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Foreword to Spring 2008, Volume 3 Issue 1 

 

 

For the first edition of the Linguistics Journal for 2008 we are pleased to present six 

articles. Congratulations to all the authors whose papers have been accepted. Two additional 

Associate Editors, Katalin Egri Ku-Mesu and Jeanette Sakel, have been appointed to supervise 

submissions. The number of editors reviewing papers has been increasing as well. We would 

like to thank all reviewers, editors, proofreaders and authors for their valuable contributions. A 

special thank goes to the Associate Editor Steve Walsh who is moving on. We wish him all the 

best. 

   The first contribution comes from Mari Lehtinen, University of Helsinki (Finland).The study 

shows that similar kinds of modal implications are conveyed both in French and in Finnish via 

stylised intonation contours consisting of pitch rises. The author presents the so-called figure of 

familiarity of Finnish, including only one pitch rise, and the French undulating figure, 

consisting of several pitch rises, and points out how different the shapes of the phenomena are. 

This investigation falls within the scope of conversation analysis, and makes use of an 

interaction-based perspective. The author regards Gumperz’s contextualisation theory as central 

for this paper, as, according to Gumperz (Gumperz 1982, 1992), speakers construct a context 

for their utterances with the help of different contextualisation cues, such as prosodic cues, gaze 

direction, gestures, mimics, and postures. The author draws on Finnish data that comes from 

large collections of everyday and institutional interaction consisting of both phone calls and 

face-to-face interaction. The French data, in turn, comes from six radio broadcasts transmitted 

by different French radio stations. Finally, the author raises the question of the universality of 

the functions of certain melodic features as the similarities concerning the uses of certain pitch 

contours in these two unrelated languages, French and Finnish, cannot be explained by their 

common origins.  

   Yasunari Fujii from Tokyo Denki University (Japan), investigates the passive voice in 

scientific writing in Japanese-to-English translations in the second paper of this volume. This 

paper is in line with English grammarians, such as Maimon et al. (1981, p. 219) who suggest 
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that science writing should convey factual information in an objective tone without heavy 

reliance on the passive voice, but the author argues that the passive voice does have its specific 

uses in science writing, such as in experiments. The author looked at the writing of 207 

Japanese undergraduate students, all science or engineering majors. He points out that English 

speakers might choose the passive voice for stylistic reasons to call attention to an action or 

resulting actions rather than an agent. In Japanese, the passive is not as widely used for these 

reasons as the subject is often omitted unless the agent needs to be explicitly identified in the 

context. This study confirms that language teachers are not translators and that language 

teaching and translation are vastly different professions. Based on an exploration of the 

frequency and types of potential problems involving active/passive voice constructions in 

Japanese-English translation of a set of specialised scientific texts, the article discusses 

pedagogical strategies designed to enhance translation training. 

   The third paper comes from Mahboobeh Morshedian, Allamah Tabataba'i University (Iran).  

The author looks at lexical attrition/retention among Iranian EFL learners who haven’t been 

using English for three months. The particular emphasis is here on the impact of initial 

proficiency level on the attrition/retention of productive vs. receptive word knowledge of 

learned nouns. He compares the results of the receptive/productive test, modelled on The 

Vocabulary Levels Tests (Nation 1983, 1990; Laufer & Nation 1995), taken by the learners at 

the end of their reading comprehension course, with the results of the same test taken by the 

same  participants after the summer break. In this study, the role of proficiency level was 

reaffirmed about the EFL lexical (noun) attrition, and the author argues that the difference in 

proficiency levels must be remarkable to have an effect on the L2 lexical retention. This finding 

is presented in contrast with the results of some other studies (Weltens, 1989, cited in Weltens 

& Grendel, 1993, p. 139), which show that the amount of lost knowledge seems to be 

independent of the original level of proficiency. According to the author, in most of these 

studies, the level of proficiency is described in terms of years of studying the attrition language, 

which is, at best, a crude means of operationalizing the construct. The author comes to the 

conclusion that all participants – irrespective of their initial proficiency level – retained more 

receptive word knowledge than productive word knowledge after the summer vacation.   

   The fourth paper comes from Elsa Gonzalez-Álvarez, University of Santiago de Compostela 

(Spain), and from Susana M. Doval-Suárez, University of Santiago de Compostela (Spain). In 

this paper the authors explore the acquisition of the semantic categories of at by Spanish 

advanced learners of English. The study follows the framework of Contrastive Interlanguage 
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Analysis (CIA) (Granger et al. 2001), and investigates the learner’s linguistic behaviour from 

the perspective of what semantic functions the learner uses significantly more or significantly 

less than a native speaker. The authors use a Corpus Linguistics methodology and investigate 

the data from two comparable corpora. The first corpus used, is the Spanish component of the 

International Corpus of Learner English (SPICLE), and the second corpus used, the control 

corpus, is the LOCNESS (the Louvain Corpus of Native English Essays). In summary, the 

study aims to show the usefulness of applying a cognitive model of categorisation to the 

description of the learner’s use of prepositions. Finally, the authors ask for more research to 

investigate the importance of the learners’ L1 in the process of acquisition of the semantics of 

at. 

   Weimin Zhang from Tsinghua University (China)/ Georgia State University (USA), and 

Guiling Hu from Georgia State University, present a study drawing on a quantitative analysis of 

the Collins WordBanksOnline English corpus. They investigate three patterns of the 

subjunctive mood (SM) patterns in an English as a foreign language (EFL) setting (i.e., would 

rather, had hoped, and it’s time). The authors show that the occurrences and frequency of the 

three patterns are not very high in the corpora, but some sub-patterns even have a very low 

frequency in the corpora—for example, it’s about time (2.2 per million), would sooner (0.7 per 

million), and would just as soon (0.4 per million). The authors argue that whatever should be 

tested also needs to be based on corpora of authentic language, as it may otherwise mislead 

EFL teaching and learning. In summary, this study implies that it is time for Chinese EFL 

educators and material developers to reconsider grammar instruction from a corpus-based 

perspective. In line with other corpus researchers (Owen, 1993; Sinclair, 1997), the authors 

agree that language teaching needs to focus on the core grammatical constructions that are 

frequently used and are based on authentic language.  

   The final paper is written by Anna Feldman from Montclair State University (USA). This 

paper explores the relationship between the tagset design and linguistic properties of inflected 

languages for the task of morphosyntactic tagging. Her study investigates a number of 

properties of Slavic (in this paper Russian, Polish, and Czech) and Romance languages (in this 

paper Spanish, Portuguese, and Catalan) quantitatively. She presents the problem of tagset 

design as particularly important for highly inflected languages, such as Russian, Czech, Polish, 

Portuguese, and Spanish. One of the questions presented in this paper is whether all syntactic 

variations, realized in theses languages by means of morphological affixes, should be 

represented in the tagset. The author points out that an interesting result of the investigation 
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supports the existence of a relatively fixed order of syntactic constituents in so-called“free 

word order” languages and provides an additional argument in favour of using the n-gram 

techniques for tagging theses languages.           

             

Andrea Milde, PhD 
Associate Editor 
The Linguistics Journal 
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Downgrading the Importance of What Is Said via Prosodic Cues: 

A Comparative Perspective on the Use  

of Stylised Intonation Contours in French and in Finnish 

 

 

Mari Lehtinen    

University of Helsinki, Finland 
 
 
 

Bioprofile: 
Mari Lehtinen currently works as a researcher and an instructor at the Department of Romance 
Languages of the University of Helsinki (Finland). So far, she has published eight scientific 
articles and presented 15 conference papers. She is also one of the five editors of SKY Journal 
of Linguistics, a refereed general linguistic journal published by The Linguistic Association of 
Finland.  Originally a teacher of French and Philosophy, she used to work as a schoolteacher 
before entering the academic world.  
 
 
Abstract: 
The aim of this article is to provide an overview of the results of a comparative study 
concerning the use of certain intonation contours in French and in Finnish. More precisely, I 
point out that certain prosodic features are used to convey similar kinds of modal implications 
in these two fundamentally different languages. Acoustically, the contours under consideration 
consist of one or several pitch rises. Concerning their uses, the most essential feature is that 
they are both typically used to index a poor information value. Methodologically, the work falls 
within the scope of conversation analysis (CA).  
  
