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Abstract

The present study investigates Chinese EFL learners’ use of
articles in an oral test and the effects of various factors on the
variation in article accuracy. The material used in this study
consisted of the transcripts of the performance of 60 second-
year Chinese English majors in the 2001 TEM-4 oral test, which
were part of the Spoken English Corpus of Chinese Learners.
Both a quantitative analysis of the 60 learners’ article use and a
close examination of some individual cases were carried out in
analyzing the data at hand, with the latter supplementing the
former.

The analyses of article use by the learners reveal the fol-
lowing findings. Though Chinese EFL learners can use articles
fairly well in an oral English test situation, considerable within-
group variation® exists in the performance of the learners. A
difficulty order of the articles is revealed by the accuracy rates
obtained: The is the least difficult, which is followed by a(»z) ,
and then by @. Tt is also found that the omission of the/a (z)
and the overuse of the are the two major problems the learners
suffer from, and that there is a transitional stage from underuse
to overuse of articles in learners’ article use. Taking the preva-

lent overuse of the into consideration, the difficulty order that

® Within-group variation refers to the variation in performances of individual

learners from the same population,
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is generated should be interpreted with caution. In addition,
generally speaking, the learners do not monitor article use in
their oral performance.

As to the factors that predict the use of articles, the results
indicate that accuracy in use of the and @ are both better pre-
dicted by language-ability-related factors, and accuracy of
a(n) use is better predicted by nominal-group-related factors.
For all the three articles, the semantic factors, “semantic func-

g

tion” and “countability,” possess less significant predicting
power than the syntactic factors, “NP (noun phrase) structure”
and “NP position.” The factor, “test scores,” does not possess
significant predicting power for the accuracy of any individual
article, but close examination of the performance of high- and
low-scoring learners indicates that though learners of the two
levels make roughly similar errors in terms of quantity, high-
scoring learners master articles better in terms of quality.
Learners’ processing overload plays a comparatively more
significant role in the learners’ use of articles in speaking,
which often results in competition for attention between articles
and other linguistic aspects, and learners tend to sacrifice accu-
racy of article use for other more content-bearing elements.
The present study has theoretical and pedagogical implica-
tions. Theoretically, the study suggests that it can be more ap-
propriate to employ a multivariate design to investigate learner
language, and to adopt a dynamic view in exploring the sources
of learner errors. Findings of the present study also suggest that
the learnability of the target language is a rather complicated
issue and cannot be approached in a simplistic way. In measur-
ing learners’ language use, choice of instruments for research
and interpretation of the results obtained should be made with
care, since different types of instruments may test different as-
pects of learner language, and there may be a discrepancy in a

learner’s performances in different kinds of tasks. Pedagogically,
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it is important to recognize the variation in learners’ article use
and teach them with different emphases. Moreover, some spe-

cific ways to teach articles are also suggested.
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