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ABSTRACT 

The English article system is not only so complex that philosophers and linguists have 
difficulties in agreeing on the underlying notions designated by the different forms, but also so 
different from the Vietnamese article system that it must be almost impossible for students 
recognize and remember the underlying its rules and conventions. Therefore, the author attempts 
to find out an effective way to teach English article, namely definite ‘the’ and generic ‘the’. 

To conduct this research, the author used a questionnaire to survey the meaning and use of 
English articles, a pretest to analyze the errors of using English articles before treatment, and a 
post-test to determine which group performs better (the control group or the experimental group) 
after treatment of 80 students at BVU. 

The paper compared the theories of traditional grammar and cognitive lessons insight cognitive 
grammar to experiment on the two groups. 

Keywords: Cognitive lessons, cognitive grammar, traditional grammar 

INTRODUCTION 

According to a number of authors such as Hawkins (1978), Master (1987), (1990), (1997), 
Langacker (1991) cited in Nguyen Thu (2005), the English article system contributes not only to 
understanding what is said, but also playing an important role in making oneself understand in 
the discourse that one is engaged in. A person may not understand ‘the professor’ in an utterance 
like ‘Where’s the professor?’ if he or she does not share the discourse uttered in the sentence. 



International Journal of Social Science and Economic Research  

ISSN: 2455-8834 

Volume:01, Issue:07 

 

www.ijsser.org                             Copyright © IJSSER 2016, All right reserved Page 907 

 

The intricacy of the system is reflected through the problems that second language learners 
encounter when mastering the system. 

From personal observations, the researcher found that it is very difficult for Vietnamese students 
to be able to use the English article correctly, namely the distinction between definite ‘the’ and 

generic ‘the’. For example, the students encounter problems relating to the use of ‘the’ as found 

in the following sentences:  

 (1) I am going to clean a house tomorrow (instead of: I am going to clean the house 
tomorrow). 

 (2) Yesterday, I bought a TV, but a screen did not work (instead of: Yesterday, I bought 
a TV, but the screen did not work) 

(3)  A (or Zero) whale is a mammal, not a fish (instead of: The whale is a mammal). 

They did not know that ‘the house’ in (1) and ‘the screen’ in (2) are definite because they refer to 

the speaker’s house and the screen of the TV mentioned. ‘The screen’ is used as a result of the 
unique relationship between a TV and a screen. That is, a TV has a screen, whereas ‘the whale’ 

in (3) is definite generic because it refers to the whole class of whales. 

METHODOLOGY 

The aim of the study 

This study aim is to find out the effectiveness of cognitive lessons on the acquisition of by 
students at BVU. 

The research questions 

In order to achieve the aim of the study, the research questions below will be addressed. 

a. What kind of errors do students in two groups make before the treatment? In terms of 
using ‘the’, do errors in using the generic ‘the’ outnumber those in using the definite 
‘the’?  

b. Do the experimental group significances outperform the control group after treatment? 

c. What are the aspects of English articles that the experimental group outperforms the 
control group? Do they significances outperform the control group in using generic 
“the” and definite “the”? 
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Subjects 

The sample, students were 80 selected randomly to take part in this research. The fourty were for 
each group. 

Instruments 

A questionnaire, a pretest, and a post-test were used to collect and analyze the necessary data for 
the research. 

RESULTS 

Research question 1: What kind of errors do students in two groups make before the treatment? 
In terms of using ‘the’, do errors in using the generic ‘the’ outnumber those in using the definite 
‘the’?  

Among the three errors found in the two groups (experimental and control), the errors in using 

‘the’ stood out ( x = 0.59). Then came the errors in using indefinite articles A/an ( x = 0.53), 

and finally those in using the Zero article ( x  = 0.51). (Refer to graph 1.) 

 

Graph 1: Errors in using the three articles: The, A/an, Zero. 

Although the information from the standard deviation did reveal that students consistently had 
problems in using article ‘the’ (SD = .103), it is interesting to note that some students had no 

knowledge of using article Zero (SD= .225) if a comparison was made with the other standard 
deviations. (Please refer to table 1). The dispersion of the errors found based on the mean score 
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of the errors in using article ‘zero’ was not as consistent as what was found with those in using 

article ‘the’. This suggests that, although there were students who did not make any errors in 

using ‘zero’, there were some who had full problems in using article ‘zero’. 