 
 
Keywords: Prosody, Intonation, Intonation patterns, Conversation Analysis, Pitch rises 
 
 
1. Introduction  

 
The aim of this article1  is to provide an overview of the results of a comparative study 

concerning the use of certain intonation contours in French and in Finnish. My previous works 

have been mainly focused on marked intonation contours in French radio broadcasts (Lehtinen, 

2005, 2006a, 2007, in press). In this article, I will compare some of my own findings with those 

                                                 
1 The article is based on a conference paper presented at the International Conference on Conversation Analysis 

(ICCA06) in Helsinki in May 2006.                                                                                                            
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of Ogden, Hakulinen, and Tainio (2004) concerning a stylised intonation contour of Finnish. 

More precisely, I point out certain similarities of forms and functions that seem to exist 

between a prosodic phenomenon of French that I have chosen to call the “undulating figure” 

(Lehtinen, 2005) and the so-called figure of familiarity of Finnish (Ogden, Hakulinen, & Tainio, 

2004).  

   My focus is on the comparison of the overall shapes and the most common uses of the 

prosodic figures under consideration. The phenomena are mainly examined from an interaction-

based viewpoint within the framework of conversation analysis (CA). As already mentioned, 

the remarks concerning the Finnish contour are based on Ogden, Hakulinen, and Tainio (2004). 

The data used by the authors comes from large collections of everyday and institutional 

interaction consisting of both phone calls and face-to-face interaction. The French data,2 in turn, 

come from six radio broadcasts transmitted by different French radio stations between 1948 and 

1973. The speakers of the broadcasts are famous French 20th–century philosophers: Jean-Paul 

Sartre, Albert Camus, Michel Foucault, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, and Gaston Bachelard. The 

total duration of the recordings is 2hr 42min 32s.3   

    Obviously, it can be maintained that the different natures of the Finnish and the French data 

of this study in a way reduce the relevance of the comparison that is being made here. However, 

as the aim of this paper consists of pointing out certain similar features between two specific 

phenomena of French and Finnish that have already been objects of previous studies, the 

problem concerning the different natures of the data cannot really be taken into consideration 

here. Also, I think this difference should not be seen only as a disadvantage but also as a 

positive factor. Indeed, the fact that the similar features between the phenomena presented in 

this paper cannot be found only in two very different languages, but also in rather different data, 

constitutes, in a way, an interesting addition to the study.4 

 

 

 

                                                 
2 This data has been chosen here because it corresponds to the one studied within the framework of Lehtinen 

(2005) that constitutes the main source for the French phenomenon presented in this paper (cf. also Lehtinen 2006a, 

2007, in press). 
3 The number of words included in the data is not indicated here because the information does not seem relevant 

considering the methodological framework and the object of the study (also, a “word” does not really constitute an 

essential unit in this work). 
4 Cf. also O’Keeffe (2006) and Gregori-Signes (2000) for research on pseudo-conversational styles in radio and 

TV discourse. 
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2. Background 

Stylised intonation contours constitute salient features of speech. The saliency of these 

phenomena comes from their highly melodious sound, created through abrupt pitch changes 

(Bolinger, 1985). The pitch movements constitute melodic “skips” rather than “glides” 

(Bolinger, 1985) which makes them more akin to singing than to “normal,” unmarked speech 

(Ogden, Hakulinen, & Tainio, 2004: 299). As a matter of fact, the different natures of the 

melodies of music and speech were studied already by Passy (1890). The author (1890, p. 68; 

cited by Léon, 1992, p. 124) points out that where the pitch level typically stays stable during 

the production of each syllable when singing, the melody of speech typically consists of 

insensible glides from one “note” to another.  

   Even if Passy (1890) already suggested that sizes of melodic intervals should be taken into 

account in intonation studies, Pike (1945) was the first to formalise this idea with his four-level 

scale. Pike (1945) also started discussion about the forms and functions of stylised intonation 

patterns. Later, the different forms of stylisations and their functions in interaction were studied 

by a number of authors (e.g., Goodwin, 1996; Flowe, 2002; Szczepek, 2003). Several works 

have focused on the “calling contour” of English (e.g., Ladd, 1978, 1996). In French, similar 

phenomena (called intonation clichés) have been studied, primarily by I. Fónagy, Bérard, and J. 

Fónagy (1983). According to Di Cristo (1998, p. 215), intonation clichés “constitute 

stereotyped pitch patterns used by speakers belonging to the same linguistic community in 

particular situations” and they are “mainly characterised by a high degree of melodicity and 

syllable pitch stability.” An interactional perspective has so far been adopted only in a few 

studies focused on French prosody; rhythmic scansions of French have, however, been recently 

studied from an interaction-based viewpoint by Simon and Grobet (2005).  

     

3. Methods  

As already mentioned, the work falls within the scope of conversation analysis 5  (Sacks, 

Schegloff, & Jefferson, 1974; Hakulinen, 1997, 2000; Raevaara, 1997; Seppänen, 1997a, 

1997b; etc.), due to which the phenomena are mainly examined from an interaction-based 

perspective (Couper-Kuhlen & Selting, 1996, 2001; Auer, Couper-Kuhlen, & Müller, 1999; 

Ford & Couper-Kuhlen, 2004; etc.).  

   The contextualisation theory of  Gumperz (Gumperz, 1982, 1992; Auer, 1992, 1995) has a 

central role in my work: According to Gumperz, speakers construct a context for their 

utterances with the help of different contextualisation cues. Prosodic features belong to these 

                                                 
5 Shortened CA. 
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cues among which the author also mentions gaze direction, gestures, mimics, and postures. 

These features contribute to the creation of an interpretational framework (Goffman, 1974) for 

what is being said; that is to say, they constitute conversational signs referring to the proper 

context6 in which the verbal message is to be understood. I consider that the marked intonation 

contours presented in this article constitute contextualisation cues as the concept is described 

above. 

   The findings of the study are naturally also related to the results of a number of prosodic 

studies of French (Morel & Danon-Boileau, 1998; Di Cristo, 1998; Simon & Grobet, 2005; 

Sten, 1962; Fónagy, et al., 1983; Léon, 1992; Mertens, 1987; Pasdeloup, 1991; Barbosa, 1994, 

etc.) and Finnish (Iivonen, 1998; Välimaa-Blum, 1993). 

   The occurrences of the prosodic figures have been isolated from the data by auditory analysis; 

in accordance with the interaction-based viewpoint, the occurrences of the phenomena are 

relevant for the study only if they are clearly perceptible through listening. After the auditory 

selection, the instances have been acoustically analysed with the help of the speech analysis 

program Praat 7  (Boersma & Weenink, 2004–2007). The transcriptions are based on the 

conventions used within CA.8 A list of signs can be found at the end of the article.      

   

4. Finnish: “Figure of Familiarity”  

This section will provide a brief presentation of the typical form (4.1) and the functions (4.2) of 

the so-called figure of familiarity of Finnish.9 An example illustrating the phenomenon will also 

be given (4.3). 

 

4.1. Overall shape of the figure of familiarity 

The overall shape of the figure consists of three tones: Low (L), High (H) and Mid (M). 

According to Ogden, Hakulinen, and Tainio (2004), the figure typically extends over two 

lexical items, though the number of the items can also be more or less than two. The standard 

shape of the figure could be sketched out as follows:  

                                                 
6 For a definition of the term context, see Duranti & Goodwin, 1992.    
7 Versions 4.2.17–4.6.31. 
8 Some signs necessary for the description of certain relevant prosodic features have been added to the commonly 

used CA conventions. Even if the use of this kind of transcription conventions constitutes an atypical choice in 

studies of French prosody, I find this choice necessary and justified by the methodological framework of the work.   
9 The part devoted to Finnish is mainly based on previous studies carried out by other researchers and it is given 

here as a kind of point of comparison for the discussion concerning the phenomenon of French (cf. 5). For this 

reason, this part is deliberately presented more briefly than the one devoted to French.     
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L                          H                         M 

          [first syllable] ([  ]) [last syllable]     [first syllable] ([…])         

          {                  first foot                  }     {      second foot     } 

          Schema 1: Standard shape of the figure of familiarity of Finnish  

 

    As can be seen in Schema 1, the three tones typically constitute an alignment in which: 1) a 

low tone is first carried by the first syllable in the first foot, 2) then the last syllable of the first 

foot is assigned a high tone, and 3) at the end, the first syllable in the next foot is assigned a 

mid tone. As feet in Finnish are left-headed (that is to say, the first syllable of a foot is the 

strong one), the low and the mid tones of the figure typically fall on strong syllables, whereas 

the high tone is carried by a weak syllable. The salience of the figure comes from the fact that 

most stressed syllables carry a high tone in Finnish, whereas this stylised pattern consists of a 

combination in which a low tone and a mid tone are carried by stressed syllables and a high 

tone by an unstressed syllable.  

