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Abstract
This study investigates the acquisition of articles in L2 English by L1 speakers of Dagbani, a
Gur language spoken in Ghana. Dagbani differs from English in that it has two definite articles,
no indefinite article, and a zero-article which may express definiteness, indefiniteness as well
as genericity. The study consisted of a Forced-choice task (FCT) and an Acceptability judgement task (AJT) which were administered to Dagbani teenagers with an intermediate proficiency in English (n = 45) and a group of native English speakers as controls (n = 8). The
results showed that the learners’ article choice was based on definiteness, not specificity
(i.e., no fluctuation between the two) and that they had slightly more problems with indefinite
than definite contexts, while generic contexts were the most problematic. Except for a certain
task effect as well as a possible interference of instruction (in the FCT), the results can be
argued to generally be due to influence from the L1 and to the difficulty of feature reassembly.
Keywords: L2 acquisition, English articles, L1 Dagbani, fluctuation, feature reassembly

Résumé
Cette étude examine l’acquisition d’articles en anglais L2 par des locuteurs de L1 dagbani, une
langue gur parlée au Ghana. Le dagbani diffère de l’anglais en ce qu’il a deux articles définis,
aucun article indéfini et un article zéro qui peut exprimer la définitude, l’indéfinitude ainsi que
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la généricité. L’étude comprenait une tâche de choix forcé (TCF) et une tâche de jugement
d’acceptabilité qui ont été administrées à des adolescents dagbani ayant une maîtrise
intermédiaire de l’anglais (n = 45) et un groupe témoin composé de locuteurs natifs (n = 8).
Les résultats ont montré que le choix de l’article des apprenants était basé sur la définitude et
non sur la spécificité (c.-à-d. pas de fluctuation entre les deux) et qu’ils avaient un peu plus de
problèmes avec des contextes indéfinis que définis, tandis que les contextes génériques étaient
les plus problématiques. À l’exception d’un certain effet de tâche ainsi que d’une éventuelle
interférence de l’instruction (dans le TCF), les résultats peuvent être défendus comme étant
généralement dus à l’influence de la L1 et à la difficulté du réassemblage des traits.
Mots clés: acquisition L2, articles en anglais, L1 Dagbani, fluctuation, réassemblage de traits

1.

INTRODUCTION

This study investigates the acquisition of English articles among native Dagbani (L1)
speakers. English articles are claimed to be the most challenging functional elements
in English in second language (L2) acquisition. Studies have shown that L2 learners
both from article-having and article-less language backgrounds display variation in
their acquisition patterns of the English article system (Ionin et al. 2003, 2004; Park
2005; Hawkins et al. 2006; Avery and Radišić 2007; Ionin et al. 2008; Park and Song
2008; Trenkic 2009; Chung 2011, among others). Two patterns of non-target-consistent
behavior have been identified among L2 learners: errors of omission and errors of substitution. Furthermore, it has been observed that L2 learners from languages that have
articles transfer the article semantics of their L1 onto the L2 grammar, while learners
from article-less languages supposedly fluctuate between using definiteness or specificity
to regulate article use. This has been proposed to be due to an Article Choice Parameter
(ACP) (Ionin 2003; Ionin et al. 2003, 2004; Ionin et al. 2008; Ionin et al. 2009).
A number of studies with various L1–L2 English language pairs have investigated the ACP1 and the Fluctuation Hypothesis (see section 2) and have made exciting findings both in support of and against these proposals.
Other scholars have reasoned that variability in English article acquisition patterns
among L2 learners (L2 speakers) stems from mismatches in feature specifications on the
lexical items between the learners’ L1 and the target L2, and thus requires feature
reassembly for successful acquisition (Hawkins et al. 2006; Lardiere 2004, 2005,
2008; Shimanskaya 2015; Shimanskaya and Slabakova 2014). Other factors are
whether the functional morphemes are overtly expressed in both the L1 and L2,
1

Abbreviations: 1,2,3: first, second, third person pronouns; ACP: Article Choice Parameter;
AJT: Acceptability judgement task; adj: Adjective; cop: copula verb; Def: Definite marker;
dem: Demonstrative determiner; DP: Determiner Phrase; FCT: Forced-choice task/test; FH:
Fluctuation Hypothesis; foc: Focus marker; FRH: Feature Reassembly Hypothesis; FT/FA:
Full Transfer/Full Access Hypothesis; GJT: Grammaticality judgement test/task; hn: Head
noun; imperf: Imperfective marker; L1/L2: First language/Second language; neg: Negation
marker; NP: Noun phrase; num: number; perf: Perfective marker; pl: Plural; poss:
Possessive pronoun; quant: Quantifier; SLA: Second-language acquisition; sg: Singular; tdp:
Time depth particle; UG: Universal Grammar
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whether they are overt in the L1 and covert in the L2, or whether they are overt in the L2
and covert in the L1 (Cho and Slabakova 2014; Slabakova 2009a, 2009b, 2016).
According to Cho and Slabakova (2014), a feature is directly expressed if its
meaning is the primary function of the relevant morpheme and indirectly expressed
if its meaning is not the primary function of the morpheme. For instance, definite and
indefinite articles have the primary function of expressing the feature [definiteness]
(hence, articles in English directly express definiteness); however, possessive and
demonstrative pronouns can also express definiteness indirectly. Furthermore, a
feature is overt if it has a surface morphological form, such as the for [definite]
and -ed for [+past] in English, whereas covert features lack surface morphological
markers or use other words; for example, adverbials in Mandarin Chinese to
express [past] (Cho and Slabakova 2014). Based on how morphological features
are expressed in the L1 and L2, Cho and Slabakova (2014) argued that it is more challenging to acquire functional morphemes that are overt in one of the languages and
covert in the other, than when the features have overt or direct functional morphology
in both languages. This observation will be relevant to this study.
In L2 acquisition, the role of explicit learning has been argued to influence learning outcomes in different domains, including L2 article acquisition (Ionin and Montrul
2010, Rebuschat and Williams 2012, Chrabaszcz and Jiang 2014, Azaz 2016). For
instance, Azaz (2016) investigated crosslinguistic effects in the acquisition of determiner phrases (DPs) in Arabic by English speakers using a Grammaticality judgement
task (GJT) and a Forced-choice task (FCT). The results showed L1 effects. The study
also found that advanced Arabic learners made use of explicit knowledge of L1/L2 differences regarding definiteness, despite learners engaging in different task-handling
procedures that varied in difficulty, with the GJT requiring more complicated skills.
Further, some SLA scholars agree that conscious and explicit knowledge improves
L2 performance in adult learning (Rebuschat and Williams 2012, Azaz 2016).
Our goal in this study is to investigate the Fluctuation Hypothesis (FH) and the
role of L1 transfer in L2 English article acquisition among L1 Dagbani speakers. The
Dagbani-English pair is interesting given the nature of the article system of Dagbani.
Moreover, L1 Dagbani L2 English learners have not been studied in the L2 article
acquisition literature. The only language whose article system is similar to
Dagbani that has been studied in this way is Arabic, which has only one definite
article and no indefinite article (Sarko 2009).
Although English and Dagbani are both article languages with article semantics
based on definiteness, the articles in these languages are different with respect to how
they express definiteness, specificity, and genericity. In brief, Dagbani has two morphological forms marking definiteness, while indefiniteness is unmarked (hence, the
indefinite article is a zero morpheme). The two definite articles also encode definiteness in two different ways – via uniqueness or via previous mention (anaphoric reference). Certain bare nouns in Dagbani are unique and will have a definiteness
interpretation; bare nouns have a generic reference; while specificity is encoded by
indefinite quantifiers. Details of the Dagabni article system are provided in section 3.
In this article, we argue that the L1 plays a significant role in the patterns of
article use among L1 Dagbani L2 English speakers and that this can be accounted
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for by Lardiere’s (2004, 2005, 2008) feature reassembly proposals. The article is
structured as follows: We briefly review the literature on L2 acquisition of English
articles in section 2 and the article systems of both Dagbani and English in section
3. In section 4, we provide an overview of data collection and methodology. The
results are presented in section 5. We discuss the results and our predictions in
section 6 and conclude the article in section 7.
2.

PREVIOUS STUDIES

ON

ENGLISH ARTICLE ACQUISITION

Several studies have investigated the acquisition of English articles among speakers
with various L1s, mostly Russian, Korean, Japanese, and Spanish. Ionin (2003) and
Ionin et al. (2003, 2004) argue that article semantics and interpretation may be influenced by definiteness (as in English) or specificity (as in Samoan). For instance, Ionin
et al. (2004:12) observed that while article interpretation in English is based on definiteness with the used for definite and a/an used for indefinite reference, “Samoan is
an example of a language that uses one article (le) in [+specific] environments and a
different article (se) in [−specific] environments,” with definiteness being irrelevant
in such contexts.
This observation led Ionin and colleagues to propose the Article Choice
Parameter (ACP) and the Fluctuation Hypothesis (FH).
(1) The Article Choice Parameter (for two-article languages) (Ionin et al. 2004:12)
A language that has two articles distinguishes them as follows:
. The Definiteness Setting: Articles are distinguished on the basis of definiteness.
. The Specificity Setting: Articles are distinguished on the basis of specificity.
(2) The Fluctuation Hypothesis (FH) (Ionin et al. 2004:17)
a. L2 learners have full UG access to the two settings of the Article Choice Parameter.
b. L2 learners fluctuate between different parameter settings until the input leads them
to set the parameter to the appropriate value.

The FH proposes that errors in L2 data stem from L2 learners fluctuating
between the definiteness and specificity setting of the ACP. Since English articles
are set to [±definite], with specificity signaled by the discourse context, L1 speakers
from article-less languages fluctuate, in their use of the and a(n), between definiteness
and specificity until the input guides them to the right setting. Ionin et al. (2004) thus
argued that languages fall into two article grouping categories, as in (3), through
which article use errors can be predicted.
(3) Article Grouping Cross-Linguistically: Two-Article Languages (Ionin et al., 2004:13)
Deﬁniteness (e.g., English)
+deﬁnite

−deﬁnite

the

a

+speciﬁc
−speciﬁc

Speciﬁcity (e.g., Samoan)
+deﬁnite

−deﬁnite

+speciﬁc

le

−speciﬁc

se
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Typically, L2 English learners are predicted to overuse a in definite non-specific
contexts and the in indefinite specific contexts, schematized in (4) with illustrative
sentences in (5).
(4) Predictions of English article use patterns by speakers of article-less L1s (Ionin et al.
2004)

[+speciﬁc]
[−speciﬁc]

[+deﬁnite]: target the

[−deﬁnite]: target a

correct use of the
overuse of a

overuse of the
correct use of a

(5) Article misuse contexts (Ionin et al. 2009:338)
a. [+definite, −specific] context: target word is the.
I want to talk to the winner of this race – whoever that happens to be.
b. [−definite, +specific] context: target word is a
Professor Robertson is meeting with a student from her class – my best friend,
Alice.

