texts. Participants’ article explanations before and after exposure

to the flamework were compared. Individual changes in explanations were reported as

were larger patterns in these changes, which included more unity in participants’

Elicitation B explanations, more reliance on imagery, more explicit verbalization of

intuitions, and less reliance on traditional rules. These results were interpreted as signs of

the potential value of the framework as a pedagogical aid. Namely, the flamework may

enable teachers to approach article instruction in a more systematic and concrete manner.

Other observations included some struggle by the participants with the flamework’s

terminology, a reluctance to consistently consider the perspective of the writer and reader

in explanations, and an expressed difficulty in identifying the contents of concept flames.

Potential ways to address these issues - such as simplifying the flamework’s

144



terminology, emphasizing perspective-taking, and grading students’ exposure to the

concept flame —— were discussed.
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION

This paper has addressed the English article system, a particular area of grammar that

is known to provide challenges for ESL learners (and their teachers). Linguistic efforts to

explain the semantics of articles have been reviewed as has the presentation of articles in

ESL textbooks. It has been shown that there has been no one way to explain article

meanings or to present articles to learners. In fact, learners can expect a variety of

descriptions as well as rules for article use.

The first research question addressed how ESL teachers explain article usage in

authentic texts. Among explanations by twelve teachers, common patterns were found for

individual items and for article type. Variety, however, was also found in these

explanations. At times, this variety took the form of directly contrasting terms by

different teachers for the same item. It was also found that teachers generally avoided

reference to the writer/reader in their article explanations. Confidence ratings for

explanations revealed a range of ratings across items and across participants. It was

suggested that both the variety in explanations and the predominance of confidence

scores below 4 (on a scale of 1-5) might have something to do with the challenge of

applying textbook rules and terminology to article use in authentic texts.

The second research question asked how one conceptual flamework could elucidate

systematicity across disparate article uses and numerous pedagogical rules for article use.

A conceptual flamework was first proposed. Individual components, in the form of

schematic images, were illustrated through examples of article use. The flamework was

then applied to more article uses, including ones that have been pointed out in the

literature as problematic for existing semantic descriptions ofthe article system. A range
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of pedagogical rules were also considered through the perspective of the flamework. All

of these examples (both of article uses and article rules) were systematically linked to the

conceptual schema ofthe flamework. The question of whether there is a need for a

continuum of definiteness was posed and key assumptions were discussed, including the

flexibility of cognition and the nature of meaning. Also discussed was the compatibility

the framework holds with pedagogical approaches flom a cognitive linguistics and a

sociocultural theory perspective. Finally, the potential use ofthe flamework in the

classroom was contrasted with traditional article instruction.

The final research question investigated the influence ofthe flamework on MA

TESOL students’ explanations of article use in authentic texts. Explanations before and

after exposure to the flamework were compared. Individual patterns for each of the five

participants were identified. Patterns across the participants were also observed.

Explanations in Elicitation B were found to contain more unity by article type, more

imagistic terminology, more explicit verbalization of intuitions, and less reliance on

traditional surface-level rules. In these explanations and in participants’ reflections,

participants were found to display some difficulty with the terminology of the

flamework, avoid consistent consideration of the perspectives of the author and the

reader, and express difficulty with the task of identifying the contents of concept flames.

Discussion centered on potential pedagogical advantages to using the flamework and on

how difliculties experienced by the participants might be addressed before implementing

the framework in the classroom.
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Limitations

Certain limitations in the current study should be recognized. First, the focus in the

textbook review was on texts for advanced learners. It would be worthwhile to consider

the presentation of articles in lower—level texts. This would enable a more comprehensive

picture of what learners at all levels can expect to face in terms of article presentation.

Second, a larger sample size of ESL teachers would allow for stronger claims to be

made about how teachers explain articles in general. It would also be interesting to ask

teachers to explain more items and then to study the patterns and variety within

individual teachers’ explanations. A further limitation in the current design is that

participants were asked to imagine that their written explanations were intended for

learners. A more authentic way to get at teacher cognition would be to examine how

teachers explain articles during actual lessons with real learners.

As for the final research question regarding the influence ofthe flamework on MA

TESOL students’ article explanations, again, a larger sample size would allow for more

generalizability in the results. Including participants with a wider variety of L1 5 would

also facilitate this. It would be interesting to test not just the flamework’s influence on

article explanations but also its influence on actual article production. This would, of

course, require a different methodology and a longer time period in which to carry out the

study.