    The sizes of the pitch movements produced during the upsteps and downsteps are variable 

(Ogden, Hakulinen, & Tainio, 2004, pp. 302–303): the span between L and H tones varies 

between 2 and 9 semitones10 (mean upstep: 5 st) and the span between H and M tones can be as 

small as 1 st or as high as 9 st (mean downstep: 3 st). The degrees of the movements thus do not 

seem to be essential, but the saliency of the figure rather seems to be created through the 

location of the pitch accents (L-H-M) in relation to the metrical structure of Finnish. 

    The basic pattern also has a variant (Ogden, Hakulinen, & Tainio, 2004, p. 302) in which 

there are two high tones instead of just one. The second H tone is in these cases aligned with 

the first syllable of the next foot, which gives the structure: 

 

            L                            H                         H                        M 

  [first syllable] ([  ]) [last syllable] [first syllable] ([   ])  [first syllable] […]          

 {                  first foot                  } {      second foot     } {third foot            } 

          Schema 2: Variant on the basic pattern of the figure of familiarity  

   

The pitch of the second H tone is similar to the first one: the span between the two normally is 

around ±1 st. The M tone is clearly lower in pitch than either of the H tones and the focal accent 

of the phrase is carried by the M tone. It is important to notice that the second H tone does not 

                                                 
10 “Semitone” will be abbreviated “st”. 



 
Linguistics Journal Volume 3 Issue 1 

13

carry focal accent; normally the lexical element bearing this tone is a function word or a 

particle.     

 

4.2. Typical uses of the figure of familiarity 

Concerning the prototypical use of the figure (Ogden, Hakulinen, & Tainio, 2004, pp. 310–330), 

it is often carried by idiomatic expressions which are sequentially placed in second pair parts. 

Most often, the turn-constructional unit (TCU) containing the stylised figure is closing-

implicative. The stylised expression can be a repetition or it can constitute a paraphrase of 

something that has been said earlier, and it is also typical of the figure to occur in units which 

provide routine information (such as reports on daily routines and institutional routines). The 

common feature to all these uses is that normally the lexical contents of the stylised expression 

do not include any new information, but the expression typically refers to something that both 

speakers are assumed to know about. For this reason, the phenomenon is sometimes called the 

figure of familiarity. Often a stylisation of this kind works to downplay the importance of what 

is being said. In other words, it typically conveys that there is nothing new or noteworthy to say 

about the topic under discussion.     

 

4.3. Example of the figure of familiarity of Finnish  

The example that will follow includes two occurrences of the figure. The extract has been 

drawn from a recorded phone call between two Finnish women who know each other quite 

well.11 The participants talk about everyday things such as their dogs’ diseases and things they 

have done the same day. The transcription of the example is given below. (The explanations of 

the conventions of transcription can be found at the end of the article.) The stylisations are 

written in bold in the transcriptions. 

 

Example (1) (koirajuoruja.tel):  

01 S: ((yawning:)) Joo[pa    ]      joo.hh[hoh mä   ]     olin tänää-, 

          yeah[-CLI]    yeah   PRT  I      was  today-           

                                   yeah yeah    I was today 

 

02 V:                   [*Noh,*]        [No, mu-, ]  

           well      well but-  

                                                 
11 The recording has been provided by the Department of Finnish of the University of Helsinki. The original 

transcription was made by Jan Strandberg in 1997. 
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03 S: #G    tTähH? 

                  what  

 

04 V: Sinä olit   [tänään taas     jossain]       kauhees        xx   

           you  were  today  again somewhere terrible-INE  

                     today you were again in some terrible   

 

05 S:                  [hhhhhh            ] 

 

06 S:  [((YAWNING:)) JOO:::::,   NIIN OLIN.] hh      siellä     oli tota  

                                       yeah          PRT    was-1SG     there      were     PRT        

                                       yeah I was                               there were          

  

                                                                                           L     H          H                  

07     noin    niHHHHm   (0.8)   .mts   .hh  #eö  >sellasii<    ö    jotai     

              PRT   PRT                                          er   such-PAR    er some-PAR   

                                                                       er such er lectures                         

 

      M     

08  luentoja        mä      kuuntelin     sellasii       joku#<  ( . )  möhhm,  

          lectures-PAR  I    listened        to such-PAR some     ermh           

                           I listened  to some  er  kind  of  a  

       

09   (0.4)    tyyliin  @positiivinen  ajattelu@  luento?  

            kind of         positive       thinking   lecture             

 

10   >ja<   sitte jotain 

   and   then something            
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11 V:                                [    Aha.   ] 

                                              I see 

  

               L         H        M 

12 S:   kiertelin                 siel    *>ja<*   haastattelin   ihmisiä   […]   

      walked-1SG around  there     and       interviewed     people    

            I walked around and interviewed people        

 

13   V:                                                                                  [ Aha. ]   

             I see       

            

Both occurrences of the stylised figure are produced by the speaker S when she is telling about 

boring lectures she had been attending earlier the same day. The first occurrence (lines 7–8) is a 

variant on the basic pattern (cf. chapter 4.1). The second occurrence (line 12), in turn, 

corresponds with the standard form of the figure. The Figure 1 represents the F0 (fundamental 

frequency) curve of the occurrence on line 12. As the second occurrence (line 12) corresponds 

with the standard shape of the phenomenon, it is presented before the first one (lines 7–8), 

which is a variant. 

Time (s)
0 1.32184

-0.5417

0.6262

0

Time (s)
0 1.32184

-18

18

kier te lin siel ja haas tat te lin
kiertelin siel ja haastattelin

Time (s)
0 1.32184

 
Figure 1: F0 curve. Example 1. Basic pattern (L-H-M). 
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   In line 12, a low tone is assigned to the first syllable of the first foot ( /kier/ of the word 

/kiertelin/, ‘walked around’-1SG). As can be seen in Figure 1, the pitch stays low also during 

the production of the second syllable (/te/), after which a high tone is first carried by the last 

syllable (/lin/) of the first foot, and then a mid tone by the only syllable of the second foot /siel/ 

(‘there’), which is in this case reduced to a monosyllable from the disyllable /siellä/ (‘there’). 

The size of the pitch rise produced between the L and the H tones is in this case 9.0 st, which 

corresponds to the maximum upstep in the data of Ogden, Hakulinen, and Tainio (2004, p. 302). 

The pitch fall between the H and the M tones is slightly smaller than the preceding rise: the 

span being here 8.2 st, it is, nevertheless, nearly the size of the maximum downstep (9 st) in the 

data of Ogden, Hakulinen, and Tainio.  

 

The melodic form (F0) of the variant instance (lines 7–8) is given in Figure 2.         

Time (s)
0 1.55327

-0.5441

0.5646

0

Time (s)
0 1.55327

-18

18

eø sel la sii ø jo tai lu en to ja
eö sellasii ö jotai  luentoja

Time (s)
0 1.55446

 
Figure 2: F0 curve. Example 1. Variant on the basic pattern (L-H-H-M) 

 

   As in the basic pattern, the L tone is assigned here to the first syllable of the first foot (/sel/ of 

the word /sellasii/, ‘such’-PAR). But differently from the standard shape, this variant has two H 

tones: the first one is carried by the last syllable (/sii/) of the first foot and the second one by the 

first syllable /jo/ of the following word /jotai/ (‘some’-PAR). Where the M tone is carried by 

the first syllable of the second foot in the basic pattern, in the case of this variant the M tone 

falls on the first syllable of the third foot (/lu/ of the word /luentoja/, ‘lectures’-PAR). The size 

of the pitch rise between the L tone and the first H tone is as much as 17.2 st, which is thus 
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nearly twice as big as the maximum upstep in the data of Ogden, Hakulinen, and Tainio (2004, 

p. 302). The span between the two H tones is -0.5 st, which represents a rather typical value. 

The downstep produced between the second H tone and the M tone being as big as 13.9 st, it is 

somewhat bigger than the maximum downstep (9 st) in the data of Ogden, Hakulinen, and 

Tainio. 

    The figure of familiarity is used in a typical manner in both instances occurring in Example 1. 

The prosodic marking works here to downplay the importance of what is being said and to 

convey that the description of the lectures given by the speaker is not assumed to include 

anything new or surprising for the other speaker. The numerous indefinite pronouns, particles, 

and filled pauses as well as such obvious cues as the loud yawning in the beginning of the turn 

(line 6), also contribute to the contextualisation of what is being said as something not 

important and not too interesting. The stylised figures also seem to be closing-implicative, 

because the speaker who produces them starts a new topic soon after the end of the extract 

which is shown here. 