That is, many L2 speakers from article-less languages would incorrectly supply a
in (5a) and the in (5b), resulting in article substitution errors. Ionin et al. (2004:17)
further argued that “[i]n the absence of L1 transfer, L2 learners should have no
initial preference for one parameter setting over another”. Thus if L2 learners
have full UG access, it should be possible for them to access both parameter-settings until they have sufficient input to guide them to the right one appropriate for
their L2.
Using a forced-choice elicitation task, Ionin et al. (2004) found support for the
FH in their studies of Russian and Korean L1 speakers (both article-less languages).
Examples (6)–(9) show sample dialogues for the context types in the elicitation task.
(6) [+definite, +specific] context (Ionin et al. 2004:64)
Conversation between two police officers
Police Officer Clark: I haven’t seen you in a long time. You must be very busy.
Police Officer Smith: Yes. Did you hear about Miss Sarah Andrews, a famous lawyer
who was murdered several weeks ago? We are trying to find (a, the, ___) murderer of
Miss Andrews – his name is Roger Williams, and he is a well-known criminal.
(7) [+definite, −specific] context (adopted from Ionin et al. 2009:340)
A conversation between a mother and her son.
A: It’s already 4 pm. Why isn’t your sister home from school?
B: She just called and told me that she got into some trouble in school! She is talking to
(a, the, ____) headteacher of her school! I don’t know who that is. I hope she comes
home soon.
(8) [−definite, +specific] context (Ionin et al. 2004:66)
In an airport, in a crowd of people who are meeting arriving passengers
Man: Excuse me, do you work here?
Security guard: Yes.
Man: In that case, perhaps you could help me. I am trying to find (a, the, ___)
red-haired girl: I think that she flew in on Flight 2329.
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(9) [−definite, −specific] context (Ionin et al. 2004:66)
A conversation between a pupil and a librarian in a children’s library.
A: I’d like to get something to read, but I don’t know what myself.
B: Well, what are some of your interests? We have books on any subject.
A: Well, I like all sorts of things that move – cars, trains … I know! I would like to get
(a, the, ___) book about airplanes! I like to read about flying!

The L1 Korean and L1 Russian L2 English learners fluctuated between the definiteness and specificity settings of the ACP, consistent with the FH predictions. Even
though the L1 Koreans performed better in their article choice in all contexts than the
L1 Russians, there was an overuse of the in [−definite, + specific] contexts and
overuse of a in [+definite, −specific] contexts by both L1 groups.
Comparing L1 Russian patterns of article use with L1 Spanish (an article language), Ionin et al. (2008:560) proposed the two possibilities in (10) to account for
L1 transfer in relation to fluctuation.
(10) Two competing hypothesis (Ionin et al. 2008:560)
Possibility 1: Fluctuation overrides transfer
All L2 learners should fluctuate between definiteness and specificity in their L2article choice. Thus, L2 learners from article (Spanish) and article-less (Russian)
backgrounds will fluctuate in their article choice in English.
Possibility 2: Transfer overrides fluctuation
L2 learners whose L1 has articles transfer the article semantics from their L1 to their
L2 while L2 learners whose L1 lacks articles will exhibit fluctuation.

Using the same forced-choice task as in Ionin et al. (2004), they found that the L1
Spanish speakers exhibited native-like article use, while the L1 Russians fluctuated.
Results of their study led Ionin et al. (2008) to conclude that the L1 Spanish group
had transferred the article semantics of their L1 onto the L2 interlanguage
grammar, while the lack of articles in Russian resulted in interchangeable use of articles as either definite or specific.
Other researchers have since investigated both the FH and L1 transfer effects,
using a combination of different languages. For instance, Sarko (2009) investigated
L2 English article acquisition among L1 Syrian Arabic and L1 French speakers and
found that neither L1 group fluctuated in their article choice. Since both French and
Arabic are article languages, Sarko (2009) concluded that these L2 learners had transferred the article semantics of their L1 onto the L2, which provided support for the
Full Transfer/Full Access Hypothesis (FT/FA) (Schwartz and Sprouse 1996, 2000;
Schwartz 1998). The FT/FA hypothesis proposes that the starting point of L2 learning
is the L1 grammar, but L2 learners also have full access to UG in the acquisition
process, and rely on it in cases where the L1 is insufficient for the learning task at
hand (Gass 2013).
Furthermore, Zdorenko and Paradis (2008) conducted a longitudinal corpusbased study of child L2 English learners whose L1s were either article languages
(Spanish, Romanian and Arabic) or article-less languages (Chinese, Korean and
Japanese). The study was conducted over a two-year period, where data were
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 3.227.235.183, on 17 Apr 2021 at 15:53:50, subject to the Cambridge Core
terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/cnj.2020.20

502

CJL/RCL 65(4), 2020

collected every six months. The results of the study revealed three patterns of
article use: first, all children substituted the for a in indefinite specific contexts;
second, all children used the in definite contexts more accurately than a in indefinite contexts regardless of their L1 background; and third, children from an articles-less L1 background omitted more articles than those from languages with
articles at early stages of acquisition (p. 227). Thus, Zdorenko and Paradis
found that L1 influence was limited, but that child L2 learners’ article use was
target-like earlier than previously assumed. As a result, they concluded that fluctuation is a developmental process that overrides transfer in child L2 acquisition.
Despite the remarkable findings made in that study, it remains unclear at what
stage of a child’s language development fluctuation ceases to operate.
Another important point in this discussion is that the specificity marking in
Samoan on which Ionin et al. (2004) based the ACP and FH has been shown to be
inaccurate. Based on new data from studies by Fuli (2007) and Tryzna (2009),
Ionin et al. (2009) observed that the article se is used only with non-specific indefinites, while definiteness is marked by the article le, whether in specific or nonspecific
contexts. Thus, both definites and specific indefinites are marked by the same morpheme le. As a result, the proposed fluctuation context would seem to operate only in
the [−definite, +specific] context. Hence, overuse of the with specific indefinites is
consistent with natural language data in both child and adult acquisition studies,
but overuse of a with non-specific definites [+definite, −specific] has no parallels
in natural languages (Ionin et al. 2009:342).
Given the new data on article semantics and specificity marking in Samoan,
the fluctuation context of L2 English article acquisition seems to be limited to the
[−definite, +specific] context.2 However, it remains unknown whether fluctuation
is still exhibited by L2 learners from article-less languages only, or whether L2 learners from article languages also exhibit fluctuation. More specifically, will L2 learners whose L1 lacks an overt indefinite article exhibit fluctuation in their article
choice when learning English? The nature of the Dagbani article system is, therefore,
particularly useful to explore this new question regarding the FH.
Finally, even though Ionin et al. (2004) ruled out the use of explicit learning
strategies in their account of the L2 acquisition of English articles, some studies
have shown that L2 learners use explicit learning strategies through classroom
instruction (Butler 2002, Hulstijn and Ellis 2005, Ionin et al. 2009). Since L2
English acquisition in the Ghanaian context is largely classroom-based, with
English language teaching taking a substantial amount of instructional time,
learners might be likely to use some instructed knowledge in the L2 learning
process.

2

An anonymous reviewer had concerns about this proposition and questioned whether we
are of the view that previous findings no longer count, because new data seemed to suggest a
different context for fluctuation. What we mean here is to say that the current study has taken
note of the lack of studies that incorporate the new evidence into their analysis, hence, this
study adds to our knowledge by considering new evidence.
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3.

ARTICLES

AND DEFINITENESS IN

DAGBANI AND ENGLISH

In this section, we outline the article system and the expression of definiteness and
specificity in both Dagbani and English. We adopt Ionin et al.’s (2004:5) conception
of definiteness and specificity as in (11).
(11) Definiteness and specificity defined informally (Ionin et al. 2004:5)
a. If a Determiner Phrase (DP) of the form [D NP] is [+definite], then the speaker and the
hearer presuppose the existence of a unique individual in the set denoted by the NP.
b. If a DP of the form [D NP] is … [+specific], then the speaker intends to refer to a
unique individual in the set denoted by the NP and considers this individual to
possess some noteworthy property.

We note for transparency’s that Trenkic (2008) takes issue with the definition of specificity as presented in (11b), arguing that specificity is nothing more than “an intent
to refer.” She maintains that the assertion of noteworthiness is problematic since the
term is vague and may be difficult to argue for.3
3.1 Articles and definiteness in Dagbani
Dagbani is a Gur language spoken in Northern Ghana by a little over two million
speakers. The D-element of a Dagbani DP consists of articles, demonstratives, and
quantifiers, which occur post-nominally (Olawsky 1999, 2004; Issah 2013) (12a).
Therefore, Dagbani is an article language that has a DP projection (Olawsky 1999,
Issah 2013, Hiraiwa et al. 2017, Inusah 2017). All the D-elements in the structure
in (12b) post-modify the head noun, except for possessive pronouns that premodify
the head noun.
(12) Dagbani DP structure (Issah 2013:204)
a. (POSS) >

HN

> (ADJ) > (NUM) > (DEM

DET)

> (ART) > (QUANT)

b. n
nah-piɛl-a
ata ŋɔ
maa/*la zaa nyɛla
1SG cow-white-PL
NUM DEM
DEF
all COP
‘All these my three white cows are wealth (for me)’

arizichi
wealth

Articles in Dagbani mark definiteness, and there are two grammatical morphemes for definite DPs and no grammatical marker for indefinite ones. Bare
nouns mostly have indefinite interpretations, with some exceptions. The two definite
articles in Dagbani are maa and la (Olawsky 1999, Issah 2013, Hiraiwa et al. 2017,
Inusah 2017).
The article maa marks a noun as definite if the noun was previously mentioned in
the discourse or known to the hearer based on the discourse context (immediate
Trenkic (2008:4) further observes that “a speaker may know many noteworthy properties
about the individuals or objects concerned; but without an intent to refer, the context remains
non-specific.” Hence, she concluded that “‘having a referent in mind and intending to refer to
it’ must be distinguished from being familiar with identifying attributes of the entity in question.” Since the definition of specificity is not so much an issue in this study, we leave
Trenkic’s opposition aside.
3
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situational knowledge or visible within the context). In contrast, la marks definiteness
over what is generally known to both speaker and hearer (shared knowledge)
(Olawsky 1999, Issah 2013), illustrated in (13).
(13) Using maa and la in discourse
a. Adam da-Ø
bua.
Bua maa nyɛla bu-ʒee.
Sohala
ka
Adam buy-PERF goat.SG. Goat DEF
COP
goat-red. Yesterday FOC
Adam sa da-Ø bua maa.
Adam TDP buy goat DEF
‘Adam bought a goat. The goat is red. It was yesterday that Adam bought the goat.’
b. Adam da-Ø
yi-li
la.
Adam buy-PERF
house-SG DEF
‘Adam has bought the house.’