Future Directions

The obvious next step is to study the flamework’s effectiveness in real ESL

classrooms. While lessons learned flom the MA TESOL students’ response in the current

project can be used to shape how the flamework is implemented in classes (e.g., the use
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of simplified terminology and less metalanguage in the presentation of the fiarnework to

learners), even more can be learned flom actual implementation. A number of research

questions are worth pursuing. For instance, a sociocultural theory perspective could be

adopted to explore how the flamework is appropriated. Are learners able to internalize it

as a conceptual tool with which to understand articles and how do they go about doing

this? Longitudinal studies might investigate potential influence of the flarnework on

article production. Classroom-based studies could examine the value of various

framework-related activities. It would be interesting to compare how students at different

levels of English proficiency respond to the fiamework. It is also important to consider

how teachers respond to the flamework. The pursuit ofthese questions will further

explore the utility of the flamework as a pedagogical tool.

An additional area of research lies in the expansion ofthe conceptual flamework. For

the moment, the flamework is able to account only for the, a, some, and 0. Can other

elements of the nominal domain (e.g., quantifiers, possessives, pronouns, etc.) be

explained through the same schematic images? If this is possible, a more comprehensive

conceptual tool will be available to students and teachers.

The flamework proposed here is, however, a start. It gives learners and teachers a tool

with which to view articles, a schema through which to map multiple uses ofthe same

article to one abstract meaning. Such mapping may be done not only for disparate article

uses but also for pedagogical rules and exceptions to those rules. The ability to find one-

to-one form-meaning connections may serve to reduce some of the flustration

traditionally associated with articles. In adopting the novel perspective proposed here,

learners and teachers might just recognize systematicity within the English article system.
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Appendix A: ESL Teacher Elicitation Task

Thank you for participating in this project, which addresses the challenge of teaching definite

and indefinite articles. You will be asked to (1) supply some background information, (2) read

four very short texts, (3) explain five article uses within each text, and (4) rate confidence for

your explanations. Your responses will be kept confidential, and any reporting of data will be by

participant number only. Your contribution is very much appreciated.

Teacher Background Questionnaire

Please provide the following information on your background and experience. Type your

answers directly into this document.

Number ofyears teaching English:

Countries in which you have taught English:

Highest level of TESOL training:

Native Ianguage(s):

Country of origin:

How comfortable are you teaching English articles? Please explain.
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Task A

Instructions: Imagine that you are teaching an advanced EAP reading class and that the extracts

below appear in the reading materials for the course. Please read the extracts, each of which is

taken from the first pages of a work of nonfiction.

Extract 1

When new foreign language teaching methods and textbooks are introduced, they are often

said to be based on the latest research in psychology, linguistics, or pedagogy. Teachers are told

that they will be more effective than those that have gone before. In many cases, the new

approaches are prescribed for immediate implementation in a school or region. Sometimes, the

new materials come with opportunities for extensive training in their implementation.

Sometimes, they are simply ordered and distributed to teachers who have to do their best to

use them effectively.

Teachers have seen many different approaches over the past fifty years. One approach

requires students to learn rules of grammar and lists of vocabulary to use in translating literary

texts. Another emphasizes the value of having students imitate and practice a set of correct

sentences and memorize entire dialogues. Yet another stresses the importance of encouraging

“natural” communication between students as they engage co—operatively in tasks or projects

while using the new language. In some classrooms, the second language is used as the medium

to teach subject matter, with the assumption that the language itself will be learned incidentally

as students focus on the academic content.

‘ from Lightbown, P. M., 8: Spada N. (2006). How languages are learned (3rd ed.). Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Extract 2

This is a book for language educators. It is the report of an ongoing project which has been

evolving for the past half dozen years or so, and to which I am continually making changes. The

reader should not see it as a finished product, therefore, but rather as a snapshot of work in

progress, an illustration of an open-ended process that can and should have no closure.

The book is intended as a philosophical approach to the language curriculum, as an attempt

to resolve dichotomies such as knowledge and values, theory and practice, research and

teaching, and an illustration of what happens when we think consistently in process rather than

product terms. At the same time I have not taken any of the common meanings of terms such as

theory, practice, research, curriculum, and learning as given, but tried to find new meaning for

them that fit new ways of thinking, and achieve terminological integrity throughout. l have not

gone far enough in all these matters, but hope I have made some useful notes in the margin of

our ideals.
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I hope that the reader will find the book practical as well as theoretical, down-to-earth as well

as philosophical, in fact, I hope that it will not fit in any of the usual pigeon holes. Most of all I

hope that it will encourage readers to think for themselves and to construct their own lifelong

project of language education. Although I have done my best to be as clear and non-technical as

possible, there are places where l have felt it necessary to provide some more theoretical

backup, and these sections have been set off from the main body of the text by indentation,

spacing and a vertical line in the left margin. The reader is of course free to skip such passages,

though I feel they are important for the argument they support.

* from van Lier, L. (1996). Interaction in the language curriculum: Awareness, autonomy, and authenticity. London:

Longman.

