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Chapter 1 Introduction

1.1 Goals

This book aims to explore the L2 acquisition of the English
article system from the perspective of markedness and language
transfer in the hope of contributing to the research of second
language acquisition and foreign language teaching.

Articles are functional words and play an important part in
second language research. There is a lot of evidence that articles
are among the most commonly used words in English (Butler,
2002). A, an, and the: along with the zero article (&), account
for 8.5% in the whole English discourse (Berry, 1993).
Therefore, it is of great significance for the second language
learners to master the usage of articles, What's more, it is
difficult to manipulate the English article system due to the
complex semantic classification and specific usages of the English
articles. Just as Master (1990: 461) claimed, “the English
article system is one of the most difficult aspects of English
grammar for nonnative speakers and one of the latest to be fully

acquired”. Master (2002) summarizes three main difficulties
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language learners encounter in the process of article acquisition.
Firstly, the high frequency of articles presented both in speech
and text description makes it difficult to identify a rule from too
many usages. Secondly, function words are not usually taken for
emphasis, which makes them harder to notice. And thirdly, the
article system has only one morpheme for many different uses in
English. This one-to-many mapping contributes to the
complexity of the article acquisition. Therefore, the complexity
of articles poses a great challenge to English language learners,
especially to those whose native languages, like Chinese, do not
have article system.

Many languages which contain articles belong to the Indo-
European language family, whereas Chinese belongs to the Sino-
Tibetan family which is acknowledged as a language without
article system. In other words, there are no f{unctional
equivalents in " Chinese of the English article system.
“Definiteness and specificity are marked in Chinese by word
order or the use of determiners.” (Robertson, 2000: 140) For
Chinese learners, English articles are a category of zero contrast
(Zobl, 1982). Therefore, Chinese language learners may, due to
the typological difference and the role of language transfer,
frequently make errors in the process of acquiring the article
system. Ample evidence shows that Chinese learners find it
particularly difficult to acquire English articles.

High frequency of articles in discourses and the difficulty of
fully acquiring them have aroused researchers’ interest. They
have investigated the articles from 'many aspects: the

classification of the article system (Christopherson, 1939;