In (13a), the noun bua ‘goat’ is indefinite the first time it is mentioned, but
becomes definite when it is subsequently referred to, hence the presence of maa as
a definite marker. In (13b), the noun yili ‘house’ gets a definite interpretation with
la, which suggests that both speaker and hearer have common ground knowledge
(discourse familiarity) about the particular house being referred to. Based on the functions of maa/la, Issah (2013) proposes that maa has anaphoric use, while la is not
used anaphorically. Thus, the two are in complementary distribution since they
cannot replace each other without changing the meaning of the sentence.
Also important is the fact that some nouns such as the sun, the moon, the sea, as
well as some mountains and rivers are referred to without any definite markers, as in
(14). These are unique entities, so using maa or la with them becomes redundant
because they constitute common ground knowledge. Thus, with these nouns, definiteness is established based on uniqueness.
(14) A bare noun with definite interpretations in Dagbani
wuntaŋ nyee-ya.
Sun
bright-PERF
‘The sun is bright.’

Furthermore, bare nouns (either singular or plural) in Dagbani can have a generic
interpretation, as in (15a–b). Nouns that occur with maa or la cannot invoke a generic
interpretation (i.e., refer to all individuals in the set denoted by the noun), as in (15c).
(15) Bare nouns and genericity in Dagbani
a. zɔŋ
nyɛla bin-yiʔiri-ɡu
bat.SG COP
thing-flying-SG
‘A bat is a flying creature.’
b. ɡbʊʔi-ma lahi
ka Daɡbon.
again NEG Daɡbon
lion-PL
‘Lions are extinct in Dagbon/Lions are no longer found in Dagbon.’
c. Jenɡbun-i maa/la ŋub-ri
DEF
eat-IMPERF
Tiger-SG
‘The tiger is eating meat.’

nimdi.
meat
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Therefore, articles in Dagbani mark only definiteness, while specificity is contextdependent. Olawsky (1999:40) suggests that specificity can be characterized in
Dagbani by indefinite determiners/quantifiers such as so/shɛba ‘a certain/some’
(for animate nouns) and shɛli/shɛŋa (for inanimate nouns). He observed that when
these indefinite determiners are combined with DPs, the indefinite determiners/quantifiers are translated as ‘a certain,’ ‘a,’ ‘some/any.’ Olawsky (1999) reasoned that the
occurrence of these indefinite determiners might emphasize the indefiniteness of the
noun, thus making it [+specific]. Both (16a–b) contain indefinite quantifiers that
mark the DPs they occur with as specific but indefinite. The occurrence of the
specificity marker so with the definite markers maa/la, leads to ungrammaticality,
as in (16c).
(16) Marking specificity with indefinite pronouns or quantifiers
a. bi-so
bɔhi
a
Child.SG-QUANT
ask.PERF 2SG
‘A certain child asked about you.’
b. paʔ-shɛba
kana
Woman-some
come.PERF
‘Some women came here.’

yala.
matter

kpe.
here

c. *ba-so
maa/la wahi-ra.
dog.SG-QUANT
DEF
bark-IMPERF
‘*The a certain dog is barking.’

To summarize, articles in Dagbani express definiteness, where maa and la mark
DPs as definite, and most bare nouns are indefinite and/or generic. Specificity is
expressed by using indefinite determiners and quantifiers in addition to discourse
context.
3.2 Articles and definiteness in English
As mentioned above, article choice in English is based on definiteness, while specificity is determined by the discourse context. There are three articles: definite, indefinite, and zero. The zero/null article is usually used with plural count and uncountable
nouns for generic purposes.
When the definite article is used, it is assumed that both the speaker and the
hearer know the referent, which may either be based on shared knowledge of the
world or the uniqueness of the referent (Swan 2005), as in (17).
(17) Shared knowledge/Uniqueness
a. Pass me the salt, please.
b. The president of Ghana visits London tomorrow.
c. We haven’t seen the sun for days now.

From (17a), the assumption is that the salt is in the immediate environment of
both the speaker and the hearer. It is present and visible and can be uniquely identified by the interlocutors. In (17b), since there can only be one president of Ghana at a
time, the referent is also uniquely identifiable. The sun and the moon are also unique
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entities based on our knowledge of the world. Furthermore, the definite article can be
used to refer to previously mentioned nouns in the discourse, as in (18a–c) or when a
noun is modified by, for example, next, same, only, best, as in (18d–f).
(18) The definite article in anaphoric reference.

(Berry 2012: 90)

a. I ate a cake and a roll; the roll made me sick. (direct anaphora)
b. The first time I rode my bike, the machine [bike] fell apart. (coreferential anaphora)
c. The first time I rode my bike, the bell fell off. (indirect anaphora)
d. The best person for the job is Emmanuel.
e. Daniel is the only person we can rely on for now.

The indefinite article is used, for instance, with singular count nouns (19a) to
establish existential reference (19b) or for quantificational purposes (19c).
(19) The indefinite article
a. I bought a car.
b. There is a new student in class today.
c. Issa has a pen and three books.

All three articles – the, a(n), and the zero-article – can express generic reference,
as illustrated in (20).
(20) Generic reference
a. The lion is a dangerous animal.

(Berry 2012:91)

b. A butterfly is an insect
c. Lions are dangerous animals.

Regarding specificity, both definite and indefinites can be specific or nonspecific, as in (21a–b) vs. (21c–d). This implies that specificity is context-governed
in English. However, it has been observed that specificity can be marked by a referential this in colloquial English (Ionin, 2003, Ionin et al., 2003), as in (21e). Examples
(21a–b) are taken from Ionin et al. (2008:558), while (21c–e) are taken from Ionin
et al. (2003:246–247).
(21) Expressing specificity in English
a. I want to talk to the owner of this store – she is my neighbor, and I have an urgent
message for her.
b. I want to talk to the owner of this store, whoever that is. I am going to complain
about the quantity of the produce!
c. A man just proposed to me in the orangery (though I’m much too embarrassed to
tell you who it was).
d. A man is in the women’s bathroom (but I haven’t dared to go in there to see who it is).
e. John has this weird purple telephone.
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3.3 Cross-linguistic variation between Dagbani and English
The table in (22) illustrates how Dagbani and English are similar or different in the
use of articles to encode definiteness as well as the featural variations that may exist
between the two languages.
(22)

Context in Dagbani
Form

[+def]

maa/la

√

no article
(0)

√
unique Ns

Context in English

[−def] [+generic]

Form
the

√

√

[+def] [−def] [+generic]
√

a/an
no article

x

√x

√x
singular Ns
√x

x

√

Table 1: Article use patterns for Dagbani and English4
The symbol [√] in (22) means that forms in the leftmost cell of the same row are
used in the relevant context. The cells marked [x] and shaded in the chart are the problematic areas of article choice. For instance, the shaded cell for [+definite] context in
English indicates that Dagbani speakers’ omission of the in their English L2 could
mean that their L1 is impacting their choice, since bare unique nouns can be definite
in Dagbani. Also, in all obligatory contexts for the indefinite article in English, if the
Dagbani speakers fail to produce the article (article omission), this may suggest an L1
influence.
These differences will have some implications in the acquisition of L2 English
articles among L1 Dagbani speakers in terms of feature reassembly and surface
morphology.
The Feature Reassembly Hypothesis (FRH) (Lardiere 2004, 2008, 2009) argues
that the variability in acquisition of functional morphology among L2 learners is
based on the feature composition of these functional morphemes in the L1 and L2.
That is, what constrains L2 acquisition is how grammatical features are morphosyntactically expressed across the two languages. For successful acquisition, L2 speakers
need to figure out how the functional morphemes are expressed (direct vs. indirect or
overt vs. covert), the transparency of the form-meaning mappings in both languages,
the L1–L2 syntax-semantics mismatches, and whether or not reassembly of features
between the two languages is required (Slabakova 2009b, 2009c, 2016; Cho and
Slabakova 2014).

4

We are grateful to an anonymous reviewer for suggesting this schematic illustration for the
article patterns in both Dagbani and English for ease of cross-linguistic comparison.
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According to Hawkins et al. (2006:20–23), articles in English are exponents of
the category D in the DP, which have their terminal nodes encoded with the following
feature bundles (23a) and the expression of these features by the lexical items in
(23b).
(23) a .The feature composition of articles
[D, +definite, ±singular] (= the)
[D, −definite, +singular] (= a)
[D, −definite, −singular] (= Ø)
b. The phonological exponents for feature insertion
a ↔ [D, −definite, +singular]
the ↔ [D, +definite]
Ø ↔ [D]
Hawkins et al. (2006) also observed that these feature bundles and their phonological
representations give the intuition that the indefinite article (a(n)) occurs only with singular
count nouns, the definite article (the) occurs with definite nouns – either singular or plural
– and the zero-article is the ‘elsewhere’ case in English. Thus, in using the, the uniqueness
and/or familiarity of the referent must be accessible to both the speaker and hearer, either
based on a prior mention or on shared world knowledge.
Furthermore, for the expression of generic reference, the feature bundles and their phonological expressions are set out in (24).
(24) a. Feature bundles to express genericity
[D, +definite, +singular, +generic] (= the) for sentence and NP level genericity
[D, −definite, +singular, +generic] (= a) at the sentence level
[D, −singular, +generic] (= Ø) for both sentence and NP level genericity
b. The phonological exponents for generic feature insertion
a ↔ [D, −definite, +singular, +generic]
the ↔ [D, +definite, +singular, +generic]
Ø ↔ [D, −singular, +generic]