Extract 3

The mind is inherently embodied.

Thought is mostly unconscious.

Abstract concepts are largely metaphorical.

These are three major findings of cognitive science. More than two millennia of a priori

philosophical speculation about these aspects of reason are over. Because of these discoveries,

phi|050phy can never be the same again.

When taken together and considered in detail, these three findings from the science of mind

are inconsistent with central parts of Western philosophy. They require a thorough rethinking of

the most popular current approaches, namely, Anglo-American analytic philosophy and

postmodernist philosophy.

This book asks: What would happen if we started with these empirical discoveries about the

nature of mind and constructed philosophy anew? The answer is that an empirically responsible

philosophy would require our culture to abandon some of its deepest philosophical

assumptions. This book is an extensive study of what many of those changes would be in detail.

‘ from Lakoff, G., & Johnson, M. (1999). Philosophy in the flesh: The embodied mind and its challenge to Western

thought. New York: Basic Books.

Extract 4

It is a remarkable fact about the United States that it fought a civil war without undergoing a

change in its form of government. The Constitution was not abandoned during the American

Civil War; elections were not suspended; there was no coup d’état. The war was fought to

preserve the system of government that had been established at the nation's founding - to

prove, in fact, that the system was worth preserving, that the idea of democracy had not failed.

This is the meaning of the Gettysburg Address and of the great fighting cry of the North:
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”Union.” And the system was preserved; the union did survive. But in almost every other

respect, the United States became a different country. The war alone did not make America

modern, but the war marks the birth of modern America.

* from Menand, L. (2001). The metaphysical club: A story ofideas in America. New York: Fa rra r, Straus and Giroux

Task B

Instructions: Imagine that your students have some questions about the use of articles in these

texts. Please consider the highlighted articles below (there are five within each extract). Explain

why you think each article has been used. Note that (i) represents a use of neither the definite

nor the indefinite article. Please type your explanations directly into the document, and feel free

to write as much as you wish. After finishing this task, please complete Task C.

Extract 1

When Q1 new foreign language teaching methods and textbooks are introduced, they are

often said to be based on the latest research in psychology, linguistics, or pedagogy. Teachers

are told that they will be more effective than those that have gone before. In many cases, the

new approaches are prescribed for immediate implementation in a school or region.

Sometimes, the new materials come with opportunities for extensive training in their

implementation. Sometimes, they are simply ordered and distributed to Q2 teachers who have

to do their best to use them effectively.

Teachers have seen many different approaches over $15; past fifty years. One approach

requires students to learn rules of grammar and lists of vocabulary to use in translating literary

texts. Another emphasizes the value of having students imitate and practice _a_,. set of correct

sentences and memorize entire dialogues. Yet another stresses th_es importance of encouraging

”natural" communication between students as they engage co-operatively in tasks or projects

while using the new language. In some classrooms, the second language is used as the medium

to teach subject matter, with the assumption that the language itself will be learned incidentally

as students focus on the academic content.

Explanationsfor Extract 1

(1) ¢:

(2) ¢:

(3) the:

(4) a:

(5) the:
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Extract 2

This is a book for language educators. It is the report of an ongoing project which has been

evolving for the past half dozen years or so, and to which I am continually making changes. Th_e_5

reader should not see it as a finished product, therefore, but rather as a snapshot of work in

progress, an illustration of an open-ended process that can and should have no closure.

The book is intended as a philosophical approach to the language curriculum, as an attempt

to resolve dichotomies such as knowledge and values, theory and practice, research and

teaching, and an illustration of what happens when we think consistently in process rather than

product terms. At the same time I have not taken any of mg, common meanings of terms such

as theory, practice, research, curriculum, and learning as given, but tried to find Q, new meaning

for them that fit new ways of thinking, and achieve terminological integrity throughout. I have

not gone far enough in all these matters, but hope I have made mg, useful notes in the

margin of our ideals.

I hope that the reader will find the book practical as well as theoretical, down-to-earth as well

as philosophical, in fact, I hope that it will not fit in any of the usual pigeon holes. Most of all I

hope that it will encourage readers to think for themselves and to construct their own lifelong

project of language education. Although I have done my best to be as clear and non-technical as

possible, there are places where I have felt it necessary to provide 50mg” more theoretical

backup, and these sections have been set off from the main body of the text by indentation,

spacing and a vertical line in the left margin. The reader is of course free to skip such passages,

though I feel they are important for the argument they support.

Explanationsfor Extract 2

(6) the:

(7) the:

(8) ¢:

(9) some:

(10) some:
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Extract 3

M1 mind is inherently embodied.

Thought is mostly unconscious.

Abstract concepts are largely metaphorical.