 

5. French: Undulating figure 

In this section, French will be the focus of my discussion. First, a brief overview of previous 

studies on marked intonation contours of French will be provided (5.1). Then, the focus will be 

on the so-called undulating figure, which will be first presented on a general level (5.2, 5.3) and 

then illustrated by three examples (5.4).  

 
5.1. Overview on previous studies 

Prosodic phenomena formally reminiscent of the figure of familiarity of Finnish have already 

been studied in French. As Fónagy et al. (1983) and Di Cristo (1998) have pointed out, a L-H-

M pattern constitutes a typical “melodic cliché” in French: a pattern consisting of a pitch rise on 

the penultimate syllable followed by a sustained tone in the mid register is typically used by 

children in phrases like /na/-/na/-/na/-/na/ to make fun of someone (Di Cristo, 1998, p. 216). 

According to Di Cristo (1998), the pattern “is also occasionally applied by adults to different 

utterances, such as Tu as perdu! (You’ve lost) or Elle est partie! (She’s gone), to convey a 

similar meaning.”  

   Di Cristo (1998) also notices that a similar pattern, with at least two slightly different variants, 

can be found in particularly highly connoted forms of French vocatives. Despite the fact that 

the uses of these French patterns apparently seem quite different from those of the figure of 

familiarity of Finnish, through a more thorough examination some similarities can also be 

found between them: I suggest that the “teasing effect” conveyed by these contours is created 
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through implications referring to common knowledge and/or experiences of the participants. 

The contents of these implications, which can be, for instance, of the type “that-is-what-I-said” 

or “you-deserved-it,” naturally carry a low information value and are presented as obvious and 

unsurprising for the person who is being addressed.    

    The acoustic form of the contour of implication of French presented by Delattre (1966, 1967) 

also has some common features with the figure of familiarity. According to Delattre, a large 

rising-falling movement on the last syllable of an utterance associated with a disaccentuation of 

preceding stressed syllables can convey different nuances depending on the syntactic structure: 

the author claims that the most common use of the contour consists of insisting on something 

that the speaker considers particularly obvious, but that in other types of structural contexts the 

pattern may have very different functions (exasperation when associated with a partial question; 

a polite invitation when associated with an imperative, etc.). Like the figure of familiarity, the 

main function of the implicative pattern also is, in a way, related to conveying a low 

information value: as the fact which is being insisted on is regarded as something obvious by 

the speaker, the contents of the utterance in question are necessarily contextualised as 

something that is already expected to be known by the interlocutor.  

    According to my own studies (Lehtinen, 2006a, in press), a pitch contour consisting of a 

sudden rising-falling pitch movement produced inside the two last syllables of an intonation 

unit also is typically related to the implication of a low information value. The phenomenon, 

which I have chosen to call the figure H–B12 (H for haut, high; B for bas, low) in my previous 

work, often occurs at the end of a TCU. In most cases, the contour is used in a closing 

implicative manner and it works to give the preceding unit an independent position with regard 

to what follows. In addition to the discourse-structuring functions carried by the figure H–B, it 

also typically conveys an implication of obviousness and of assumed consensus between the 

participants and contributes to contextualise what is said as something unsurprising and 

uninformative.  

 

5.2. Overall shape of the undulating figure 

The phenomenon that I have chosen to concentrate on in this paper is a bit more complex than 

the figure H–B and the other French contours mentioned above. Where the other patterns 

include only one pitch rise followed by a fall, this “undulating figure” (Lehtinen, 2005) consists 
                                                 
12 The letters “H” and “B” stand for the French words haut (high) and bas (low). According to my studies, the 

contour has two different variants: a “strong variant” in which the final pitch fall is larger than the preceding rise, 

and a “weak variant” in which the rise is bigger than the fall. The remarks presented here concern the so-called 

strong variant of the figure H-B (Lehtinen 2006a, in press).  
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of an undulation created through several successive upsteps and downsteps produced in a 

rhythmic manner. As the undulating figure includes several pitch rises and not just one, its 

acoustic shape is obviously somewhat different from that of the figure of familiarity. 

Nevertheless, the salient prosody is in this case, too, created through pitch rises and not through 

pitch falls, for example, which could also be the case (Lehtinen, 2007). The typical form of the 

figure could be outlined as follows (the oblique strokes /     / stand for melodic upsteps):   

 

                               /     /                  /     /                  /     /  

            […] [last syllable] […] [last syllable] […] [last syllable]  

      ((…)) (    stress group  ) (   stress group  ) (   stress group  ) ((…))   

       {                                     intonation unit                                   } 

             Schema 3: Standard shape of the undulating figure of French 

 

Typically the pitch rises constituting this type of stylisation are between three and seven in 

number. The rises are less sudden than, for example, in the case of the figure H–B. Where the 

pitch movements of the figure H-B are produced inside a syllable, the undulating figure is 

characterised by syllabic pitch stability; the increased pitch level is always carried by a whole 

syllable, which is typical of stylisations and intonation clichés in general (Ogden, Hakulinen, & 

Tainio, 2004; Bolinger, 1985; Fónagy, et al., 1983; Di Cristo, 1998).  

   Most often (but not always) the syllables carrying the pitch rises are last full syllables of 

stress groups. Often, the successive F0 movements are relatively symmetric with regard to their 

sizes and the heights of their peaks, but this is not necessarily always the case, and almost all 

instances include at least one movement which is somehow irregular compared with the others. 

As in the case of the figure of familiarity, the sizes of the pitch rises constituting the stylisation 

can be very different depending on the context: they can be as small as 3–6 st (cf. Figures 4 and 

6) or as big as 9–14 st (cf. Figures 3 and 5).  

   In many cases, the intensity level changes slightly during the production of the stylisation 

with regard to the general intensity level in the environment. The intensity can either decrease 

or increase. However, as the change typically is of the order of ±3 dB, this does not seem to be 

an essential feature either. The most systematic characteristic of the phenomenon actually 

seems to be the regular number of syllables produced between the pitch rises. The repetition of 
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remarkable pitch rises at regular intervals creates a salient rhythm, 13  evoking a kind of 

undulation, which constitutes the main characteristic of the figure.  

   Another salient and frequently occurring feature of the phenomenon is the acceleration of the 

speech rate, which is typically of the order of +3 syllables per second (s)14 (cf. Example 3), and 

can be even +5 s/s (cf. Example 2), compared with the environment. The acceleration of the 

speech rate does not, however, constitute a necessary feature (cf. Example 4). As this type of 

stylisation is strongly related to rhythmic factors, it also has certain similarities with rhythmic 

scansions (Simon and Grobet, 2005).  

 
5.3. Typical uses of the undulating figure 

Concerning the typical uses and contexts of occurrences of the undulating figure, it is 

interesting to notice that they are in many respects reminiscent of those of the figure of 

familiarity of Finnish. According to my findings (Lehtinen, 2005), this phenomenon often 

occurs in contexts in which the speaker repeats something that has been mentioned before. It is 

also used in parentheses, enumerations, and other structural units inserted into the main 

structure of the turn, and it can, for this reason, also work to prevent structural ambiguities. 

Sometimes the marked utterances constitute a kind of description of a routine, a person, or 

circumstances. The common characteristic of all these uses is that the utterances carrying the 

figure do not include any new or in some other way relevant information. From this point of 

view, this phenomenon, too, can be considered to downplay the importance of what is being 

said.   

 

5.4. Examples of the undulating figure of French 

In this section, the phenomenon under discussion will be illustrated with the help of three 

examples.  

 

5.4.1. Example 2 

The first extract has been drawn from a radio broadcast in which Michel Foucault discusses 

philosophical issues with Professor Henri Baruk. The programme was titled Raison et folie 

(Reason and madness) and it was transmitted by R.T.F. radio station in France in 1961. The 

transcription of the extract is given below.     