Since Dagbani has two overt definite morphemes, maa and la, with different
ways of expressing definiteness, the feature [definite] as encoded by the two articles
will have their expression and phonological spell-out as in (25), following Hawkins
et al.’s (2006) approach to article feature specifications. Note that prior mention is
crucial, which we have taken as establishing definiteness based on anaphoric reference, hence the feature [+anaphoric].
(25) Articles in Dagbani and their features
a. Feature bundles to express definiteness
[D, +definite, +anaphoric, ±singular] (= maa)
[D, +definite, −anaphoric, ±singular] (= la)
[D, ±definite, ±singular] (= Ø)
b. The phonological expression of the features
maa ↔ [D, +definite, +anaphoric, ±singular]
la ↔ [D, +definite, −anaphoric, ±singular]
Ø ↔ [D, ±definite, ±singular]
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Since only bare nouns can express genericity in Dagbani (as discussed in
section 3.1), (26) represents the feature bundles and their phonological expression
for generic reference.
(26) Features for genericity in Dagbani
a. [D, ±singular, +generic] (= Ø)
b. Ø ↔ [D, ±singular, +generic]

The following are crucial differences between articles in Dagbani and English
with regards to how L1 effects may influence L2 acquisition (of English).
➢ Full L1 transfer in the [definite] context should lead to accurate use of the in most obligatory contexts in the L2, since both languages have overt morphemes for marking definiteness. However, Dagbani has two surface morphological markers, while English has
only one. In terms of morphological form-meaning pairing, this will be a two-to-one
mapping of overt forms. Also, unique entities/referents in Dagbani may occur without
a definite article and still have a definite interpretation whereas, in English, the will
be obligatory in such contexts, except for most proper nouns (see Master 2003:4–5
for details). In terms of overtness of the functional morphology, this would represent
a covert–overt mapping of functional morphological forms in the L1–L2 pair and
could lead to omissions of the among the L2 speakers.
➢ In English, singular count nouns must occur with the indefinite article a(n), whereas
these will occur in the bare form in Dagbani. This mismatch is another case of
covert–overt expression of functional morphology in the L1–L2 pair. Assuming full
L1 effects on the L2, especially when proficiency is low, L1 Dagbani speakers will
omit a/an in most obligatory contexts in the L2. A new feature will need to be acquired
for L2 indefiniteness, and surface morphology will have to be restructured (i.e., the L2
speakers will need to tease apart the feature bundles of the zero-article in Dagbani).
➢ In generic contexts, full L1 transfer will entail that the zero-article is used accurately.
However, article omission may occur in generic contexts in English where the or
a/an is obligatory. Also, in English, the generic feature has three surface morphological
forms, whereas only the zero-article (either singular or plural bare nouns) can express
generic reference in Dagbani. In terms of form-meaning mapping for the feature
[generic], this will be a one-to-three mapping in the L1–L2, and in terms of the overtness
of the functional morphology, will be a covert–overt mapping of forms.

4.

THE PRESENT

STUDY

The present study investigated the acquisition of L2 English articles among L1
Dagbani speakers. We were interested in examining both the FH and the role of
the L1 in the acquisition process, given the nature of articles in these languages.
Two experimental tasks were used:. first, we wanted to test the ACP and the FH
using the forced-choice elicitation task (FCT); secondly, we also wanted to explore
two crucial observations regarding L2 article acquisition in English. First, we examined the article acquisition difficulty hierarchy reported in studies such as Park
(2005), Avery and Radišić (2007), Zdorenko and Paradis (2008), Mayo (2009) to
study which articles might be harder or easier to acquire among the Dagbani speakers.
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Second, we examined how a difference in task type might influence article use in L2
acquisition. Task effects have been reported in L2 acquisition of functional morphology (e.g., Butler 2002, McDonald 2008, Chung 2011). Hence, we employed the
FCT and a comprehension task (an Acceptability judgement task – AJT) to
explore whether or not a difference in task type can produce similar or different
results. The following were our predictions:
Prediction I: L1 Dagbani L2 English learners will not fluctuate in the acquisition of
English articles, since Dagbani and English are both article languages with the definiteness setting of the ACP Parameter. We expect L1 Dagbani speakers to transfer
the article semantics of their L1 to the L2 interlanguage grammar, consistent with
Ionin et al.’s (2008:560) Possibility 2: Transfer overrides fluctuation (see (10)).
Prediction II: Given the form-meaning mapping variation between articles in
Dagbani and English,5
a. We predict that L1 transfer of the feature bundles of Dagbani articles onto the L2
grammar will lead to better performance in using the definite than the indefinite
article, as there is overt–overt functional morphology for the definite article and
covert–overt functional morphology for the indefinite article.
b. We expect the L2 speakers’ to score higher in the definite and indefinite article contexts
than in the zero-article context, since the zero-article is complex in both languages,
especially in L2 English (i.e., number, countability, definiteness, and genericity as features are associated with the use of the zero-article).

4.1 Participants
The participants for this study were 45 intermediate L1 Dagbani speakers and eight
native English speakers. The L1 Dagbani speakers were high school students from
Balogu junior high and Yendi senior high school. All the L1 Dagbani speakers
had studied English as a second language for eight years or more since English is
the official language of Ghana and the medium of instruction for all schools. Thus,
the acquisition of English takes place in a classroom setting. The eight native
English speakers were graduate students from different departments at UiT (The
Arctic University of Norway) in Tromsø. The proficiency levels of all the participants
were determined using the Oxford Quick Placement (2001) test, which consisted of
40 multiple choice test items. Table 2 provides an overview of the participants.
5

This prediction is based on the observation that the acquisition of functional morphemes in
an L2 is crucially constrained by how these morphemes are expressed in the L1–L2 pair
(Slabakova 2009a, 2016; Cho and Slabakova 2014). The variation in the surface realization
of articles in L1 Dagbani–L2 English as well as the difference in feature specification and
expression are predicted to present challenges to the L2 learners. This prediction was also
based on the difficulty hierarchy or directionality effect with respect to the feature complexity
of articles in English. For instance, Hawkins et al. (2006) argue that the is less complex than a/
an, because when using a/an, number features and noun countablity distinctions have to be
considered. Therefore, Prediction II (b) was to target these observations, and not to test the
ACP and FH.
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Group

Gender

Average age

Proﬁciency score

Grade

Intermediate
(Balogu JHS, n = 19)
(Yendi SHS, n = 26)

Male = 9
Female = 10
Male = 15
Female = 11

14.36

11–31

9

16.46

12–30

10 and 11

Control (n = 8)

Male = 3
Female = 5

28.9

37–40

–

Table 2: Participants in the study
The L2 speakers had a proficiency range of 11–31 with an average score of 21. All
L2 speakers whose scores were below the average (11–21) were grouped as low intermediate learners, and those who were above average (22–31) were categorized as the
high intermediate group. Nonetheless, proficiency was treated as a continuous variable,
since there was no significant difference between the two proficiency groups.
4.2 Experimental test
We used a Forced-choice test (FCT)6 similar to the one used in Ionin et al. (2004), as
well as an Acceptability judgement task (AJT)7. The FCT had 24 dialogues classified
into six context types. Sixteen of these were designed to test article use in four contexts: definite specific (+def, +spec), definite non-specific (+def, −spec), indefinite
specific (−def, +spec) and indefinite non-specific (−def, −spec) contexts. In each dialogue, participants were asked to fill in a gap with the appropriate article (the, a(n), or
Ø) based on the discourse in the dialogue (see section 2, examples (6)–(9) for sample
dialogues).
We included eight additional dialogues to test zero-article use in English among
Dagbani speakers, due to the nature of the Dagbani zero-article. More specifically,
the eight dialogues in (27) were grouped into two contexts: generic singular and
generic plural, where the zero-article was obligatory.
6

In the FCT, all target nouns were in predicate positions. Singular, plural, count, and mass
nouns were used. An anomynous reviewer argued that the label ‘generic contexts’ might be
misleading: singular nouns in this context might be mass nouns. We agree; however, the essential variable here was the requirement of an obligatory zero article. The native English speakers
did not have a problem with these contexts, which implied that the contexts were unambiguous.
Another reviewer noted that in the sentence [I like to read books on Philosophy], books might
not have a generic reading. Again we agree, but this was not a problem, as all the native English
speakers in both the pilot study and the main study interpreted this sentence correctly and supplied the appropriate article in that context.
7
Nouns in the AJT also varied. All target nouns were singular and had either count or mass
interpretation. Crucially, however, sentence pairs had the same noun type in the same syntactic
position and only differed in article type. For example, [The moon is full and bright tonigh vs.
A moon is full and bright tonight] was in the [definite grammatical vs. indefinite ungrammatical] sentence pair.
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(27) Sample dialogues
a. Sample dialogue for [generic singular] contexts
A: I think physics can be interesting sometimes.
B: It’s always interesting; just that you never had any interest in physics.
A: Well, it depends. But I just learned that nothing travels faster than _____ light.
b. Sample dialogue for [generic plural] contexts
A: I’ve learnt that one needs to include hobbies in your CV.
B: Yeah, I heard that too. So, what is your hobby?
A: I like to read ____ books on philosophy. I guess that is my hobby.

We expected that there would not be fluctuation in the FCT, since both Dagbani and
English contain articles whose interpretation is influenced by definiteness. Also, based
on L1 effects, the use of the should not be very problematic (due to the overt-overt nature
of the surface morphology of the L1–L2 definite article), although, with unique nouns in
the L2, L2 speakers could omit the definite article. However, the use of a/an will be challenging. Dagbani learners might omit the obligatory indefinite article, due to the difference in feature specification and surface morphology of indefiniteness in the L1–L2 pair.
The choice of the zero-article, on the surface, should not be challenging in generic contexts under L1 effects, since all the dialogues required an obligatory zero-article.
Nonetheless, due to L1–L2 feature specification and surface morphology for genericity
and contexts where the and a/an are obligatory for generic reference, article use in L2
generic contexts might pose challenges to L1 Dagbani speakers.
The AJT had 50 sentences, 40 test sentences, and 10 fillers (all ungrammatical).
The 40 sentences were grouped into 20 grammatical and 20 ungrammatical sentences.
These grammatical and ungrammatical pairs were further categorized into four contexts, as in (28). The first item in the pair is grammatical and the second ungrammatical.
(28) Contexts in the AJT
a. definite vs. indefinite articles
b. definite vs. zero-articles
c. indefinite vs. definite articles
d. indefinite vs. zero-articles

Sample sentences for these contexts are found in (29)–(32). Participants were asked
to rate each sentence on a Likert scale of 1–5 (where 1 = very bad, 2 = bad, 3 = good,
4 = very good, and 5 = I don’t know).
(29) [definite vs. indefinite] context.
a. The moon is full and bright tonight.
b. A moon is full and bright tonight.
(30) [definite vs. zero] context
a. Please, pass me the bucket, I need it for something.
b. Please, pass me bucket, I need it for something.
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(31) [indefinite vs. definite] context
a. My neighbor has a son and two beautiful daughters.
b. My neighbor has the son and two beautiful daughters.
(32) [indefinite vs. zero] context
a. We would like to buy a new car next year.
b. We would like to buy new car next year.