These are three major findings of cognitive science. More than two millennia of a priori

philosophical speculation about these aspects of reason are over. Because of these discoveries,

Q12 philosophy can never be the same again.

When taken together and considered in detail, these three findings from the science of Q13

mind are inconsistent with central parts of Western philosophy. They require a thorough

rethinking ofM14 most popular current approaches, namely, Anglo-American analytic

phil050phy and postmodernist philosophy.

This book asks: What would happen if we started with these empirical discoveries about the

nature of mind and constructed philosophy anew? The answer is that a_r115 empirically

responsible philosophy would require our culture to abandon some of its deepest philosophical

assumptions. This book is an extensive study of what many of those changes would be in detail.

Explanationsfor Extract 3

(11) the:

(12) Ill:

(13) Ill:

(14) the:

(15) an:
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Extract 4

It is a remarkable fact about the United States that it fought gm civil war without undergoing

a change in its form of government. The Constitution was not abandoned during the American

Civil War; elections were not suspended; there was no coup d’état. The war was fought to

preserve the system of government that had been established at the“ nation’s founding — to

prove, in fact, that the system was worth preserving, that the idea of democracy had not failed.

This is the meaning of the Gettysburg Address and of the great fighting cry of the North:

”Union.” And the system was preserved; the union did survive. But in almost every other

respect, SE13 United States became 219 different country. The war alone did not make 220

America modern, but the war marks the birth of modern America.

Explanationsfor Extract 4

(16) a:

(17) the:

(18) the:

(19) a:

(20) ¢:
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Task C

Instructions: Please look back at the explanations you have just provided. How confident are you

that the explanations above would help improve learners’ understanding of the particular article

uses? Please rate your confidence for each explanation on a scale of 1-5. [1 = not confident at

all; 5 = completely confident]

(1) ¢:

(2) ¢:

(3) the:

(4) a:

(5) the:

(6) the:

(7) the:

(8) ¢:

(9) some:

(10) some:

(11) the:

(12) ¢:

(13) ¢:

(14) the:

(15) an:

(16) a:

(17) the:

(18) the:

(19) a:

(20) ¢:
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Appendix B: Protocols for MA TESOL Student Meetings

Day 1 Protocol

“Today I’m going to ask you a few questions about your experiences learning and

teaching English. After that, I’ll ask you to do a small task. Although today’s session will

be audio-recorded, just try to relax and forget that the recorded is here on the table.”

Interview

Explanation Elicitation Task

Task A: “Here are four short extracts fi'om the beginnings of four books. Please read each

extract. When you are finished reading, I’ll ask you some questions.”

“Having read the four extracts, do any of these books sound interesting to you?”

“Do you have any questions on any ofthe texts?”

Task B: “Please consider the highlighted articles below (there are five within each

extract). Explain why you think each article has been used. Note that 0 represents a use

of neither the definite nor the indefinite article. Tell me why the author or authors chose

the articles they did.”

Day 2 Protocol

“Today we’ll look at the basic ideas of the framework (FW) and try to apply the

framework to some examples of article use.”

“This packet is comprised of 3 sections: countability, 0 vs. article, THE. After you read

each section, I’ll ask some questions.”

1. What ideas are familiar to you?

2. Is any of this new to you?

3. Do you have any questions?

4. What do you think of conceptualizing names in this way? [for section on 0 vs.

article]

Dialogues

“Let’s apply the FW to the following examples of article use. Here’s how I would do the

first one...”
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“How would you do the next one?”

Interaction guidelines:

Make sure participant draws the first few examples

Ask for explanations if not given w/ drawing (individuation, boundedness,

contents of frame, etc.)

Prompt correction if drawing doesn’t match framework (location in FW,

boundedness, w/in class, etc.)

Encourage reference back to informational handout

Show how I would do it if prompt fails

Remain open to alternative explanations (e.g., contents offlame)

Discuss alternate construals of fame w/ movie star example

Discuss generic reference w/ whale example: similar idea, slightly different

conceptualizations

Finish at 1h30m - look at rest at home, will start w/ next time, another task for

discourse frame, article that you have read recently

Day 3 Protocol

Review basics:

1. 0 = unbounded entity —> It could refer to whole class or could refer to just more

than 1 individual (e.g., there are chairs in this room). It could also refer to an

unspecified portion on non-individuated entity(e.g., there is water in the

basement)

alsome = bounded entity within larger class, situated outside the discourse frame

the = bounded entity, situated in the discourse frame (uniquely identifiable when

compared to other bounded entities in the frame)

Page 6: “Apply the FW to these dialogues.”

Pages 7-8: “How would you relate the FW to each ofthe following rules (and

exceptions)?”

Can you use the FW to help explain the rules?

What would the exceptions look like inside the FW?