                                                 
13 For a description of the rhythmic characteristics of French, see Pasdeloup (1991) and Barbosa (1994). An 

interaction-based viewpoint on the speech rhythm is provided in Auer, Couper-Kuhlen, & Müller (1999), Couper-

Kuhlen (1993), and Auer (1990).       
14 “Syllables per second” will be abbreviated “s/s”. 
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Example (2) (foucault.rad): 

01 F: [...] voilà un acte qui est fou?   (0.4)   car enfin                    

                 PRE  an  act  that is crazy             because PRT  

        there you have an act that is crazy because after all  

  

02   il est tout d´ même pas norm↑al  de  manger   le   coeur de    

       it  is      however    not   normal   to   eat-INF  the  heart of    

              it is however not normal to eat the heart of  

                              

03        son            p↑ère   sous   prét↑exte  qu'il         vous   >re/fuse/                       

               DET-POS  father  PRE    pretext    that    he    you  refuses    

                        your father on the pretext that    he refuses you  

 

04  l'autorisa/tion/      d´     vous            mari/er/      avec       

        the authorization      to     REF-PRO    marry-INF   PRE        

                          the authorization to marry 

 

05   la per/sonne/    que   vous    aimez  .  < [. . .] 

          the   person          that you love-2PL                                                                                            

                    the person you love    

                

In this example, the marked unit consists of five stress groups. The last syllables of the four 

first groups carry a remarkable pitch rise. The F0 curve obtained during the production of these 

groups is given in Figure 3.  
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Time (s)
0 1.9261

-0.1175

0.1248

0

Time (s)
0 1.9261

-14

22

r fyz l t  i za sj dvu ma je a vk la psn
vous refuse l'autorisation d' vous marier avec la personne

Time (s)
0 1.9261

 
Figure 3: F0 curve. Example 2. Stylised unit 

 

The pitch movements are rather symmetric here. The sizes of the pitch rises carried by the last 

syllables of each stress group are (in the order of occurrence) 11.8 st, 11.1 st, 11.6 st, and 14.2 

st compared with the pitch levels carried by the penultimate syllables. Thus, only the last one of 

the rises is a bit bigger (2.7 st on the average) than the three others, the sizes of which vary only 

±0.7 st with regard to each other. The penultimate syllables are all produced approximately on 

the same pitch level: the span between them is only ±1.4 st. Concerning the peaks of the pitch 

rises, the variation is as much as ±4 st. The span is, however, due to the last rise (carried by the 

last syllable of the word /personne/) which is produced over 3 st higher than the others; the 

heights of the rises preceding it vary only ±0.7 st with regard to each other.  

          The pitch rises occur at regular intervals, which, as I have already said, is typical of the 

phenomenon. Each interval consists of four syllables constituting a 0.3–0.4-second-long period. 

Even if an occurrence of a pitch rise at the end of a stress group is in no way exceptional in 

French as such, a chain of pitch rises of this order occurring at short, regular intervals creates a 

highly prominent rhythm. In this case, the prosodic marking is also emphasised by an 

accelerated speech rate; in the marked unit, the speech rate is as high as 8.8 s/s,15 whereas in the 

other parts of the extract the corresponding value is only 3.6 s/s. The total duration of the 

stylisation is 2.4 seconds (including the fifth stress group (/que vous aimez/, ‘that you love’, 

                                                 
15 The findings of Morange (2005, p. 145) suggest that the mean speech rate in French is 5.0 s/s. 
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which is not shown in Figure 3). The mean intensity level during the production of the 

undulating figure is 57.8 dB, which is slightly (≈ 3 dB), though not remarkably, less than in the 

environment.  

   The prosodic marking concerns in this case a unit in which the speaker refers to something 

that has been said before in the same turn. For this reason, the information value of the unit is 

low. The prosodic marking contributes to present what is being said as something that is 

already assumed to be known. On the other hand, the prosodic figure and the repetition of the 

contents also work to emphasise the obvious nature (and the attitude of the speaker towards it 

as such) of what has been said just before the marked unit (lines 2–3); the modal effects of the 

phenomenon thus reach the lexical contents of the whole TCU, and not only the contents of the 

stylised part of it.  

   Emphasising the obvious nature of what has been said also implies in this context that the 

contents of the TCU are presented as commonly accepted facts. In other words, the speaker 

refers in his utterances to generally accepted moral values and thus makes it difficult for the 

interlocutor to present any divergent opinions on the subject; especially in a radio broadcast it 

would be rather difficult to question something which is presented as something obvious and 

generally accepted. The field of general knowledge is also referred to via lexical means: /enfin/ 

(line 1) and /tout de même/ (line 2), work in the same direction as the prosodic marking by 

indicating that the contents of the utterances are assumed to be known by the interlocutor16 and 

that differences concerning this subject are not expected to occur between the participants.  

 

 

 

5.4.2. Example 3 

The following example has been drawn from a radio interview with Jean-Paul Sartre, broadcast 

by France Inter radio station in a programme called Radioscopie in 1973.17 In this passage, the 

interviewee tells about his childhood: 

 

 

 

 
                                                 
16 The use of these lexical items is in this case reminiscent of the typical use of the Finnish clitics /-han/ and /-hän/, 

which typically index mutually known information (Hakulinen, et al., 2004, p. 797; Ogden, Hakulinen, & Tainio, 

2004, p. 319). 
17 The extract has already been treated in Lehtinen (2005).  
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Example 3   (sartre.rad): 

01 S: [ . . . ] .hhhhh >*il*  fallait  /bien/  prépa/rer/  

                                         it   needed   well   prepare-INF 

                                         it was necessary to prepare 

            

02    un gar/çon/ à un /mé/tier<  ,  (  .  )  \alors-euh\  

             a    boy    for a  profession                  so   er 

              a boy for a profession                         so er 

 

03    (0.3) mon grand-père  >j’avais  pas  d’  /père/  (  .  )  

                    my  grandfather    I    had   no   PRE father 

                    my grandfather     I didn’t have a father 

 

04    comme vous  le  sa/vez/  on  vient    de   le   /dire/< ?  

             as    you  it know-2PL   PRO comes  PRE it  say-INF 

                   as you know                      it was just said 

 

05     .hhh  mon   grand-père étant       professeur   ?   ( 0.4 ) 

                     my  grandfather  being    teacher 

                       my grandfather being a teacher 

 

06     il    était    normal    que     je        sois           professeur ,  [ . . . ] 

         it    was     normal     that    I  be-SBJ-1SG     teacher 

                    it was normal for me to be a teacher 

 

In this extract, two consecutive TCUs are marked by the undulating figure. Despite the rapid 

succession of the marked units they count as two separate occurrences. The first one of them 

(lines 1 and 2), is presented in Figure 4. 
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ilfal bj pre pa re   ga s a   met je
il fallait bien préparer un garçon à un métier

Time (s)
0 1.7868

 
Figure 4: F0 curve. Example 3. Stylised unit 1 

 

The stylisation consists in this case of four successive pitch rises. The three first rises are 

carried by the last syllables of each stress group, whereas the fourth one falls on the penultimate 

syllable of the last stress group. The sizes of the pitch movements are 6.3 st (/bien/), 4.6 st 

(/préparer/), 5.6 st (/garçon/) and 4.5 st (/métier/) with regard to the pitch level carried by the 

syllables which precede the rises. The span between the smallest and the biggest rise being only 

1.8 st, the sizes of the movements are relatively symmetric. The syllables preceding the three 

first rises are produced more or less on the same level (± 1.8 st); the last rise begins about 3 st 

higher than the others. Concerning the pitch level reached by the peaks, the span between the 

first and the third peak is only 0.5 st; the second one stays about 2.5 st lower than them and the 

fourth one, in turn, climbs 1.9 st higher than they do.   

   The intervals between the pitch rises are regular also in this case: each interval consists of two 

syllables constituting a 0.3–0.4-second-long period. As in Example 2, the speech rate is 

accelerated compared with the environment: where the mean speech rate in the environment is 

4.8 s/s, the corresponding value during the production of the stylised unit is 7.5 s/s. The mean 

intensity during the stylisation is 68.67 dB, which is slightly, but not remarkably, increased 

(+2.8 dB) with regard to the general intensity level in the environment.  

   In this context, the stylisation contributes to present the lexical contents of the marked unit 

(‘it was necessary to prepare a boy for a profession’) as something obvious. The speaker refers 

to the generally accepted state of affairs according to which it is normal that a child is prepared 
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for a profession. But at the same time, the stylisation gives the marked unit a status of 

something incontestable; as the content of the utterance is presented as something obvious, it is 

also placed within the framework of something that is not really questionable. The use of the 

prosodic marking thus seems a bit contradictory here: on the one hand, it works to downplay 

the information value of what is being said, but on the other hand it contributes to create an 

interpretational framework that is strongly restrictive.  