  The A/an Zero 

N 
Valid 80 80 80 

Missing 0 0 0 

Mean .5926 .5302 .5104 

Median .5909 .5833 .5000 

Mode .55 .58 .50 

Std. Deviation .10341 .16941 .22555 

 

Table 1: Pretest: Descriptive statistics of the errors in using the  
three articles (The, A/an, Zero) 

From the major errors of article use, it was noticed that students had more problems in using 
‘the.’ A further investigation into the problem of using ‘the’ revealed that students had more 
problems in using definite ‘the’ than generic ‘the’. While the two groups’ score in using definite 

‘the’ was .391, their score in using generic ‘the’ was .435. Nevertheless, the information from the 

standard deviation suggests that the students’ performance, compared with that of definite ‘the’ 

(SD=.140) was not consistent when using generic ‘the’ (SD = .188). Although students could get 

high scores in using generic ‘the,’ many of them got zero scores if we considered the range of the 

scores. 
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 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

Mean pretest (definite 
the) 80 .07 .71 .3911 .14011 

Mean pretest (generic 
the) 80 .00 .88 .4359 .18868 

Valid N (list wise) 80     

 

Table 2: Descriptive statistics of the errors in using ‘the’ 

Research question 2: Do experimental group significances outperform the control group after 
treatment? 

To test the hypothesis whether or not the experimental group significantly outperformed the 
control group as a result of the treatment of cognitive lessons, an independent t-test was 
performed.  

Before the t-test was performed, we tested the assumption of homogeneity of variance. As such, 
Levene’s test for equality of variances (i.e. a form of F test) was used. For the dependent variable 

of post-test mean, an F-ratio of 2.216 with a probability of .141 was produced (table 3). Since the 
probability exceeded the alpha level of .05, we failed to reject the null hypothesis that the 
variances were different and maintained the assumption of homogeneity.  

Based on the assumption maintained, we examined the results of the t-test for equal variances. 
The t-value was -2.212, based on 78 degrees of freedom (df). The 2-tailed probability of the t-
test was .030, which suggests that differences between the two groups could occur by chance 
was up to about 3 times in 100, which was lower than the alpha level established (5 times in 
100). Therefore, the mean difference must happen less than 3 times in 100 for us to reject the 
null hypothesis and conclude that the group means are truly different. This confirms the 
hypothesis that the experimental group significantly outperformed the control.  

Indeed, the results after the treatment showed that cognitive lessons proved useful in helping 
learners acquire the English articles if a comparison is made with the pre-test results. From the 
results of the pre-test, it was found that the two groups were not different from each other 
because the probability of the t-test (sig.= .926) was higher than  the alpha level established (p < 
.05). We could not reject the null hypothesis that the two groups were not different from each 
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other. This demonstrates that the two groups were on an equal basis before the treatment was 
administered. 

  
Levene’s Test 

for Equality of 
variances 

T-test for Equality of Means 

  F Sig. t Sig. Df Mean 
difference 

Std. Error 
difference 

Pretest 
Mean 

Equal 
variances 
assumed 

.063 .802 .094 .926 78 .001 .020 

Post-
test 

Mean 

Equal 
variances 
assumed 

2.216 .141 -2.212 .030 78 -.057 
.026 

 

 

Table 3:Independent Samples Test for equality of means 

Research question 3: What are the aspects of English articles that the experimental group 
outperforms the control group? Do they significances outperform the control group in using 
generic ‘the’ and definite ‘the’? 

Since the aim of this study was to find out the effectiveness of cognitive lessons on improving 
students’ use of generic ‘the’ and definite ‘the’, we carried out another independent t-test to find 
out whether or not there was a difference in two groups’ scores related to the use of generic ‘the’ 

and definite ‘the’. The results from the post-test revealed that there was a significant difference 
(sig.= .009) between the experimental and control groups in using definite ‘the’, but not with 

generic ‘the’ (sig.= .166). (Please refer to table 4) 