For the AJT, we predict different outcomes in different contexts. For example, in
the contexts with [definite grammatical vs. indefinite ungrammatical] sentences, if
more ungrammatical sentences with the indefinite article are accepted as grammatical
by the L2 speakers, that would mean variable article use, or less mastery of L2 article
semantics. On the other hand, in the [definite grammatical vs. zero-article ungrammatical] sentences, if the L2 speakers accept ungrammatical sentences with the zero-article
as grammatical, especially for unique nouns, it would suggest L1 influence.
In the indefinite contexts, if more definite ungrammatical sentences in [indefinite
grammatical vs. definite ungrammatical] article contexts are accepted as grammatical,
it will suggest inconsistency, which can be accounted for through variation in surface
morphology and features, especially if the ungrammatical sentences with the definite
article contain nouns with unique reference. And in the [indefinite grammatical vs.
zero-article ungrammatical] sentences, if more ungrammatical sentences with the
zero-articles are accepted as grammatical, that will suggest L1 effects due to the
L1 bare nouns having an indefinite interpretation.
Finally, in the ungrammatical zero-article sentences, if the L2 speakers accept
more of these ungrammatical sentences as grammatical compared to definite ungrammatical or indefinite ungrammatical sentences, it will suggest L1 influence and imply
that the L2 speakers are not able to tease apart the features of the zero-article in their
L1–L2 mapping, or that they simply have not mastered the use of the zero-article in
the L2, and require more input to guide them.
4.3 Procedure
The test was administered to the L2 learners in a classroom environment. Prior to the
test, the participants received oral instructions, in English, on the experimental design
in addition to written instructions, also in English, on the test, in order to ensure that
they understood the procedure. The learners were then asked to respond to the test
items as quickly as possible. They first completed the AJT, and then the participant
background data questions, followed by the proficiency test, and finally the FCT. For
both the AJT and the FCT, all test sentences and dialogues were pseudo-randomized
to ensure that a sentence pair never appeared on the same page, a pair of grammatical/
ungrammatical sentences never immediately followed each other, and that dialogues
using the same contexts never followed each other. Thus, we ensured that sentences
and dialogues with different constructions were evenly distributed throughout the
tasks. Participants completed all the test items within 60 minutes and were given
refreshments (biscuits and drinks) after the test for their time.
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4.4 Statistical analysis
Various statistical computations were conducted at different levels of data analysis.
We computed mean values for both the native and L2 learner groups to determine
accuracy in the FCT across all conditions. We also calculated the correct responses
for each context of article use in the FCT among the L2 speakers. Using mixedeffects logistic regression (implemented by Generalized Linear Mixed models GLM), we modeled the data for condition and proficiency to determine both
random and fixed effects and interaction between these variables. All conditions in
the FCT were also compared in a pairwise manner. To assess the effect of definiteness
and specificity for article choice, we also modeled definiteness and specificity on
article choice to determine their effects and interaction.
In the AJT, we calculated mean scores for all grammatical and ungrammatical sentences across all conditions/contexts for the native control and L2 learner groups. We
then modeled for condition and proficiency to determine their effects and interaction on
the L2 speakers’ performance, and calculated the differences between grammatical and
ungrammatical sentences for the definite and indefinite contexts.
Random effects were evaluated through likelihood ratio tests, and main effects
through log-ratios. Data overfitting and variable collinearity were checked through
bootstrapping. No post hoc tests were done because “one normally does not
perform traditional post hoc tests when fitting a GLM” (Levshina 2015:196).
Finally, although proficiency8 was significant in both the FCT and the AJT, it
was also related to participant data such as age, grade/level in school, and language
use with friends (Dagbani or English), suggesting that these other variables might be
confounded with proficiency. Tables of statistical results are provided throughout to
support our analysis and discussion.

5.

RESULTS

The results of our study are presented in this section. We first present the results of the
FCT, and then those of the AJT.
5.1 The Forced-choice task (FCT)
Figure 1 shows that the native controls performed as expected in all conditions. Mean
scores ranged from 4–0, where 4 indicates that all participants correctly supplied the
target article in all the relevant test sentences, and the reverse is true for the mean
score of 0. The L2 learners, on the other hand, had variable performance across
8

A reviewer questioned why individual analyses in both tasks were not performed. Our
reasons for this, despite there being two proficiency groups, were that, first, there was a confound of other participant data with proficiency. Thus, proficiency did not fully account for the
small difference between the low and high intermediate groups. Second, all of the random
effect measures revealed that there was no significant variation among the participants. This
further explains why we did not subsequently maintain the low and high proficiency groups
in our analysis of the data.
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Figure 1: Mean scores for all conditions for native controls and the L2 learner
groups. Note: y-axis is the mean scores (0–4) for all six contexts. A mean score of 4
shows that all participants correctly supplied the target article for that context.
the six different conditions/contexts. Moreover, the L2 speakers’ performance in the
generic contexts was very low compared to the other contexts, signaling that article
use in these contexts was the most challenging.
In what follows, we present the detailed article use patterns among the L2 learners and the native controls across the six conditions. To make things clearer, we
have grouped all the context types into three: the definite context, the indefinite
context, and the generic context. As indicated in Figure 1, the native controls
scored 100% in almost all contexts. Their performance was target-like in both the definite/indefinite contexts (Table 3), and in the generic contexts, article choice was
100%. Detailed patterns are shown in Table 3.
Table 4 shows the variable nature of article choice among the L2 learners. In all
definite contexts, both a(n) and the zero-article (Ø) were used. In indefinite contexts,
the definite article the and the zero-article (Ø) were also overused. Overuse of a(n) in
the [+definite] context was high, especially in the [+definite, +specific] context
(around 38%).

[+deﬁnite] (target article – the)

[−deﬁnite] (target article – a(n))

[+speciﬁc]

the
97%(31/32)

a(n)
3% (1/32)

Ø
0%

the
3%(1/32)

a(n)
97%(31/32)

Ø
0%

[−speciﬁc]

100%(32/32)

0% (0/32)

0%

0%(0/32)

100%(32/32)

0%

Table 3: Article use among the native controls in the definite and indefinite contexts
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[+DEFINITE]
(TARGET ARTICLE – THE)

[+SPECIFIC]
[−SPECIFIC]

[−DEFINITE]
(TARGET ARTICLE – A(N))

the
53.3%
(96/180)

a(n)
38.3%
(69/180)

Ø
8.3%
(15/180)

the
22.2%
(40/180)

a(n)
71.1%
(128/180)

Ø
6.7%
(12/180)

81.1%
(146/180)

14.4%
(26/180)

4.4%
(8/180)

30.6%
(55/180)

61.1%
(110/180)

8.3%
(15/180)

Table 4: L2 learners’ article choice in definite and indefinite contexts
Our analysis revealed that there was a significant difference (p = 0.0518)
between the L2 learners’ performance in the [+definite, +specific] and the [+definite,
−specific] contexts.
In the indefinite contexts, the definite article was overused in both the [−definite,
+specific] and in the [−definite, −specific] contexts, about 22% and 31%,
respectively.
Despite the overuse of the in the [−definite, −specific] context, a pairwise comparison of all conditions showed that there was no statistically significant difference
(p = 0.9401) in performance between the [−definite, +specific] and the [−definite,
−specific] contexts. However, there was a main effect of condition (p<.05) in the
[−definite, −specific] context, which indicated that the indefinite nonspecific
context was a bit more challenging for the L2 speakers.
Overall, a generalized linear mixed model indicated that there was a main effect
of proficiency (χ2 = 15.057, df = 1, p<.001) across the board. Also, there was a main
effect of condition (χ2 = 24.318, df = 5, p<.001) in some contexts (see Table 5b),
where the rate of supplying the correct article was better in the definite nonspecific
contexts, compared with the definite specific contexts, and generally worse in both
generic contexts. Nonetheless, there was no interaction between proficiency and condition type (χ2 = 1.8429, df = 5, p = 0.8704). The L2 speakers did not vary much
among themselves, although performance across different sentences varied, as
revealed by the random effects (see Table 5a).
Given the general overuse of both the and a(n) across both definite and indefinite
contexts, there was a need to determine whether article choice among the L2 speakers
was influenced by definiteness or specificity. A generalized mixed-effect model
revealed that there was a main effect of definiteness (χ2 = 12.11, df = 1, p<.001)
on the L2 learners’ article use. There was no main effect for specificity (χ2 =
2.0472, df = 1, p = 0.1525), and no interaction between definiteness and specificity
(χ2 = 2.5936, df = 1, p = 0.1073). Both random and main effects are shown in
Table 6.
Thus, holding specificity constant, the was generally used with definite DPs and
a(n) with indefinite DPs in a target-consistent manner. On the other hand, holding
definiteness constant, the was used more with nonspecific DPs and a(n) with specific
DPs, a finding which contradicted observed patterns in the literature about article use
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GROUP

NGROUP

VARIANCE

45
24

0.1617
0.3652

PARTICIPANT
SENTENCE

STD.DEV
0.4021
0.6043

(b) Fixed effect

(INTERCEPT)
PROFCENT
CONDITIONDEFSPEC
CONDITIONGENPLURAL
CONDITIONGENSINGULAR
CONDITIONINDEFNONSPEC
CONDITIONINDEFSPEC
PROFCENT:CONDITIONDEFSPEC
PROFCENT:CONDITIONGENPLURAL
PROFCENT:CONDITIONGENSINGULAR
PROFCENT:CONDITIONINDEFNONSPEC
PROFCENT:CONDITIONINDEFSPEC

ESTIMATE

STD. ERROR

Z VALUE

PR(>|Z|)

1.63759
0.12871
−1.48660
−2.67254
−2.55897
−1.25495
−0.79596
−0.04239
−0.06113
−0.07087
−0.05415
−0.04782

0.37471
0.04429
0.50501
0.51150
0.50809
0.50710
0.50636
0.05507
0.05685
0.05604
0.05540
0.05511

4.370
2.906
−2.944
−5.225
−5.036
−2.475
−1.572
−0.770
−1.075
−1.264
−0.977
−0.868

1.24e−05***
0.00366**
0.00324**
1.74e−07***
4.74e−07***
0.01333*
0.11597
0.44143
0.28226
0.20607
0.32836
0.38554

KWAME AND WESTERGAARD

Signif. codes: 0 ‘***’ 0.001 ‘**’ 0.01 ‘*’ 0.05 ‘.’ 0.1 ‘ ’ 1

Table 5: Model for Condition and proficiency for L2 speakers. Generalized linear mixed model fit by maximum likelihood (Laplace
Approximation) [glmerMod]. The model statistics included AIC = 1263.4, BIC = 1332.9, logLik = −617.7, deviance = 1235.5, df.resid
= 1047, a confidence level of 95%, and number of objects = 1061.
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(a) Random effects
GROUP
PARTICIPANT
PROFICIENCY
SENTENCE

NGROUP

VARIANCE

STD.DEV

45
17
16

1.031e+00
4.138e−14
7.293e−01

1.015e+00
2.034e−07
8.540e−01

(b) Fixed effects

(INTERCEPT)
DEFINDEF
SPECSPEC
DEFINDEF:SPECSPEC

ESTIMATE

STD. ERROR

Z VALUE

PR(>|Z|)

2.4739
−3.3708
−2.0515
1.5884

0.5433
0.7123
0.6971
0.9656

4.554
−4.732
−2.943
1.645

5.27e−06***
2.22e−06***
0.00325**
0.09998.