   The stylised utterance constitutes here a syntactic, prosodic, and semantic unit. Technically, it 

can thus be considered an independent TCU. However, due to the presence of the stylisation, 

the unit in question cannot be considered fully independent; rather it is “re-categorised”18 as a 

kind of introduction or a description of circumstances for what follows. A neutral prosody 

would have given the utterance a more autonomous position, though it would not have made it 

completely independent, because, in addition to the prosodic cues, the thematic continuity is 

obviously indicated here by the ligature /alors/ (line 2), which is a typical discourse-structuring 

element in French (Morel & Danon-Boileau, 1998, pp. 94–119). It is also interesting to notice 

that, according to Morel and Danon-Boileau (1998, p. 115), the use of the ligature /alors/ 

presupposes a consensual attitude and a convergence of opinions between participants of a 

discourse. The lexical item under consideration thus works in the same direction as the prosodic 

stylisation also on the modal plane. The discourse-structuring function of /alors/ is emphasised 

by the vocalic element /euh/ (line 2) which is associated with it (Candea, 2000; Lehtinen, 

2006b).  

   The melodic profile of the second occurrence of the figure appearing in Example 3 (lines 3–4) 

is presented in Figure 5.   

                                                 
18 A detailed theory concerning the recategorisation of the rheme with the help of intonation in French speech has 

been presented by Morel and Danon-Boileau (1998).     
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a v pad p km vul sa ve  vjd l di
j'avais pas d' père comme vous le savez on vient de le dire

Time (s)
0 1.77229

 
Figure 5: F0 curve. Example 3. Stylised unit 

 

In this case, the pitch rises are produced more progressively than in the two other instances 

presented above: even if the F0 naturally keeps increasing during the penultimate syllables, the 

bottoms of the movements are carried by the two first syllables of each stress group rather than 

by their penultimate syllables. The sizes of the rises, measured from the bottoms are (in the 

order of occurrence): 10.9 st, 12.8 st, and 9.1 st (the corresponding values measured from the 

penultimate syllables are: 10.0 st, 2.9 st, and 3.2 st). Thus, the variation between the sizes 

(measured from the bottoms) is ±3.7 st, which is rather significant as such, but the effect of 

which is partly neutralised by the relatively long mean duration of the rises (≈ 0.4 s). 

Concerning the pitch levels of the bottoms, the variation is ±3.3 st. The peaks, in turn, are more 

regular in this case than in a number of other instances: the span between the lowest and the 

highest peak is only 0.6 st.  

   The intervals between the pitch rises are very regular, though rather long: the duration of both 

intervals is 0.6 s and they consist of four syllables. The speech rate during the production of the 

marked unit being as high as 8.0 s/s, the speech rate is clearly increased compared with the 

general level (4.8 s/s) in the environment. The intensity level during the production of the 

stylisation is 69.2 dB, which is 3.3 dB more than the general intensity level in the environment.     

    In this case, the stylised unit constitutes a TCU with an anaphoric contents reference 

intercalated within the main structure of the turn. The stylisation emphasises the fact that the 

lexical contents of the marked utterance are already assumed to be known by the interlocutor; 
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as the speaker explicitly says (‘it was just said’, line 4), he is repeating something that has 

already been mentioned in the same conversation. As the utterance does not include any new 

information, its information value is obviously low. In addition to its usual modal function 

(consisting thus, here too, of ‘indexing no news’), the undulating figure also acts as a discourse-

structuring marker here: by distinguishing the intonation unit from the prosodic environment, it 

distinguishes it from the main structure of the turn and thus prevents structural ambiguities.  

   It is also interesting to notice how the figure strongly “cooperates” with the syntactic structure 

of the marked utterance: the pitch rises are carried by the last syllables of three interdependent 

clauses,19 the first one of which (/j’avais pas de père/, ‘I didn’t have a father’) is the main 

clause for the two following subordinate clauses (/comme vous le savez/, ‘as you know’, and 

/on vient de le dire/, ‘it was just said’). The subordinate clauses here constitute meta-discursive 

items; that is to say, they do not provide any information on the actual theme of the discourse 

but only explain the contents of the main clause from a co-discursive angle. The subordination 

of the second clause with regard to the first one is obviously indicated explicitly by the 

conjunction /comme/ (line 4), and the subordinate position of the third clause is made explicit 

by the pronoun /le/ (line 4) referring to the contents of the main clause. The prosodic 

“chaining” of these clauses emphasises their syntactic and semantic interdependence and, as 

already mentioned above, contributes to distinguish the structural unit they constitute from the 

main structure of the turn.  

 

5.4.3. Example 4 

In the last example, the figure is used in a similar way by Albert Camus. The extract has been 

taken from a radio broadcast in which the author reads out his famous novel,20 The Stranger 

(L’étranger). The broadcast was transmitted by R.D.F. in France in 1954. In this passage,21 the 

                                                 
19 Some spoken-language researchers may not agree on the use of such traditional grammatical terms as “main 

clause” and “subordinate clause,” but as these terms seem quite appropriate in this particular case, I allow myself 

to have recourse to them in order to illustrate the internal syntactic relationships prevailing within the utterance.       
20 Even if text readings obviously do not provide any interaction-based data, I think that it is interesting to notice 

that similar prosodic phenomena can be found in very different speech corpora. And even if text readings naturally 

do not include any interaction between several participants, radio broadcasts including literary text reading can, 

nevertheless, be very interesting for the study of prosodic contextualisation cues. After all, the whole job of the 

reader consists of interpreting textual features by prosodic cues. The same way as any speakers create a context for 

their utterances, a person reading out a novel on a radio broadcast naturally also seeks to guide the interpretational 

work done by the radio listeners. As the reader of the novel here is the author himself, this data is, in my opinion, 

particularly interesting for the study of contextualisation. 
21 The passage has already been taken up in Lehtinen (2005).  
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principal character of the novel has just lost his mother and he has gone to see his boss in order 

to ask for a couple of days off. The transcription of the extract is given below.  

 

Example (4) (camus.rad): 

01      [ . . . ]   <en    /somme/   ( . )  je     n'avais         /pas/ à  

                      PRE  sum                    I  NEG(have-IMP-1SG) not  to    

                        after all                       I didn’t have anything to    

 

02        m'excu/ser/   ?   ( 0.6 )    c'était    plutôt  À   /lui/    de  

       REF-PRO apologize-INF      it  was  rather PRE  him   PRE    

            apologize for                         he’s the one who should  

 

03       m´ présen/ter/ ses condoléances>  .  [ . . .]  

           me  express-INF    his condolences 

                have offered me his condolences                     

 

The F0 curve illustrating the melodic profile of the first sentence appearing in Example 4 (lines 

1–2) is given Figure 6. 
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 sm ( . )  na v paz a mks ky ze
en somme ( . ) je  n'avais pas à m'excuser

Time (s)
0 2.16121

 
Figure 6: F0 curve. Example 4. Sentence 1 
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In this extract, the sizes of the F0 rises produced during the production of the syllables /somme/, 

/pas/ and /ser/ are 3.3 st, 5.0 st, and 4.5 st in the order of occurrence. In the two first cases, the 

rise is clearly produced between the penultimate and the last syllables of the stress groups, 

whereas in the third case the rise is produced more progressively, during the production of the 

penultimate syllable and the beginning of the last syllable (/ser/). As can be seen in Figure 6, 

the end of the last syllable carries a remarkable pitch fall (7.6 st). The form of this contour is 

reminiscent of the “contour of implication” presented by Delattre (1966, 1967), as already 

mentioned in 4.1. (The difference between this occurrence and the definition given by Delattre 

is, however, that the preceding stressed syllables are not disaccentuated here.) The typical use 

of the contour of implication (that is to say, insisting on something that the speaker considers 

particularly obvious) also seems to be adequate here. This falling-rising contour could also be 

categorised as a figure H–B (cf. 5.1.) which typically conveys a nuance of obviousness, too 

(Lehtinen, 2006a, in press). Though the figure H–B most often is carried by the two last 

syllables of an utterance, it can also be produced inside the last syllable only. 

    Figure 7 illustrates the melodic profile of the second part, that is to say the second sentence, 

appearing in Example 4 (lines 2–3). Despite the 0.6-second-long pause (line 2) produced after 

the first sentence, the sentences are clearly linked to each other by the undulating figure they 

both carry. The continuity is also indicated by an increase of the intensity level (5.9 dB) 

produced during the last syllable of the first sentence (/ser/). 