As far as generic ‘the’ is concerned, the mean score achieved by the control group was .656, and 
that gained by the experimental group was .712. With reference to definite ‘the’, the mean score 

acquired by the control group was .612, and that achieved by the experimental was .698. The 
reason why there was no significant difference between two groups with regard to the use of 
generic ‘the’ might lie in the fact that, although the mean score of the experimental group (.712) 

was higher than that of the control (.656), there was a lack of consistency in the scores in the 
experimental group as revealed by the standard deviation (SD= .194), as compared with that of 
the control (SD= .164). (Please refer to table 4). 
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Mean 
Posttest 

 
Levene’s Test for 

Equality of 
variances 

T-test for Equality of Means 

 F Sig. t Df Sig. Mean 
difference 

Std. Error 
difference 

Generic 
the 

Equal 
variances 
assumed 

1.554 .216 -
1.397 78 .166 -.056 .040 

Definite 
the 

Equal 
variances 
assumed 

1.297 .258 -
2.697 78 .009 -.085 

.031 

 

 

Posttest Groups N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 

Generic the 
Control 40 .6563 .16445 .02600 

Experimental 40 .7125 .19447 .03075 

Definite the 
Control 40 .6125 .16489 .02607 

Experimental 40 .6982 .11493 .01817 
 

Table 4:Independent Samples Test for equality of means 

From the analysis of the data, the following issues were found. 
1. Before the treatment, students in the two groups had more problems in using definite 

‘the’, as compared with articles A/an, and Zero. 
2. The experimental group significantly outperformed the control group in the post-test. 

This confirms the hypothesis established.  
3. Cognitive lessons improved the experimental group’s performance in using definite 

‘the’. This does not confirm the hypothesis that cognitive lessons would improve the 

experimental group’s performance in using generic ‘the’.  

DISCUSSIONS 

The results from this study confirmed those reported by Nguyen Thu in his study in 2005.  As far 
as the errors between the two groups were concerned, based on the fact that there were no 
significant differences between the two groups in their pre-test (Please refer to table 3) 
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because the mean scores of the two groups were similar in sig. > .05. We also investigated the 
kinds of article errors that stood out, the results showed that students had more problems with 

using the definite article ‘the’ ( x = 0.59) compared with ‘zero’ ( x = 0.51) and with ‘a/an’ (

x  = 0.53). To interpret these facts, we rely on Nguyen Thu’s comments (2005) on this issue. 

Firstly, he has stated that “since ‘the’ is used with all kinds of nouns (i.e. singular, count, and 
non-count) in English, the problem is that students may not be able to determine whether a 
nominal refers to an instance as uniquely identified or to a type as a unique instance.” 

Secondly, he also says that “a unique type (definite article used in generic sense) is very 

difficult for the Vietnamese learners because students could recognize that the noun is used in 
a general sense and use a ‘null article’ as in Vietnamese. In a sentence such as “_____ lion is 

becoming extinct”, students may doubt between ‘null’, ‘the’ and ‘a’, all three of which can be 
used for generic sense, but not in the same type of context.” Finally, “the difference between 

English and Vietnamese is also a factor that contributes to the problem. Nguyen Thu explained 
that while English uses ‘the’, Vietnamese uses ‘null’ to mark definiteness.” 

With reference to the fact that the cognitive lessons did significantly improve the scores of the 
students in the experimental group, some possible explanations may be proposed as follows.  

The cognitive lessons offered only a few principles to explain many uses of the articles (Nguyen 
Thu, 2005: 180). In the cognitive grammar-based instruction, the teacher helped students 
distinguish definite ‘the’ and generic ‘the’ by using only four steps:  

(1) the only one in our world (general world or immediate surroundings), (2) the only one that 
can be meant in the immediate context (text or conversation), (3) the only one that can be 
logically meant, and (4) a class as a whole is referred to (this is also called a generic sense). 
Although the notions found in each of the four steps had been explained adequately and 
consciously before the students did exercises, as likewise performed in the control group when 
the uses of the articles were introduced, the differences lie in the nature in which the rules 
were formulated.  

In the control group, students had to remember different rules of uses without getting any idea 
of a system. In the experimental group, by contrast, the cognitive rules did provide a kind of 
schema for students to grasp. The schema of discourse as elaborated as environment or 
context defined those attributes of the definite article through the two ‘parameters’: definite 

and generic.  