Teacher Story

1. Read the story.
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2. In which part ofthe DF might we find each noun phrase in bold? For example,

the front might be in the concept frame b/c we understand that classrooms

generally have a front and a back; whereas the room would be in the text flame

b/c it refers to “the classroom” which has already been mentioned in the text and

thus can be uniquely identified among other entities in the text.

Can you explain why there is no definite article before the second mention of

“grammar rules” and “ESL student”? (grammar rules unbounded so it doesn’t

move into DF; an ESL student does not necessarily refer to the same individual —

a random, representative individual chosen each time)

Can you explain why there is a definite article before the second mention of

“sentences”? (sentences are bounded by the context [there must be a certain

number of sentences on the handout] and so are able to move into the DF [as a

bounded entity either in the text flame or in the situation flame])

“What do you think of these tasks today?”

Day4 Protocol

Review:

Can you explain the difference between individuated and non-individuated?

Can you explain the conceptualization behind 0, a, some, the?

Can you explain the conceptualization for a proper noun?

Journal Article (no more than 45 minutes)

In one sentence, identify all uses of 0, a, some, the; ignore all other determiners

(this, those, each, all, etc.) and 0 before pronouns.

Apply these article uses to FW.

Repeat.

What do you think about this task? [ask in last 5 minutes]

Participant Essay (remainder of time)

In one sentence, identify all uses of 0, a, some, the; ignore all other determiners

(this, those, each, all, etc.) and 0 before pronouns.

Why do you think you chose the article?

Can you apply the FW to this noun phrase?
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Day 5 Protocol

Continue procedure for participant essay.

Day 6 Protocol

Repeat article explanation task.

Comparative Reflection:

“Please consider the explanations for article use you gave in the first meeting.”

[Transcript will be presented]

“Are any ofthese different from what you have just said? How are they different? Has

anything changed in your drinking?”

Wrap up:

“I really value your feedback on this project. I will email you 8 questions. Please type

your answers right into the document and send it back.”
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Appendix C: MA TESOL Student Interview Questions

When did you begin studying English?

What do you remember about first learning definite and indefinite articles?

Did your teachers give you rules? Do you remember any that you were taught?

Did your teachers talk about exceptions to rules? Do you remember any?

What were the feelings of students, including yourself, when articles were discussed in

class?

Did your teachers ever correct article use in your writing assignments? Did they offer

explanations?

Did you do anything special to study articles outside of class? What?

How confident are you when teaching articles to your students?

Do you present rules? Which ones?

Do your students ask about exceptions? If so, how does this make you feel?

How would you characterize your students’ interest and motivation to learn articles?

How do your students feel when articles are discussed in class?

Have any of your ideas about articles changed since you moved to the U.S.? Which ones?

How?

How confident are you now about your use of articles? Please explain.

Do you ever think about article use while you are speaking in English? When?

Do you follow any strategies for using articles in your academic writing?

Have you ever had native speakers of English edit your writing? Have they commented

on article use?

How did you feel about these comments?

How important do you think it is to be completely accurate in your article use when

speaking or writing in English?

Do you think nonnative speakers of English can truly master English articles?

Why do you think articles provide problems for nonnative speakers?

How confident are you that you can continue to improve the accuracy of your article use?
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Appendix D: MA TESOL Student Handout on Framework

Individuation

During a conversation, spoken words prompt conceptualizations that are shared between the

speaker and the listener. Nouns prompt conceptualizations of things.

There are two basic ways to conceptualize things. They may be perceived as individuated or

non-individuated entities. Individuated entities usually have clear borders and match what

grammar books call countable nouns. We perceive these things as individuals within a class. For

example, in the class of apples, we can distinguish individual apples.

Non-individuated entities usually do not have clear borders and match what grammar books call

mass (or uncountable) nouns. In addition to mass nouns, abstract nouns are often perceived in

the same way. Both water and love may be perceived as non—individuated.
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Proper names also tend to be perceived in this way. When we say the name John, we are not

thinking of an individuated thing within the class of all Johns. We just think of John, as we might

think of love or of water.

\ '
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It is important to note that a thing can be perceived in different ways. The same noun can refer

to different conceptualizations of an entity. For example, an entity that is usually non-

individuated (i.e., a noun that is usually uncountable) can be perceived as though it were

individuated. For example, at a restaurant, someone might order ”four waters" for his table. In

this scenario, the four waters represent four individuated things - four glasses of water.
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The opposite is also possible. An entity that is usually individuated (i.e., a noun that is usually

countable) can be perceived as though it were non-individuated. For example, apple in the

statement below does not refer to an individuated apple but instead to the non-individuated

substance of apple.

