References in context worksheet.

English Article Usage Across Four Task Types by a Native Speaker of Polish

A major area of difficulty for Polish learners of English is the English article system, which has no equivalent in Polish. It is the subject’s (S) use of this system across four task types that is the focus of this study. The Interlanguage Continua, as described by Selinker (1972), is the learner’s approximation of a target language which slowly moves closer to the target forms with much inaccuracy along the way. 

The English Article System

Polish makes much use of determiners, most of which have English equivalents. However, English makes a distinction between determiners that have the option of a following noun and those where a following noun is obligatory, i.e. the, a and every (Hudson, 1992: 44). The English rule that ‘a singular count noun can not be used without a determiner’ (Hudson, 1992: 219) does not have a counterpart in Polish (Jaworska p.c.). Hudson (ibid.) goes on to clearly describe the uses of the articles from a grammatical perspective. In contrast, many definitions of the semantic distinction between the definite and indefinite article are rather more vague. For example, Christopherson (1939: 71) says ‘It is found that the has the marking of familiarity, while a is a mark of unity’, while Yotsukuru (1970: 109) says ‘There are seventeen formulae which DEMAND an obligatory construction and permit no alternation of a, the 0’. 

The Heubner descriptive approach (1983, cited by Tarrone and Parrish, 1988: 85) is used in this study, including the now classic +/- SK +/- HK model, although reference is made to Quirk et al (1985) who offer a similar nine category description on semantic grounds. However, the system is further complicated by a posited ‘zero’ article, where there is much disagreement and inconsistency in the literature with some commentators saying ‘the zero article is used’ (Quirk et al., 1985: 274), while others refer to ‘bare’ plurals (Lyons 1999: 190). Biber et al (1999) report that ‘it is customary to recognise a zero article’ (p. 260), but add ‘arguably some of these cases should be analysed as involving neutralisation of article distinctions, rather than cases of zero article’ (ibid: 261). This study first outlines the….. 
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