Signif. codes: 0 ‘***’ 0.001 ‘**’ 0.01 ‘*’ 0.05 ‘.’ 0.1 ‘ ’ 1

Table 6: Models for definiteness and specificity, and L2 speakers’ choice of article.
Generalized linear mixed model fit by maximum likelihood (Laplace Approximation)
[glmerMod]. Model stats: AIC = 676.3, BIC = 707.6, logLik = −331.2, deviance =
662.3, df.resid = 633, confidence level = 95%, and number of objects = 640.
based on specificity (see Ionin 2003; Ionin et al. 2003, 2004, among others for
details). The indefinite article was used more in specific contexts than in nonspecific
contexts.
Based on our results, we argue that there was no fluctuation in article choice
among L2 learners. Article choice in the contexts assumed to be fluctuation contexts
[+definite, −specific] and [−definite, +specific] was 81% and 71% respectively.
Although a 71% accuracy in [−definite, +specific] context can be considered as fluctuation, the L2 speakers’ performance in the non-fluctuation contexts was even
lower. Moreover, the L2 speakers’ article use was unaffected by specificity.
Accuracy in generic contexts was rather low among the L2 speakers, as shown in
Table 7. In these contexts, the zero-article was obligatory.
The results revealed that both the and a(n) were overused in generic contexts.
Overuse of a(n) (about 51%) in the generic plural context was a big surprise. A
closer look at the data showed that errors of a(n) overuse in the generic plural

[+GENERIC] (TARGET ARTICLE – ZERO/NO ARTICLE)
the
[GENERIC SINGULAR] 36.6% (66/180)

a(n)
33.3% (60/180)

zero-article
30.0% (54/180)

20.5% (37/180)

50.6% (91/180)

28.9% (52/180)

[GENERIC PLURAL]

Table 7: Article use among the L2 learners in the generic contexts
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context were mostly made in two dialogues: where the target DPs were elephants and
earrings, respectively. In these dialogues, 31 learners (out of 45) chose an in (33) and
25 did so in (34).
(33) Dialogue 12
[generic plural] context
A: I watched this documentary on animals yesterday. It was nice but scary.
B: I’ve always loved animals. Do you know that some animals can be wonderful?
A: I heard that. People say ____ elephants can swim very well despite their size.
(34) Dialogue 24
[generic plural] context
A: I heard that George went to Italy last year. Do you know what he brought for his
sister?
B: I know he would give her something valuable, but I can’t guess.
A: Well, he brought his sister _____ earrings, which she loved so much.

Statistically, there was a main effect of condition (χ2 = 24.318, df = 5, p<.001)
for both the generic singular and plural contexts, which suggests that both these contexts were difficult for the L2 speakers compared with other context types, as shown
in Table 8. The p-values were adjusted using the Tukey method for comparing a
family of six estimates. Also, tests were performed on the log odds ratio scale with
a 95% confidence level.
However, there was no significant difference (p = 0.9999) in article choice
between the generic singular and plural contexts, which indicated that both contexts
were equally challenging. Notice that accurate use of the zero-article was very low
(see Table 4), suggesting that the L2 speakers have not mastered its usage in the L2.
5.2 Comparing use of the and a(n) across all the six contexts
Article overuse in all contexts of the FCT is presented in Table 9. Table 9 shows that
in general, overuse of a/an was higher than overuse of the across all contexts.
Overuse of the zero-article was very low across all contexts.
The results suggest that using a/an was more difficult than using the since the
indefinite article was overused more than the definite article. Both accuracy and
overuse of the zero-article were generally poor among the L2 learners, implying
that the L2 speakers had more problems with the use of the zero-article than both
the definite and indefinite articles.
5.3 Overall results for the Acceptability judgement task (AJT)
We computed the results of the AJT as follows: For the grammatical sentences, a sentence was accepted as grammatical (correct judgement) if it was rated 3 or 4 on the
Likert scale, and correctly judged as ungrammatical if it was rated 1 or 2. Based on
this, mean scores were computed for both grammatical and ungrammatical
categories.
The overall results for all conditions/contexts across speakers and categories are
presented in Table 10. Also, in this task, there was a main effect of proficiency (χ2 =
4.0288, df = 1, p<.05). However, there was no effect of condition on grammaticality
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DEFNONSPEC - DEFSPEC
DEFNONSPEC - GENPLURAL
DEFNONSPEC - GENSINGULAR
DEFNONSPEC - INDEFNONSPEC
DEFNONSPEC - INDEFSPEC
DEFSPEC - GENPLURAL
DEFSPEC - GENSINGULAR
DEFSPEC - INDEFNONSPEC
DEFSPEC - INDEFSPEC
GENPLURAL - GENSINGULAR
GENPLURAL - INDEFNONSPEC
GENPLURAL - INDEFSPEC
GENSINGULAR - INDEFNONSPEC
GENSINGULAR - INDEFSPEC
INDEFNONSPEC - INDEFSPEC

ODDS.RATIO

SE

Z.RATIO

P.VALUE

4.1509490
13.6916919
12.2892535
3.2846733
2.0820036
3.2984486
2.9605889
0.7913066
0.5015729
0.8975701
0.2399027
0.1520633
0.2672801
0.1694166
0.6338541

2.08265462
6.96252336
6.21028069
1.65524488
1.04632270
1.63000571
1.45403714
0.38868898
0.24580971
0.44502203
0.11934865
0.07547618
0.13208742
0.08356865
0.31225351

2.837
5.146
4.964
2.360
1.459
2.415
2.210
−0.477
−1.408
−0.218
−2.869
−3.795
−2.670
−3.599
−0.926

0.0518
<.0001
<.0001
0.1705
0.6904
0.1509
0.2330
0.9970
0.7223
0.9999
0.0473
0.0020
0.0813
0.0043
0.9401

Table 8: A pairwise comparison of L2 speakers’ article use across all contexts and conditions
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CONTRAST

THE

CONTEXTS
[+def, +spec]

[+def, −spec]

[−def, +spec]

[−def, −spec]

[generic singular]

[generic plural]

Average %

–

–

22.2%

30.6%

36.6%

20.5%

27.48%

A/AN

38.3%

14.4%

–

–

33.3%

50.6%

34.15%

ZERO

8.3%

4.4%

6.7%

8.3%

–

–

6.93%

Table 9: Article overuse in percentages among the L2 speakers in the FCT
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L2 GROUP

NATIVE CONTROL GROUP

CONDITIONS
DEFINITE

grammatical
2.850746

ungrammatical
2.502242

grammatical
3.666667

ungrammatical
1.725000

INDEFINITE
ZERO

3.067623
−

2.588889
2.802041

3.443182
−

1.687500
1.943182

FILLERS

−

2.006726

−

1.250000

Table 10: Mean scores in the acceptability judgement test for all participants

Figure 2: Acceptability mean scores for definite and indefinite contexts for all
participants. Note, the y-axis shows the mean scores (0–4) for grammatical and
ungrammatical sentences
preference (χ2 = 1.1155, df = 1, p = 0.2909) and no interaction between proficiency
and condition (χ2 = 0.3554, df = 1, p = 0.5511). Table 10 compares the performance
of both the L2 group to the native control group in definite and indefinite contexts.
From both Table 10 and Figure 2, the results showed that the native controls performed as expected. They correctly accepted grammatical sentences (with a mean
score of over 3.00) and rejected ungrammatical sentences (with a mean score of
less than 2.00). The L2 speakers, on the other hand, showed variation in their judgements, both in the grammatical and ungrammatical sentences across different
contexts.
As noted earlier, the Dagbani L2 English learners had variable performance in
the AJT. In the grammatical contexts, their performance in the indefinite article
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context (mean score of 3.1) was slightly better than in the definite article context
(mean score of 2.9). This means that more grammatical sentences in the definite
context were incorrectly judged as ungrammatical.
In the ungrammatical contexts, the L2 speakers performed a little better in the
definite article context than in the indefinite article context, implying that more
ungrammatical sentences with the indefinite article were incorrectly accepted as
grammatical. However, these differences were not significant. The error rate
between [grammatical as ungrammatical] vs. [ungrammatical as grammatical] for
the definite contexts was lower than that of the indefinite contexts (4% vs. 7%; see
Table 11 for details), even though, again, the difference was not significant.
Furthermore, the L2 speakers performed better in both the definite and indefinite
ungrammatical contexts than in the zero-article context, since their mean scores were
lower in both contexts (2.5 and 2.6 respectively) than in the ungrammatical sentences
with the zero-article (mean score of 2.8). That is, they rejected more ungrammatical
sentences with definite and indefinite articles than with zero-articles.
Finally, in the sentence pairs with the indefinite and the zero-article, all the sentence
pairs were accepted as grammatical by no less than 27 participants, which indicates that
the majority of the L2 speakers did not see any meaning difference between the grammatical sentences with the indefinite article and the ungrammatical sentences with the zeroarticle. On the other hand, in the sentence pairs with the definite article and the
zero-article, only three pairs of grammatical and ungrammatical sentences were accepted.
A generalized linear mixed-model fit by maximum likelihood revealed that individual participants’ performance in the AJT did not vary much. However, there was a
proficiency effect when considered alone but not when combined with condition
type, as shown in Table 11b. Notice that in (11b), the fixed effects for all the variables
centered around zero with very small t-values, suggesting that the differences are not
statistically significant. The standard deviation for the residual in (11a) is also close to
the other variables.
Table 12 shows a comparison of the L2 speakers’ mean performance for both
grammatical and ungrammatical contexts to determine the difference in [grammatical
as grammatical] vs. [grammatical as ungrammatical] sentences and vice versa across
all contexts in the AJT.
The differences between the grammatical and ungrammatical sentences for both
the definite and indefinite contexts were almost the same (5.5% and 4.5%, respectively). In the zero-article context about 40% of the ungrammatical sentences with
the zero-article were accepted as grammatical. The difference between [ungrammatical as ungrammatical] vs. [ungrammatical as grammatical] sentences in the zeroarticle context was about 20%, compared to 4.0% for the definite context and
7.0% for the indefinite context. Finally, on the ungrammatical side, the difference
between the definite and zero-article contexts was about 15%, and between the indefinite and zero-article contexts about 10.5%.
These results suggest that overall, the L2 speakers performed better in ungrammatical definite context than in ungrammatical indefinite contexts (75% vs. 70.5%).
In contrast, on the grammatical side, they performed better in the indefinite grammatical context than in the definite grammatical context (76.75% vs. 71.25%).
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(a) Random effects
GROUP