”After we crashed into the cart near the orchard, our car was covered with apple.”
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Boundedness

When looking at a class of individuated entities, we are able to pick out individuals. When

looking at a class of a non-individuated entity, we are able to pick out a portion. To do so, we

can imagine putting a line around the individuals or the portion. This line bounds (or puts a

boundary around) what we have picked out.

The articles a, some, or the before a noun help pick out an individual or a portion. We may

conceptualize the thing as bounded within its class.
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the apples we ate yesterday the water on the table the love he felt for

her

When zero article (i.e., no determiner) appears before a noun, we may conceptualize the entity

as unbounded or without borders. The broken line represents unboundedness.
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Apples are nutritious. Love Is powerful. lo n lS here.
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The main point is that when we hear a noun preceded by an article, we understand that it is

bounded. When we hear a noun that is preceded by zero article, we understand that it is

unbounded. These two possibilities for conceptualization are reflected in the conceptual space

shared by the speaker and the listener. Notice the conceptualizations prompted by the nouns in

the sentence below.

”John would like an apple and some water.”

Shared Conceptual Space
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Discourse Frame

Thus far, we have seen a conceptual difference between nouns preceded by an article and

nouns preceded by zero article. To further distinguish the conceptual difference between

definite and indefinite articles, we need to consider the discourse frame. We can imagine this as

a cube within the center of the shared conceptual space. Within the discourse frame are

bounded entities that are distinguishable from one another. Each entity is considered by the

speaker to be uniquely identifiable. That is, the speaker believes that both she and the listener

can identify the same, exact entity. The discourse frame is made up of three sub-frames: the

situation frame, the concept frame, and the text frame.

Shared Conceptual Space

, Discourse Frame I

’ Situation Frame .

 

Concept Frame  

I

: Text Frame

I
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Within the situation frame are all those things the speaker and listener can identify in the

immediate situation. In the SL5 conference room, we have this floor, this ceiling, this door, these

walls, these tables, these chairs, these whiteboards, etc. The definite article may be used with

any entity that is uniquely identifiable within this room. For example, we could say the floor, the

ceiling, the walls, the tables, etc. Notice that we need to provide a little more information to

identify a singular entity from within a group of plurals: the big table, the chair that you are

sitting in, the wall with the door.

The concept frame is something like the situation frame, but extended to a more abstract,

conceptual level. Our experience as humans allows us to conceptualize common situations and

scenes that are not immediately before us. For example, our experience of classes or of

interviews leads us to anticipate particular entities within each. In a class, we can picture a

teacher, a teacher’s desk, a blackboard, some chalk, some students, and some chairs. In an

interview, we can picture an interviewer, an interviewee, a recorder, some questions, and some

answers. In both a class and an interview, we picture a beginning, a middle, and an end.

Class

T = Teacher B = Beginning 6)

TD = Teacher’s Desk M = Middle

Bb = Blackboard E: End @

Ch = Chalk

C = Chair

5 = Student @555) CE?)

Interview

 

  
 

IR = Interviewer B = Beginning 6)

IE = Interviewee M = Middle . G)

R = Recorder E: End @

Q = Question QQQQ AAAA

QQQQ
A=Answer AAAA ©

All these things that we picture are bounded entities and are uniquely identifiable within their

frames. Therefore, when a class is the topic of a conversation, the speaker may refer to “the
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teacher” or “the students". When an interview is being discussed, the speaker may refer to ”the

questions” or ”the answers".

One aspect of human thought is our ability to conceptualize not just situations but also

taxonomies. That is, we think of categories and subcategories within those categories. In such

cases, a category may be seen as a frame that contains subcategories. The subcategories may be

thought of as bounded portions of the larger category frame.

 

Category

Subcategory A Subcategory B Subcategory C Subcategory D

Within the category of musical instruments, we have the piano, the guitar, the saxophone, etc.

Notice the use of the definite article with each instrument, which refers to a unique subcategory

of musical instruments.

   

 

Musical Instruments

etc...

     
We see that it is possible for some nouns with the definite article to refer (a) to a subcategory

within a larger category or (b) to an individual member within that subcategory. For example,

the tiger in the first sentence below refers generically to a subcategory of the animal category,

whereas the tiger in the second sentence refers to a specific animal.

’“I’he tiger is a dangerous animal."

”We saw the tiger in the zoo."
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In both sentences, the tiger is uniquely identifiable within a concept frame. In one, the tiger is a

bounded entity in an animal category frame. In the other, the tiger is a bounded entity in a zoo

frame (a zoo which is understood to have only one tiger along with other uniquely identifiable

animals).

 

Animals

200

*0 a
g I:

The final part of the discourse frame is called the text frame. Here we find bounded entities that

have already been mentioned in a conversation. They may be uniquely identified from other

entities that are in the text of the conversation. The contents of the text frame, like that of other

frames in the discourse frame, will change over time as a conversation progresses over time.