The cognitive lessons, besides the ability of reducing descriptions of multiple uses into 
principles for ease of retention, did bring forth a basis for students to retain the information 
inputted, which lies much in the nature of the conceptual system. That is categorization. 
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According to Evans and Green (2006:248), the ability to perceive similarities and differences 
between entities “relies upon and gives rise to concepts.” In many traditional grammar books, 

the two categories ‘definite’ and ‘generic’ with different uses are treated on an equal basis. 

The students may find it hard to perceive similarities or differences between the uses and find 
it hard to find out differences between generic ‘the’ and definite ‘the’. In cognitive lessons, by 

contrast, students are exposed to two concepts at the same time. Each category is surrounded 
by related concepts. This should give students a chance to conceptualize the use of the definite 
article ‘the’ easily through detecting the differences of the concepts given rise from the two 

categories – definite and generic - described. This reflects what Langacker (1987) outlines: 
“language is an integral part of cognition as a whole, rather than a separate and unique 

faculty” (cited in Kristiansen et al. 2006: 306) 

Besides, the findings also revealed that the students in the experimental group mastered the use 
of the generic ‘the’ better than that of the definite ‘the’ (table 4). It might be that the rule of how 

to use generic ‘the’ is easier for students to remember than that related to how to use definite 

‘the’. In the cognitive lessons prescribed in the treatment, the use of generic ‘the’ was expressed 

as a unique rule (e.g. when a class as a whole is referred to), whereas definite ‘the’ had more than 

one rule for them to remember. This fact might suggest that students still need more time to 
‘digest’ the concepts related to the category of the definite ‘the’. 

To sum up, the cognitive lessons did provide some kinds of rules of thumb, being different 
from those found in traditional grammar books such as “first mention, use ‘a’, second 

mention, use ‘the’.” These rules have minimized the students’ load to remember too many 

intricate rules. The rules help incite the process of categorizing the concepts which is 
important for students to retain the information inputted.  

CONCLUSIONS 

The results suggest that the approach used in the current traditional books is still restricted to 
teaching students acquire the use of definite ‘the’ and generic ‘the’, so cognitive lessons can be 
applied in teaching the English article system, especially in acquiring the use of definite ‘the’ and 
generic ‘the’ for students. However, it is also necessary for teachers who have a purpose of 
teaching the English article choose the suitable and adequate in both easy theories and simple 
language use from nouns or noun phrases to sentences or contexts referred in cognitive lessons 
because the English article is too difficult for students to acquire well if we do not provide rules 
and principles of linguistic system development from easy to complex ways such as we use a 
flow chart which is kept as general and simple as possible so that we can go from the most 
general principles and prototypical cases to less frequent cases. Moreover, teachers also need to 
know that students have to be aware of the principles that cause the differences in meaning in 
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using the definite ‘the’ and the generic ‘the’ because the use of English articles may be lie in a 

speaker’s choice. 

The researcher believes that students will always encounter with difficulties of the English article 
system, especially the use of the definite ‘the’ and the generic ‘the’ they have more difficulties. 

Hence, the need of teaching the students to acquire well the definite ‘the’ and the generic ‘the’ is 

a great importance. And it is also necessary for students to understand exactly what people say or 
write when they use the English articles as well as the students can apply them in communication 
with others is real important. 

IMPLICATIONS 

The first, cognitive lessons may help students understand English article ‘the’ and remember 

rules easily, and may help students differentiate the two notions ‘genericity’ and ‘definiteness’. 

Personal observations have revealed that students are often confused with such a description as 
“use ‘the’ when the noun refers to something definite”. The reason is that the students cannot 

determine the scope of definiteness or understand this meaning (i.e. definiteness) of the term 
‘definiteness’, so teachers may modify academic texts to provide comprehensible input and focus 

on the meaning, and remember that students acquire language in only one-way – by 
understanding messages or by receiving comprehensible input, Krashen (1985). In 
“Comprehensible input process” students have to be gone through the silent period before 

students can do themselves. 

