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Chapter 2 on articles: Summary/conclusions

A. LINGUISTIC DESCRIPTION

Traditional features to explain article use:

· proper vs. common

· countable vs. non-countable

· singular vs. plural

Features from cognitive linguistics and discourse analysis:

· individuation (the perceptual and grammatical concept of countability; coffee/a coffee) [Box 2.3]

· classifying (indefiniteness) vs. indentifying (definiteness) [Box 2.4]

· given vs. new information (i.e., what speaker estimates as known/new to hearer) [Box 2.5]

Contexts for article use translated into pedagogical rules:

· First mention (a)

· Already mentioned (the)

· Identified referent by post-modification (the X + Rel Caluse)

· Already identified referent because of uniqueness, shared social/physical experience (the sun, the police, the morning)

· Some expressions where no differentiation is required (at Ø home, in Ø prison)

· End-point of a scale (the first, the best, at the bottom, at the beginning)

· Proper nouns of places (The US, Ø Spain)

Some acquisition and pedagogy connections:

· Definites [‘the’] seem to develop earlier than indefinites [‘a’ and Ø] (that is, learners know how to indicate known or old referents before they know how to indicate new referents]

· ‘the’ is frequently overgeneralized, particularly to contexts of [+Specific Rerefent] and [+assumed Hearer Knows]

· The most common substitution is Ø for ‘the’

· Article omission (which looks like Ø but may not be) is a frequent problem, and a persistent one for learners from a -ART first language

· Most traditional textbooks present exercises to practice the difference between ‘a’ and ‘the’ but, in actuality, learners have the greatest difficulty determining a/the vs. Ø

· Noun countability should be emphasized in article pedagogy

B. TEACHING SUGGESTIONS

· Use passages (intact discourse contexts) rather than isolated sentences, both for explanations and for practice

· Define a focus within the system of rules for practice, and prepare your activities accordingly:

1. “correct spelling” activity (suggested by Berry, 1991) focuses on given vs. new (Pensil The s is wrong. It should be a c)

2. “scrambled narrative” activity focuses on first mentioned vs. already mentioned referents

3. “a carrot is a vegetable/she is an architect” activity focuses on classifying (as opposed to identifying)

4. “a tablespoon of ___” activity (suggested by Akiyama & Williams, 1996) focuses on substance vs. individuated referents (a sprinkle of onion / a bag of onions)

5. “what’s in your picture”, “spot the difference” activities focus on not shared reference (as opposed to shared reference) and classifying
6. “map task” activities focus on shared (as opposed to not shared) reference and identifying
· Don't plan all article practice activities as contrasts or as single focus; rather, vary your approach (cf. contrastive approach in 1, 2, 4 and single focus on 3, 5, and 6)

· Pitch your pedagogic focus to your students’ level (in that particular grammatical domain) and needs (for that particular grammatical point)

· Offer useful phrases that typically introduce a particular type of reference that requires a particular kind of article use (e.g., “it looks like a”, “Is there a...?”) as some scaffolding for your activities and as an opportunity to chunk and automatize uses

· Try out ways of making the article-noun connection more salient (e.g., if both article and noun have to be guessed in a fill-in-the-blank exercise)

· Think twice when devising fill-in-the-blank exercises: are they going to test or teach?

www.hodderplus.com/linguistics Published by Hodder Education © 2009 Lourdes Ortega and Mark Sawyer