New topics, new information, even new situations in which the speaker and listener find

themselves will force the contents of the discourse frame to be continually updated.

 

  
 

 

  
 

How articles prompt conceptualization

¢ 9 unbounded

A/SOME -) bounded within larger class

THE -) bounded within discourse frame, uniquely identifiable
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Appendix E: Framework Application Worksheet

PART I

Directions: apply the conceptual fl'amework to the following article uses in bold.

During a newscast

The President is speaking at a school in Lansing today.

During a newscast

The President is speaking at the school on Michigan Avenue today.

During a newscast

The President’5 children are attending their first day of school today.

In a pet store

A: Welcome to the store. How can I help you?

B: We’re here to see some birds. We might buy one or two.

In a pet store

A: Welcome to the store. How can I help you?

B: We’re here to see the birds. We might buy one or two.

In a pet store

A: Welcome to the store. How can I help you?

8: We’re here to see birds. We might buy one or two.
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In a family home

A: Hey honey, I think you should come down here.

B: Why? What’5 going on?

A: It looks like we have some water in the basement.

In a family home

A: Hey honey, have you seen the water in the basement?

B: No. Are you serious? How much is down there?

In a family home

A: Hey honey, I think you should come down here.

B: Why? What’s going on?

A: It looks like we have water in the basement.

Watching a movie-awards ceremony

A: Do you like that actor?

B: Yeah, I do. He’s been great in all the roles that he’s played. And, of course, he’s got a

style like no one else.

Watching a movie-awards ceremonv

A: Do you like that actor?

B: Yeah, I do. He’s been great in all the roles that he’s played. And, of course, he’s got

the style of a big time movie star.

Watching a movie-awards ceremonv

A: Do you like that actor?

B: Yeah, I do. He’s been great in all the roles that he’s played. And, of course, he’s got

style.
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On a hot day

A: I sure am thirsty.

B: There’s beer in the fridge.

On a hot day

A: I sure am thirsty.

B: There's some beer in the fridge.

On a hot day

A: I sure am thirsty.

B: There’re beers in the fridge.

On a hot day

A: I sure am thirsty.

B: There’re some beers in the fridge.

In a shfiarfed dorm room

A: Oh, I just remembered I’m supposed to give you a message.

B: What’s that?

A: A guy you went out with last night called about an hour ago.

In a sharedfidorm room

A: Oh, I just remembered I’m supposed to give you a message.

B: What’s that?

A: The guy you went out with last night called about an hour ago.
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During a lecture

Whales are extremely interesting animals. They are the largest mammals on earth.

During a lecture

A whale is an extremely interesting animal. It is the largest mammal on earth.

During a lecture

The whale is an extremely interesting animal. It is the largest mammal on earth.

In a restaurant

A: Where you think you can find the best cooking in the world?

B: I’m not sure, but I know Italians make great food.

In a restaurant

A: Where you think you can find the best cooking in the world?

B: I'm not sure, but I know the Italians make great food.

In a shared apartment

A: Did you know the television was left on all night?

8: Whoops, sorry about that.

In a shared apartment

A: Did you know the television was invented in the 1920’s?

B: No, I didn’t realize that.

In a shared apartment

A: Did you know television is bad for you?

B: I suppose it is.
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On a beach

A: What are you reading?

B: It’s a book about crime.

On a beach

A: What are you reading?

B: It’s a book about a famous crime.

On a beach

A: What are you reading?

B: It’s a book about the crime of the century.

In a family home

A: What should we have for dinner tonight?

B: Let’s roast a chicken.

mifamilv home

A: What should we have for dinner tonight?

B: Let’s have chicken.

In a family home

A: I hope you enjoy the meal.

B: It looks great. Please pass the chicken.
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At an office

A: Mr. Smith is here to see you.

B: Oh, thanks. Please send him in.

At an office

A: The Mr. Smith you met with last week is here to see you.

B: Oh, thanks. Please send him in.

At an office

A: A Mr. Smith is here to see you.

B: Oh, thanks. Please send him in.

At_§ cinemgomplex

A: Which movie are we going to see? The one about NASA or the one about the CIA?

B: I don’t care. But I do need to find an ATM so I can get some cash.

During a radiocast of g baseball game

The batter has been hit by the pitch. I’m not sure if he was hit on the head or on the

arm.

In the lobby of the Empire State Building

A: So, how should we get to the top?

B: Well, we can take the elevator or the stairs.
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PART II

Directions: apply the flamework to the following article rules and exceptions.

Rulel: A noun is often indefinite the first time a speaker mentions it. It is

usually definite alter the first mention.