The second, it is necessary to assist students in understanding the notion of count ability before 
introducing them to the notion of definiteness and genericity, and we give students general 
principles “first, students are told that English has two general classes of nouns: common nouns 
and proper nouns. Students are told that the first step is to decide whether a common noun is 
used in a definite sense or not. If so, the noun requires ‘the’.  If not, the noun requires ‘a/(n)’ if it 
is a singular count noun and ‘zero’ if it is not a singular count noun. Final, whether it is a proper 
noun or not? (Proper nouns usually do not have a definite article, but there are some 
exceptions.)” Nguyen Thu (2005:163) 

Last but not least, categorizations and tasks should be presented so that students can distinguish 
the definite ‘the’ from the generic ‘the’.  

It is hoped that the author’s findings and implications through the research could help teachers of 

English, especially those who are interested in improving students to master definite ‘the’ and 

generic ‘the’ feel satisfied with cognitive grammar. 

 



International Journal of Social Science and Economic Research  

ISSN: 2455-8834 

Volume:01, Issue:07 

 

www.ijsser.org                             Copyright © IJSSER 2016, All right reserved Page 916 

 

REFERENCES 

Carlson (1995). The Generic Book. The University Chicago Press.  

Christophersen. (1939). The Articles: A Study of Their Theory and Use in English. Copenhagen: 
Einar Munksgaard. 

Fauconnier (1985). mental spaces: aspects of meaning construction in natural language. 
Cambridge University Press. 

Heim (1982). The semantics of definite and indefinite noun phrase. Amherst, MA: University 
of Massachusetts doctoral dissertation. 

Hawkins (1978). Definiteness and indefiniteness: a study in reference and grammaticality 
prediction. London: Croom Helm.   

Nguyen Thu (2005). Vietnamese learners mastering English articles. Ph.D. thesis, University of 
Groningen. 

Taylor. (2002). Cognitive grammar. Oxford textbooks in linguistics. 

Krashen (1985). The input hypothesis. Issues and Implications. New York: Longman. 

Krifka, Manfred, et al. (1995). Genericity: An introduction. In: Gregory N. Carlson and 
Francis Jeffry Pelletier (eds.), The Generic Book, 1–124. Chicago IL: The 
University of Chicago Press. 

Kristiansen, G., M. Achard, R. Dirven, F. J. Ruiz de Mendoza Ibanez (eds.) (2006).  Cognitive 
Linguistics: Current Applications and Future Perspectives. Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter.   

Lawler (1973). Generictoa fault. In P. M. Peranteau, J.L. Levi and G.D. Phares (Eds.), Papers 
from the eighth regional meeting of the Chicago Linguistic Society, 247 258. Chicago: 
Chicago Linguistic Society. 

Leslie (2007). Generics and the structure of the  mind. Philosophical Perspectives, 21 (1). 

Lyons (1999). Definiteness. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  

Master (1987). Across-linguistic inter language analysis of the acquisition of the English article 
system. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, UCLA. 

Master (1987). A cross-linguistic inter language analysis of the acquisition  



International Journal of Social Science and Economic Research  

ISSN: 2455-8834 

Volume:01, Issue:07 

 

www.ijsser.org                             Copyright © IJSSER 2016, All right reserved Page 917 

 

of the English article system. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, UCLA.   

Master (1990). ‘Teaching the English articles as a binary system’, TESOL Quarterly, 24 (3), 
461-78. 

Ojeda, Almerindo (1991). Definite Descriptions and Definite Generics. Linguistics and 
Philosophy 14: 367-397. 

Pérez-Leroux, A., Munn, A., Schmitt, C. and DeIrish, M. (2004). Learning definite determiners: 
Genericity and definiteness in English and Spanish. In BUCLD 28 Proceedings 
Supplement, A. Brugos, L. Micciulla and C. Smith (eds). Available at. 

Prasada, S., & Dillingham, E. (2006). Principled and statistical connections in common sense 
conception. Cognition, 99 (1). 

Radden (2007). Cognitive English grammar.Vol.2. Hamburg: University of Hamburg.  

Russell(1905).‘On Denoting’. Mind,14,479-93. 

Strawson (1950). ‘On Referring’. In The Philosophy of Language, 1996, ed. A. P. Martinich, 
215-230. New York: Oxford University Press. 

Thomas (1989).‘The acquisition of English articles by first- and second- language learners .’In 
Applied Psycholinguistics,10,335-355. 

Evans & Green (2006). Cognitive Linguistics: An Introduction. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University 
Press. 