NGROUP

DEVIANCE

STD.DEV

45
20

3.092e−02
5.069e−02

1.758e−01
2.251e−01

3

5.107e−15
1.497e+00

7.146e−08
1.224e+00

PARTICIPANT
SENTENCE
COMP
RESIDUAL
(b) Fixed effects

(INTERCEPT)
PROFCENT
CONDITIONINDEF
PROFCENT:CONDITIONINDEF

ESTIMATE

SE

T VALUE

0.19723
0.02647
0.15549
−0.01025

0.10027
0.01383
0.13068
0.01720

1.967
1.914
1.190
−0.596

Table 11: Random and fixed-effects model of proficiency and condition on the
L2 speakers’ performance in the AJT. Model stats: AIC = 2915.0, BIC = 2953.3,
logLik = 1449.5, deviance = 2899.0, df. resid = 876, number of objects = 884,
Confidence level 95%

ARTICLE
CONTEXT

GRAMMATICAL

DEFINITE
INDEFINITE
ZERO

gram as gram
2.85 (71.25%)a
3.07 (76.75%)a
–

gram as ungram
1.15 (28.75%)a
0.93 (23.25%)a
–

UNGRAMMATICAL
ungram as gram
0.50 (25%)b
0.59 (29.5%)b
0.80 (40%)b

ungram as ungram
2.50 (75%)b
2.59 (70.5%)b
2.80 (60%)b

Table 12: Difference between grammatical and ungrammatical sentences and choice
of article among the L2 speakers in the AJT. Note: Statistics relating toa are calculated
over 4 and calculated over 2 forb, based on the upper values for grammatical and
ungrammatical ratings on the Likert scale. Gram = grammatical, ungram =
ungrammatical.
Comparing the L2 speakers performance in the ungrammatical definite, indefinite,
and zero-article contexts, we found that they performed poorly in the zero-article
context. All the relevant statistics are bolded in Table 12.
5.4 Comparing the L2 learners’ performances in both tasks
Article use among the L2 learners in the FCT was variable across the different context
types. In the definite contexts, article use accuracy was around 67.2% (53.3% for
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definite specific and 81.1% for definite non-specific contexts), while in the indefinite
contexts, the accuracy was around 66.1% (71.1% for indefinite specific and 61.1%
for indefinite non-specific contexts). Article overuse was widespread: Overuse of
the across all contexts in the FCT averaged at 27.5%, whereas overuse of a(n) was
about 34.2%. Both accurate use and overuse of the zero-article was deficient, as
the zero-article was only accurately used about 29.5% and overused about 6.9%.
In the AJT, the L2 speakers’ general performance in both the definite and indefinite contexts seem to be the same. They correctly accepted definite grammatical sentences about 71% of the time and incorrectly rejected definite grammatical sentences
at a rate of about 29%. On the other hand, indefinite grammatical sentences were
accepted 77% of the time and rejected 23% of the time. On the ungrammatical
side, the L2 speakers correctly judged definite ungrammatical sentences as ungrammatical about 75% of the time, while accepting the definite ungrammatical sentences
as grammatical about 25% of the time, compared to 70% and 30% respectively for
indefinite ungrammatical sentences. Hence, their general performance in both the
definite and indefinite contexts seem the same. Comparing both the definite and
indefinite contexts to the zero-article context, the L2 speakers performed better in
judging the definite and indefinite ungrammatical sentences than in judging the
ungrammatical sentences with the zero-article.

6.

DISCUSSION

In this study, we predicted that L2 learners would not fluctuate in their article choice.
We also predicted that their performance in definite contexts would be better than
indefinite contexts, and finally, that their performance in both definite and indefinite
contexts would also be better than in generic contexts. From the results, we found that
article choice in the fluctuation contexts [+definite, −specific] and [−definite,
+specific] among the Dagbani intermediate L2 English learners were highly accurate.
This finding does not provide support for the Fluctuation Hypothesis, which is consistent with our first Prediction (I) (see Table 3).
Furthermore, if fluctuation is restricted to only the indefinite specific context,
as proposed in Ionin et al. (2009), despite the fact that overuse of the exceeded
25% and could be interpreted as fluctuation, we believe that the accuracy rate
of 71% article use in that context among these intermediate learners would not
be taken as article use fluctuation. The L2 speakers produced a more nontarget-consistent choice of articles where fluctuation would not be predicted,
and overall, article choice was unaffected by specificity. When article use is
based on specificity, the should be used more with specific contexts and a(n)
with non-specific contexts, according to Ionin (2003) and Ionin et al. (2003,
2004). However, we found that when definiteness was held constant, the was
used more with non-specific contexts and a(n) with specific contexts. This
finding does not provide support for article use based on the Specificity setting
of the ACP, and thus indirectly rules out the FH.
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 3.227.235.183, on 17 Apr 2021 at 15:53:50, subject to the Cambridge Core
terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/cnj.2020.20

526

CJL/RCL 65(4), 2020

Our finding is consistent with what Schönenberger (2014:103) found in her
study of German and Russian L2 English learners, where one group of Russian learners produce non-consistent patterns of article misuse in contexts where accurate
article use is predicted. Moreover, the general article use patterns in both definite
and indefinite contexts were influenced by definiteness and not specificity, given
that there was a main effect of definiteness, but not specificity in the L2 speakers’
article choice (see section 5.1), suggesting that article use was based on definiteness.
Despite the above, an interesting pattern was the non-target use of the in the
[+def, +spec] context, which mostly occurred in two dialogues, illustrated in (35)
and (36).
(35) Dialogue 14 in the FCT (Sarko 2009: 51)
A conversation between two friends at a store.
A: Come on! We have been in this shop for several hours now.
B: I can’t make up my mind. Which shirt do you like best?
A: I prefer _____ shirt with stripes.
(36) Dialogue 20 in the FCT (from Ionin et al. 2003:252)
A: I visited my friend Kelly yesterday. Kelly really likes animals – she has two cats and
one dog. Kelly was busy preparing for an exam. So, I helped her out with her animals.
B: What did you do?
A: I took ___ dog for a walk. We really had so much fun.

The target noun in each dialogue involved a second-mentioned DP, thus unambiguously establishing definiteness. One possibility for using a could be that the L2 learners did not interpret these discourse contexts as definite. For example, in (35), the L2
speakers may have interpreted which to mean which shirt in the store as opposed to
which particular shirt visible to the speaker and hearer within the discourse context.
However, this explanation is not possible for (36). Also, for both dialogues, use of a
could have been influenced by the application of some classroom grammar rules, as
we discuss later.
Accurate article use in the definite and indefinite context was almost the same.
However, when article overuse was considered across all six contexts of the FCT,
overuse of a(n) was higher than the overuse of the (see Table 9). As a result, the
(a) part of prediction in (II) is borne out in the FCT. Furthermore, a comparison of
article use in the definite, indefinite, and zero-article contexts of the FCT shows
that article use in both the definite and indefinite contexts was better than in the
zero-article context. Even though the (b) part of prediction (II) seemed supported,
that may not be fully accounted for by L1 influence, especially in the FCT. Both
accurate use and overuse of the zero-article was very low in the generic contexts
of the FCT, suggesting that the L2 speakers found it hard to use the zero-article.
Our statistical analysis, as shown in Table 5b and Table 8, provides further
support for this.
On the other hand, in the AJT, the first part of prediction (II) was weakly supported. Although the L2 speakers accepted more grammatical indefinite sentences
compared to definite grammatical sentences, our analysis of their performance in
[grammatical as grammatical] vs. [grammatical as ungrammatical] and
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[ungrammatical as ungrammatical] vs. [ungrammatical as grammatical] sentences
revealed that the error differences in these contexts were in favor of the definite
article context (see Table 12). Also, the (b) part of prediction (II) was again supported
(see Tables 10 and 12). In the ungrammatical sentences, the L2 speakers performed
better in definite and indefinite contexts than in the zero-article context.
Arguably, these patterns of article use reflect L1 transfer effects, given the mismatches in article systems and the features associated with them in the two languages.
Further, the results also reflect the use of explicit learning strategies among L2 learners and a task effect due to time limitations.
The results may be accounted for by L1 transfer effects as well as a task effect and
the use of explicit learning strategies. Using insights from Lardiere (2004, 2008, 2009)
and Hawkins et al.’s (2006) concerning feature reassembly and feature expression on
the English articles, as well as insights from Cho and Slabakova (2014), Shimanskaya
and Slabakova (2014), and Slabakova’s (2009b, 2009c, 2016) concerning notions of
covert vs. overt and direct vs. indirect form-meaning expressions of functional morphemes, we argue that the article use patterns exhibited by the intermediate L2
English learners were due to L1 transfer and its interaction with the L2 input data.
First, regarding using of the, the L1–L2 functional morphology for definiteness
is overt-to-overt, hence posing less of a challenge for the intermediate learners.
However, the form-meaning of the features involved does not have a one-to-one
mapping. In the L1, there are two overt forms (maa/la) for definiteness, hence, a
two-to-one form-meaning mapping (and it could even be a three-to-one formmeaning mapping, since bare unique nouns can also be definite). On the other
hand, in the L2, there is one overt form (the) for expressing definiteness (i.e., a
one-to-one form-meaning mapping). For the L2 speakers to acquire the accurate
use of the definite article in English, there should be a remapping of the two
surface forms (maa/la) in the L1 to the single form (the) in the L2. Moreover,
some bare nouns and nouns with the definite article can express definiteness in the
L1, while in the L2, only nouns with the definite article can express definiteness.
The difficult task, then, will be remapping the zero-article (bare nouns with definite
interpretations) in the L1 into the overt form (the) in the L2.9 The difference in surface
morphology of the features associated with articles could be responsible for some of
the challenges the L2 speakers had with the use of the in English, especially in accepting ungrammatical sentences in the AJT with the zero-article.
Furthermore, Dagbani has no overt form for indefiniteness. On the surface, this is
a covert-to-overt expression of the functional morpheme in the L1–L2 language pair.
In terms of feature expressions, the zero-article in Dagbani can have three meanings
9