Example: A cat was chasing a squirrel around my backyard. The cat nearly caught the

squirrel.

Exception2 (?): His car struck a tree. He was surprised to see how much damage a car

could do to a tree.

Rule3: Use thewith the superlative degree.

Example: Our university has the biggest library in the state.

Exception2 (?): Our university library has a most famous art collection.

Rule3: Do not use the with the comparative degree.

Example: Obama is a better politician than McCain.

Exception (?): Between McCain and Obama, Obama is the better politician.

Rule‘: Use the definite article with nouns that describe something unique.

Example: The sun sets around 8pm.

Exception2 (?): A sun and some planets were sighted by a group of astronauts during a

recent space probe.
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Rule“: Names of rivers and oceans usually use the. Names of lakes, islands, and

mountains usually don’t.

Example: On our last vacation, we went to Oregon to see the Columbia River and the

Pacific Ocean. We also visited Crater Lake and Mt. Hood.

Rule3: Use the with plural names.

Example: Some beautiful sites in the U.S. include the Rocky Mountains, the Great Lakes,

and the Hawaiian Islands.

Rule’: Use the definite article with public places.

Example: Whether we go to the mall or to the movies, we should go to the bank first.

Rules3: Do not use an article with the names of universities or colleges.

Use the with the names of colleges and universities that contain the word

013

Example: She had a hard time deciding between Michigan State University and the

University of Michigan.

Exception: He went to the Ohio State University.

IMaurer, J. (2006). Focus on grammar: An integrated skills approach (3rd ed.). White Plains, NY: Pearson

Longman.

2Pica, T. (1983). The article in American English: What the texts don’t tell us. In N. Wolfson & E. Judd

(Eds), Sociolinguistics and language acquisition (pp.222-233). Rowley, MA: Newbury House.

3Cole, T. (2000). The article book: Practice toward mastering a, and and the (2"‘1 ed.). Ann Arbor: The

University of Michigan Press.

4Ackles, N. M. (2003). The grammar guide: Developing language skillsfor academic success. Ann Arbor:

The University of Michigan Press.
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Appendix F: Narrative to be Applied to Framework

Step 1: Read the following text.

A teacher walked into his classroom.

He went to the front of the room and pulled out his teaching materials.

There were still 10 minutes before the class was scheduled to begin.

The teacher sat down and waited for the students.

As they came in, the teacher went to the board and began to write the class agenda.

He turned and noticed one empty seat.

”Where’s Mary?" he asked.

”I think she has the flu,” said the student sitting closest to the empty seat.

“Alright, well hopefully the rest of you are feeling healthy... because today we're going to talk

about grammar rules and then we’ll do some vocabulary work.

”An important point to remember is that grammar rules often have exceptions. An ESL student

should always remember this. For example, an ESL student might learn the -ed rule and then

wonder why English has irregular verbs.

”On this handout are sentences and a few pictures. Read the sentences and see if you can

identify some traditional grammar rules. Later we’ll see if we can think of some exceptions to

the rules.”
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Step 2: In which part of the discourse frame might we find each noun phrase in hold?

A teacher walked into his classroom.

He went to the front of the room and pulled out his teaching materials.

There were still 10 minutes before the class was scheduled to begin.

The teacher sat down and waited for the students.

As they came in, the teacher went to the board and began to write the class agenda.

He turned and noticed one empty seat.

”Where's Mary?" he asked.

”I think she has the flu," said the student sitting closest to the empty seat.

”Alright, well hopefully the rest of you are feeling healthy... because today we’re going to talk

about grammar rules and then we'll do some vocabulary work.

”An important point to remember is that grammar rules often haVe exceptions. An ESL student

should always remember this. For example, gn ESL student might learn the -ed rule and then

wonder why English has irregular verbs.

”On this handout are sentences and a few pictures. Read the sentences and see if you can

identify some traditional grammar rules. Later we’ll see if we can think of some exceptions to

the rules."

Step 3: Can you explain why there is no definite article before the second mention of

“grammar rules” and “ESL student”? Can you explain why there is a definite article

before the second mention of “sentences”?
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Appendix G: Project Feedback Questionnaire for MA TESOL Students

Please respond in writing to the following questions:

1. What do you think about the conceptual framework presented to you in this project?

2. What do you think about the activities in which you used the framework to help explain

article use in texts and in your own writing?

3. How much time did you spend thinking about articles outside of our meetings?

4. How confident are you that you can continue to improve the accuracy of your article

use?

5. Have your views on the English article system changed at all since participating in this

project? If so, how?

6. Do you believe the framework would be helpful for students in ESL/EFL classes? Why

(not)?

7. Can you think of other ways to use the framework in the classroom?

8. What challenges do you see for teachers who wish to use the framework with their

students?
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