Time (s)
0 2.70478

-0.2791

0.6034

0

Time (s)
0 2.70478

-8

14
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Time (s)
0 2.70478

 
Figure 7: F0 curve. Example 4. Sentence 2 
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In this second sentence, the first pitch rise is of the same order as the ones in the first sentence, 

whereas the second one is a bit bigger: during the production of the monosyllable /lui/, the F0 

increases 4.7 st and during the last syllable of the word /présenter/ 7.1 st with regard to the 

penultimate syllables of the corresponding stress groups. The peaks of all the five pitch rises are 

located more or less on the same level: the difference between the heights of the lowest and the 

highest peak is only ±1.5 st. Concerning the levels of the bottoms, the variation is, as usual, a 

bit more remarkable (±3.6 st). As the values given above indicate, the pitch rises occurring in 

Example 4 are not very big (mean size 4.9 st). A chain of pitch rises of this order repeated at 

regular intervals is, however, enough to create a stylised impression in the corpus under 

consideration. In fact, according to my findings, large pitch movements are less frequent in the 

data consisting of Camus’ text reading than in other corpora I have studied, consisting of more 

spontaneous radio discourses. In addition to the non-spontaneous nature of the discourse, 

another reason for this might be the general style of the novel: large pitch movements, which 

typically indicate expressivity and subjectivity (e.g., Caelen-Haumont & Bel, 2002; Morange, 

2005), would not go with the phlegmatic and inexpressive character of Meursault.      

    In the first sentence, both intervals consist of three syllables constituting a 0.5–0.6-second-

long period. The duration of the interval between the rises occurring in the second sentence is 

0.6 s. Due to the elision of the vowel /e/ in the syllable /me/ (line 3), the syllable in question 

loses its nucleus. From the rhythmical point of view, the consequence of the elision is that the 

onset of the syllable, that is to say the consonant /m/, gets associated with the preceding open 

syllable /de/ and constitutes a rhythmic unit with it. If the segments [d], [ə], and [m] are thus 

counted as only one syllable [dəm], which is rhythmically speaking the case here, the third 

interval also consists of three syllables. The speech rate is slightly, though not remarkably, 

slowed down during the production of the marked sentences (the difference is less than 0.5 s/s 

compared with the environment). The general intensity does not change considerably either 

(+0.2 dB compared with the environment). But as already mentioned above, there is a clear 

increase of intensity (+5.9 dB) indicating continuity at the end of the first sentence and, 

analogously, a decrease of intensity (-7.8 dB) indicating closure at the end of the second 

sentence, during the production of the last syllable of the word /condoléances/.    

    One of the essential functions of the undulating figure consists thus of connecting the two 

sentences which are being read out and of contributing in this manner to the internal coherence 

of the modal, semantic, and structural whole constituted by them. But the prosodic marking is 

obviously also executed with regard to the surrounding context: in other words, the stylised 

intonation distinguishes the unit in question from its environment and serves in this manner 
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certain narrative goals. In order to clear up these goals, I will continue the analysis of the 

example through presenting the text context from which the extract has been drawn (an English 

translation of the extract is also given):       

 

[...] J’ai demandé deux jours de congé à mon patron et il ne pouvait pas me les 

refuser avec une excuse pareille. Mais il n’avait pas l’air content. Je lui ai même 

dit : « Ce n’est pas de ma faute. » Il n’a pas répondu. J’ai pensé alors que je 

n’aurais pas dû lui dire cela. En somme, je n’avais pas à m’excuser. C’était 

plutôt à lui de me présenter ses condoléances. Mais il le fera sans doute après-

demain, quand il me verra en deuil. Pour le moment, c’est un peu comme si 

maman n’était pas morte. [...]   

(Camus, A. 1942 [1998]. L’étranger. Paris: Gallimard, pp. 9-10) 

 

[...] I asked my boss for two days off and there was no way he was going to refuse 

me with an excuse like that. But he wasn’t too happy about it. I even said, “It’s 

not my fault.” He didn’t say anything. Then I thought I shouldn’t have said that. 

After all, I didn’t have anything to apologize for. He’s the one who should have 

offered his condolences. But he probably will day after tomorrow, when he sees 

I’m in mourning. For now, it’s almost as if Maman weren’t dead. […] 

(Camus, A. 1942 [1989]. The Stranger. Translated by Matthew 

Ward. New York: Vintage International, p. 3) 

 

The text context highlights the modal function conveyed by the undulating figure. As the 

hypotheses concerning the typical uses of the figure suggest (cf. chapter 5.3.), in this case too, 

the stylisation works to emphasise the obvious nature of what is being said: according to 

generally adopted moral values, it seems obvious to everybody that a person who has just lost 

his mother does not need to make excuses when he asks his boss for a couple of days off, and 

that it would, indeed, be polite for the boss to offer his condolences in a situation like this. The 

marked utterances are thus contextualised within the framework of something that is generally 

known. The information value of something that is already known by everyone is obviously 

very low. But as already mentioned in the analysis of Example 3, the modal effect of the 

undulating figure is in some measure paradoxical because of the restrictive interpretational 

framework that it creates: indeed, it is difficult to question something that is assumed to be 

obvious. The constraints are however not created directly with regard to the radio listeners, but 

with regard to the fictional situation described in the novel the way it is seen and experienced 



 
Linguistics Journal Volume 3 Issue 1 

33

by the main character; as it is generally known and accepted that a person having lost his 

mother is not supposed to make excuses and that it is impolite not to offer him one’s 

condolences; the inappropriateness of the behaviour of the boss cannot be questioned…   

 

6. Conclusion 

The aim of the current article has been to show that similar kinds of modal implications are 

conveyed both in French and in Finnish via stylised intonation contours consisting of pitch rises. 

As the so-called figure of familiarity of Finnish includes only one pitch rise and the French 

undulating figure consists of several pitch rises, the shapes of the phenomena are obviously 

rather different. For this reason, the undulating figure could not be considered to be the French 

equivalent of the Finnish figure of familiarity. But as I have stated in the analyses presented 

here concerning the undulating figure as well as certain other typical pitch contours of French 

(cf. 5.1.), it seems that different intonation figures consisting of one or several pitch rises are 

also related to the implication of a low information value in French. 

 As Finnish and French descend from different mother languages (Uralic vs. Indo-

European) and basically constitute two very different languages from nearly all possible 

angles 22  (intonation, phonology, morphology, syntax, vocabulary, etc.), it is interesting to 

notice that pitch contours sharing some common features are, nevertheless, used in both 

languages for conveying certain kinds of modal implications. Indeed, the interest for comparing 

two fundamentally different languages such as French and Finnish comes precisely from the 

fact that the rare similar features that can be found between them cannot be explained by their 

common origins. In consequence, the similarities concerning the uses of certain pitch contours 

in these two unrelated languages may raise a question of the universality of the functions of 

certain melodic features (cf. also Lehtinen, in press). Obviously the scope of this paper is not 

sufficient for drawing any grand conclusions in this direction, but the remarks that have been 

presented here may give rise to more exhaustive studies to be carried out in this field in the 

future. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
22 For more information on the subject, see, for instance, Haspelmath, Dryer, Gil & Comrie (2005). 
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Conventions of transcription 

PITCH 

?           strongly rising pitch at the end of a prosodic unit  

,?          slightly        ”                            ” 

.            strongly falling pitch                ”   

,            slightly        ”                            ” 

↑           sudden pitch rise inside a prosodic unit 

↓                ”              fall                 ” 

/      /     segment produced on an increased pitch level 

\      \                  “                     a decreased            “            

 

INTENSITY AND LOUDNESS OF SPEECH  

et          syllable(s) produced on an increased intensity level 

et                 ”               “               a decreased             ”               

ET               ”               “        louder than surrounding speech 

*et*             ”               “        more quietly than surrounding speech  

 

LENGTHENINGS AND ELISIONS OF SEGMENTS 

que:      lengthening of a vowel (one colon: 1/10 s) 

tT          lengthening of a consonant (one small letter: to 1/10 s)  

qu´        elision of a vowel or a consonant (one apostrophe: one segment) 

 

SPEECH RATE 

>   <       lexical unit(s) produced more rapidly than surrounding speech  

<   >                      ”      produced slower than surrounding speech     

 

PAUSES AND BREATHINGS 

(0.4)       duration of a pause in tenths of a second  

( . )         micropause (duration 0.2 s or less) 

=             utterances produced one after another without a perceptible pause   

.h            clearly audible inhalation (one /h/ corresponds to 1/10 s)  

h.                           ”        exhalation (                      ”                         )    

.H           exceptionally clearly audible inhalation (                  ”                    ) 

H.                                    ”                    exhalation (                  ”                    )                        

.fhf         inhalation through nose (durations like above)  
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fhf.         exhalation through nose (              ”                )  

.mth        “smack” of lips in the beginning of an inhalation (           ”             )   

G            glottal stop  

 

TONES 

L low 

M mid 

H high 

 

OTHER SIGNS 

[   ]       overlap of speech  

#et#      creaky voice              

@et@   marked voice  

         relevant line in the extract 

x           unintelligible lexical unit  

[...]       turn (or a corresponding structural unit) continues or begins in the  

             middle in the examples  

 