An anonymous reviewer stated that since in Dagbani, bare unique nouns can have definite
interpretation in addition to the distinction between maa and la, grouping all grammatical definite sentences in the AJT could have obscured differential effects, especially in cases where a
unique noun was used, such as [The moon is full and bright tonight] compared with a sentence
like [Please, pass me the bucket]. We agree; however, we did not have many such nouns in our
test items, and moreover, nouns like the sun and the moon were used in contexts where L1
effects would not affect judgement.
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(definiteness, indefiniteness, and genericity; thus, a one-to-three form-meaning
mapping), while in the L2, a(n) can express indefiniteness and genericity, thus a
two-to-one form-meaning mapping. Based on these mismatches, L1 influence will
sometimes lead the Dagbani L2 English learners to assume that indefiniteness can
be marked with no article (bare nouns), while L2 input requires indefiniteness to
be marked with a(n). Thus, the difference in feature specifications on the articles
for indefiniteness and the L1–L2 variation in surface morphology could have influenced the interchangeable use of a(n) and the zero-article among the L2 speakers,
especially in the generic context of the FCT. Also, notice that all ungrammatical sentences with the zero-article were accepted alongside the grammatical sentences with
the indefinite article by over 27 participants in all sentence pairs. The close connection between the indefinite article and the zero-article in the L2 speakers’ article
choice can be interpreted as the influence of the L1 zero-article features.
Finally, the zero form in Dagbani can indicate genericity as well as definiteness
and indefiniteness. In the L2, the zero-article, the indefinite article, and the definite
article can all express generic references. This mismatch between L2 input and L1
influence causes, as was clearly the case in the generic contexts (see Table 7),
where the use of a(n) was rampant. We recognize that overuse of the in the
generic context could not be due to L1 influence since, in Dagbani, no definite
article is used with generic reference.
The remapping of these features and their surface morphology into the L2 forms
will require more exposure to L2 input and a corresponding increase in proficiency.
Our findings are thus consistent with other studies where L1 transfer effects have
been reported (Hawkins et al. 2006; Snape et al. 2006, among others). Furthermore,
the issue is also complicated because there is limited input data since these are classroom-based learners with little or no exposure to native speaker input. With more
input and increased proficiency, it is expected that the Dagbani L2 English learners
will recover from L1 effects, and accuracy rates of article use will increase.
Apart from L1 effects, the results of our study also suggest that the L2 speakers
relied on explicit learning strategies in their article choice, consistent with findings in
other studies (Butler 2002, Hulstijn and Ellis 2005, Ionin et al. 2009). Evidence of
this comes from the L2 speakers’ responses in the generic contexts, some of which
are illustrated in (33) and (34). The learners’ choice of an in the contexts where
the target DPs were elephants and earrings suggested that some of these learners
were applying rules of English grammar (37), taught in class in relation to the use
of English articles.
(37) Rules regarding the use of simple determiners/articles in English (Sam and Doe
2012:42–43)
The articles (a/an, the, no article) are used before nouns to show whether the noun
refers to particular or general examples.
Rule 1: a is used before a word beginning with a consonant sound (e.g., a banana, a
child, a friend,
Rule 2: an is used before a word beginning with a vowel sound (a, e, i, o, u)
Examples: an apple, an eagle, an orange, and an uncle.
Rule 3: use a/an when you are not referring to anybody or anything in particular.
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Examples: give me a chair (any chair). Give me an umbrella (any umbrella).
Rule 4: The is used before a word beginning with a consonant or a vowel sound. It is
used when referring to a particular person or thing (e.g., My father bought me the book
I asked for (a particular book). She ate the egg I had kept for her sister (a particular
egg).

An anonymous reviewer argued that if the difference in overuse of the and a
mostly occurred in the generic contexts, and we have explained that these errors
mostly occurred in two dialogues where a grammar rule was supposedly misapplied,
then that should not be taken as support for our prediction. However, we believe that
this does not exclude an explanation related to the overt-covert nature of the surface
morphology of the L1–L2. We agree that full L1 transfer will predict that the should
not be used in generic contexts, but since the zero-article in Dagbani has complex
features (combining indefiniteness and genericity) it is possible that L1 features of
the zero-article could have influenced the use of the and a in those contexts. Thus,
we found the misapplied grammar rule to be the most plausible account, given that
L2 acquisition in this setting is classroom-based, which means that learners will
explore several linguistic options (including UG access, L1 transfer, or explicit learning approaches) in the acquisition process.
From the rules in (37), we can see that using an among the L2 learners with elephants and earrings appeared to be influenced by the grammar Rules 1 and 2 concerning words beginning with a vowel in (37). The number feature on these DPs
seems to have been overlooked by the learners who supplied an in such contexts.
The number feature (noun countability) is an issue identified as a major cause of
article overuse and/or omission among some L2 English learners (Butler 2002).
However, we partially rule out this interpretation because there were other generic
contexts where the target nouns did not start with a vowel, as in (38), where the
L2 speakers did not use a(n), and only a few learners used a, implying that the
problem was not with the number feature.
(38) Other plural generic contexts where an was not the choice
a. A: I learnt that one needs to include hobbies in your CV.
B: Yeah, I heard that too. So, what is your hobby?
A: I like to read ____ books on philosophy. I guess that is my hobby.
b. A: Something strange happened to me last night.
B: What was it? Were you scared?
A: When I went home after our party, there were ____ cats in my sitting room.

In dialogue (38a), the was chosen 21 times, the zero-article was chosen 14 times for,
and a nine times. In (38b), 25 of the L2 speakers chose the zero-article, eight chose
the, and 10 chose a. The overuse of both the and a in these dialogues can be explained
by grammar Rules 1, 2 and 4 in (37). These data further provide support for the use of
explicit knowledge in L2 acquisition, especially where learning is classroom-based.
Similar results have been reported elsewhere (Ionin and Montrul 2010, Chrabaszcz
and Jiang, 2014, Azaz 2016). Azaz (2016) even recommended the integration of
article semantics in structured input activities where explicit focus-on-form
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instruction must be expedited to create more reliable form-meaning connections in
the acquisition of the target DPs in L2 article acquisition.
Overuse of the in the generic contexts was unexpected. For instance, in the
sample dialogues where the was overused, full L1 transfer would predict that the
L2 speakers would supply the zero-article (i.e., bare nouns as target-consistent
forms). However, the article use of these intermediate learners seems to have been
influenced by classroom instructions as well as limited input data. Given that the
generic feature in English has three surface morphological forms, whereas, in the
L1, it has a single zero form, the lack of in-depth exposure to L2 input could also
have affected the use of the zero-article in English. Furthermore, as Ionin and
Montrul (2010) have argued, L2 English learners must learn that generic interpretation in English is not available only for bare and definite nouns, but also for bare
plural nouns and definite singular nouns, implying that the number feature is also
crucial. This means that for learners to acquire the correct use of the zero-article,
there should be enough positive evidence in the input and/or more negative evidence
through in-depth instruction. Lastly, some of the L2 speakers could have erroneously
interpreted some of the plural nouns, for instance, [… books on philosophy] and […
cats in my room] in (38) to be definite (and owned by the speaker), thus demanding
the definite article. Therefore, we recommend further research on the acquisition of
L2 English generic article use among Dagbani speakers to explore the impact of
both L1 influence and instructed knowledge.
Finally, looking at the L2 speakers’ performance in both tasks, we argue that
there was a task effect, possibly due to time limitations. The participants took the
AJT first, followed by the proficiency test, a questionnaire on their background
data, and finally the FCT. Separating the AJT and the FCT was meant to prevent
task priming. Therefore, it is possible that in the FCT, participants rushed through
the task by just inserting the, a(n), or zero in the dialogue contexts without paying
much attention. This could account for the differences in their performances, especially in the definite and indefinite article contexts in the FCT and GJT (see
section 5.4).

7.

CONCLUSION

Our goal in this study was to investigate L2 English article acquisition among L1
Dagbani speakers to determine whether their acquisition patterns reflect L1 transfer
effects or fluctuation, as argued in previous studies among different L1 speakers
(Ionin et al. 2003, 2004; Ionin et al. 2009; Mayo 2009; Sarko 2009, among others).
Our first hypothesis was that there would be no fluctuation in article choice
among Dagbani L2 learners, since article interpretation in both languages is influenced by definiteness. The Dagbani intermediate L2 English learners had high accuracy scores in their article choice in English, based on definiteness. Their article use
was unaffected by specificity in both definite and indefinite contexts, since there was
no main effect of specificity. This finding provided support for L1 transfer (Schwartz
and Sprouse 1996, 2000; Schwartz 1998) through the feature reassembly account
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(Lardiere 2004, 2005, 2008, 2009). The Dagbani L2 English learners seemed to have
transferred the article semantics of their L1 onto the L2 interlanguage grammar.
These results are consistent with Ionin et al.’s (2008:560) Proposal 2 (transfer overrides fluctuation) as well as findings in other previous studies (Hawkins et al. 2006;
Mayo 2008, 2009; Sarko 2009; Ionin et al. 2014), which have reported L1 transfer
effects.
We also predicted that accurate article use in the definite context would be better
than article use in the indefinite context, which was borne out, although the difference
was not significant. Finally, article use in both the definite and indefinite contexts was
predicted to be better than article use in generic contexts, which prediction was borne
out, consistent with previous studies (Park 2005, Park and Song 2008). All these patterns of article choice among the L2 learners are accounted for under L1 transfer and
the use of explicit learning strategies, as well as L2 input. We believe that with
increased input and proficiency, the L1 Dagbani speakers should be able to
recover from L1 effects and exhibit native-like accuracy in their production of
English articles.
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