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Abstract

Substitution errors of L2-English articles, by which is meant that
L2 learners substitute the for a(n) in indefinite NP contexts or substi-
tute a(n) for the in definite NP contexts, have been found frequent in
L2 article uses. Over the past three decades or so, a multitude of stud-
ies has been conducted to reveal reasons underlying such errors, fo-
cusing on either semantic features of English articles or contextual
factors related to English article uses. However, a close examination of
the semantic and pragmatic analyses of English articles shows that
there is actually a complex interactional relationship between seman-
tic features of English articles and relevant contextual factors in de-
termining the selection between the and a(n). In order to have a good
understanding and explanation of substitution errors of L2-English
articles, it is necessary to explore L2 article choices and acquisition in
light of such relationship.

This study is therefore aimed at investigating whether and how
interactions of semantic features of English articles and relevant con-
textual factors influence L2-English article choices and acquisition.
The emergentist view on interaction is introduced as the theoretical
framework for analysis. Under this framework, it is proposed that the
process of L2-English article acquisition is a complex system, in which
there are different subsystems composing of various agents and ele-
ments. It is the interaction of agents and elements in different subsys-
tems, as well as the interaction of these subsystems with each other,
that lead to the emergence of L2 article choices and acquisition. Given
that it is impossible to exhaust interactions of all agents and elements
in a single study like the present one, the main focus is on examining
interactions involved in the subsystem of semantic features and of
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contextual factors.

Tasks collecting both production and comprehension data are
utilized to seek for answers to the following key research questions:
(1) what is Chinese-speaking L2-English learners’ knowledge of se-
mantic features related to English articles? How is such knowledge
influenced by interaction of different semantic features? (2) Are Chi-
nese-speaking L2-English learners sensitive to the effects of different
contextual factors on the computation of semantic features of English
articles? How does interaction of different contextual factors influence
L2 learners’ sensitivity to such contextual effects? (3) How does inter-
action of semantic features of English articles with relevant contextual
factors influence Chinese-speaking L2-English learners’ article choic-
es?

Study 1 employed a forced elicitation task and a written inter-
view task to investigate the influence of interactions of semantic fea-
tures and contextual factors on 1L2-English article production in a
sample of 55 Chinese-speaking L2-English learners and 14 native
speakers. Results of Study 1 show that (1) the combination of specific-
ity (one of the semantic features related to English articles) and ESK
(one of the contextual factors) significantly influenced L2 article
choices; (2) the L2 learners over-depended on specificity to determine
article choices; (3) the influence of background knowledge (another
contextual factor) was greater than that of ESK in determining L2 arti--

cle choices.

Study 2 adopted an Acceptability Judgment Task to examine the
influence of interactions of semantic features and contextual factors on
L2-English article interpretation in a sample of 65 L2-English learners
and 27 native speakers. Results of Study 2 show that (1) the L2 learn-
ers’ computation of the uniqueness of referents differed with contexts;
(2) the semantic feature of partitivity influenced the L2 learners’ sensi-
tivity to definiteness; (3) the L2 learners were more sensitive to the
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importance of definiteness in distinguishing the and a(n) and less in-
fluenced by specificity in English article comprehension than in pro-
duction.

Major findings of the present study are summarized as the Inter-
action Account of L2 article choices and acquisition, which states:
(1) the interaction of semantic features of English articles influences L2
learners’ semantic knowledge of English articles; (2) the interaction of
different contextual factors influences L2 learners’ context-sensitivity
in their computation of semantic features of English articles; (3) the
interaction of semantic features of English articles with relevant con-
textual factors influences L2 article choices and acquisition. These
findings demonstrate how L2-English article choices and acquisition
as one of the linguistic phenomena can best be explained with refer-
ence to the interaction of both agents and elements, providing em-
pirical evidence for the emergentist approach to language acquisition.
Pedagogically, the findings identify the interaction of different
non-grammatical factors as one of the major causes of substitution
errors of L2-English article choices, accentuating interaction in
L2-English article instruction and learning.
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