ABBREVIATIONS23 

ADV  adverb    PRO          pronoun 

CLI   clitic    PRE  preposition 

CON  conditional   PRT  particle  

DEF-ART definite article   PTC-PAS past participle  

DET-POS possessive determinant REF-PRO reflexive pronoun 

IMP  imperfect   REL-PRO relative pronoun                      

IND-ART indefinite article  SBJ     subjunctive 

INF  infinitive   SG  singular 

NEG  negation   1  first person 

PAR  partitive   2  second person 

PL  plural    3  third person 

     

 

                                                 
23 The grammatical abbreviations are used in the glosses to explain the grammatical structure of the examples to 

readers who are not familiar with the languages that are being treated. This is a standard procedure within CA.  
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Abstract 
In scientific writing, the validity of using the passive voice has been firmly established. Use of 
the passive voice is often preferred and frequently necessary to accurately report scientific 
research results. In Japanese-to-English and English-to-Japanese translations, however, the 
issue becomes complex. Often, when the passive voice is used in a Japanese source text, the 
English translation will read better if the translation uses the active voice, and vice versa. To 
date, little research into this asymmetrical relationship between the syntactic voice in Japanese 
to English translations of scientific material has been conducted. This article reports on a 
quantitative and qualitative study of the translation of a set of specific scientific texts completed 
by Japanese university students pursuing science and engineering degrees. An analysis of the 
research results identified specific problem areas, such as complex passive constructions and 
prepositional phrases, that hinder learners’ success. This study concludes by describing 
pedagogical considerations to help learners acquire a higher level of competence in this 
particular aspect of language use. 
 
Keywords: active and passive voice, scientific text, L1-L2 translation 
 

Introduction 

The extensive use of the passive voice is one of the noticeable features of research papers and 

academic articles written in English by Japanese university students, due primarily to the fact 

that use of the passive voice in the Japanese language is pervasive. Choosing the appropriate 

voice in a given context, however, becomes a complex issue in the process of Japanese-to-

English (hereinafter referred to as “J-E”) translation due to what is known as the asymmetrical 
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relationship between the syntactic voices of these two languages. To date, this kind of linguistic 

analysis has received scant attention from scholars (Wakabayashi, 1992). Based on an 

exploration of the frequency and types of potential problems involving active/passive voice 

constructions in J-E translation of a set of specialized scientific texts, this article discusses 

pedagogical strategies designed to enhance translation training. 

 

Research Questions 

1. Will participants in this study be able to translate Japanese sentences containing, for 

example, the passive auxiliary verbs rareru to correct passive verbs in English? If not, 

what types of errors do learners commonly make? 

2. Are Japanese learners aware of the asymmetry of the syntactic voice in J-E translation? 

3. What special teaching techniques are needed to best facilitate learners’ success, while 

simultaneously helping them improve their ability to translate research works into English? 

 

Passive in Scientific Writing 
English grammarians Maimon et al. (1981, p. 219) suggest that science writing should convey 

factual information in an objective tone without heavy reliance on the passive voice. They 

claim that students too often use passive constructions to convey the impersonal tone of science 

writing. While this theory is certainly valid, the passive voice does have its specific uses in 

science writing. For example, the passive voice implies that the researcher performing the 

experiment is not as important as the experiment itself (Lunsford & Connors, 1989, p. 205; 

Swan, 1995, p. 407). Example 1 illustrates this concept. 

 

Example 1 

The following materials were used: three test tubes, six grams of iodine, and a Bunsen 

burner (McKay & Rosenthal, 1980, p. 44). 

 

Greenbaum and Quirk (1990) make a similar observation and maintain that use of the passive 

voice in scientific and technical texts demonstrates an objective involvement in the research 

without unnecessary repetition of personal pronouns such as “I” or “we.” In describing results 

and drawing conclusions, for example, use of the active voice might make the information 

appear one-sided or biased. Thus, use of the passive voice in scientific writing allows the 

researcher to stand at a distance from his or her work and to achieve an objective viewpoint. 

Use of the passive voice reflects an open mind, which is the foundation for credible scientific 

research. However, Celce-Murcia and Larsen-Freeman (1999, p. 344) report that learning when 
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to use the English passive presents the greatest long-term challenge to students who use English 

as a second language (ESL students). The next section examines specific features of passive 

constructions in English and Japanese and describes what it is that makes J-E translation 

difficult in terms of the syntactic voice. 

 

Passive Constructions 

Verbs are considered the central element in any sentence (Levin, 1993; Kageyama, 2001) and, 

accordingly, passive construction has been widely studied (Freidin, 1975; Siewierska, 1984; 

Shibatani, 1985; Postal, 1986; Fox & Hopper, 1994; Hoshi, 1999). Japanese schools use 

textbooks that introduce the English passive voice in the second year, with more information 

taught in the third year (Kumabe, 2002, p. 261). One of the major factors that makes this 

grammatical construction difficult to master is the crossover between the active and 

corresponding passive sentences. The basic structure of an English affirmative sentence follows 

the subject-verb-object (SVO) pattern, as illustrated in Example 2. 

 

Example 2 

 (S)  (V)  (O) 

 The admiral sank  the Spanish fleet. 

 

In the passive voice, this SVO order is reversed. The object occupies the subject position of the 

sentence, and the subject is placed either in an agent phrase at the end of the sentence or left out 

altogether. With the passive voice, the main verb appears in the past participle form and comes 

after some form of the verb “to be” (see Example 3). 

 

 Example 3 

(O)   (V)  (S) 

 The Spanish fleet was sunk by the admiral. 

 

Example 3 demonstrates what is called the full passive. In this example, “the Spanish fleet” 

occupies the subject position of the sentence, and the agent of the verb, “the admiral,” appears 

in a prepositional phrase at the end of the sentence. The agent, “the admiral,” can be omitted 

from the sentence, which results in a truncated passive (see Example 4). 
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Example 4 

The ship was sunk (Jackendoff, 1990, p. 179). 

 

In the theory of conceptual structure advocated by Jackendoff (1983, 1987, 1990), the sentence 

in Example 4 has an implicit agent, which is optionally expressed as an adjunct by-phrase. 

   In explaining the passive voice, a number of English grammar books (Egawa, 1991; 

Watanuki et al., 2000; Ando, 2005; Ishiguro, 2006; Iwakiri, 2006; Nakajima, 2006) start with 

illustrations of the full passive, as in Example 3, and note that the preposition “by” is used 

when (1) a person is the agent or (2) the agent is clearly identified from the context. Although 

these grammar books make clear that use of the truncated passive is more common than use of 

the full passive, the order in which the grammatical topics appear in the text may create the 

impression that the full passive is the unmarked form (Kumabe, 2002, p. 265). This is 

something that authors of grammar books must understand. 

   While it is generally understood that passives frequently appear without an agent phrase in 

English prose (Kayahara & Sasaki, 1999, p. 92; Carter & McCarthy, 2006, p. 798), motivations 

for choosing the passive are found to differ among speakers of English and Japanese. English 

speakers tend to use the passive for what might be called reasons of style rather than meaning 

(Kodani, 2002, p. 133). There are a number of reasons why such a choice might be made. 

Reference to the agent(s) may be omitted to deflect potential criticism, because it may be 

embarrassing or inappropriate to mention the agent or it may be necessary to omit such 

reference (Carter & McCarthy, 2006, p. 799). Thus, English speakers might choose the passive 

voice for stylistic reasons to call attention to an action or resulting actions rather than an agent. 

In Japanese, the passive is not as widely used for these reasons because the subject is often 

omitted unless the agent needs to be explicitly identified in the context. This brings to light that 

many Japanese transitive verbs have an intransitive equivalent that can be used in the passive 

voice (Machida, 2002, p. 116) (i.e., intransitive verbs can be made passive in Japanese, which is 

called an adversative passive). In English, only transitive verbs can be converted to the passive 

voice, and there are many transitive verbs such as “resemble” and “cost” that cannot be used in 

the passive voice. The question is whether Japanese and English are essentially different with 

respect to the passive voice. 

   Most commonly, the passive in Japanese is constructed by adding rareru to vowel stem verbs 

and reru to the imperfective form (a ending) of consonant stem verbs, as seen in Table 1. 
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Table 1: 
 Plain form (transitive 

verbs) 
Passive form 

Vowel stem verbs miru mirareru 
Consonant stem verbs kowasu kowasareru 
Irregular verbs suru 

kuru 
sareru 
korareru 

 

If rareru, traditionally defined as a passive auxiliary verb, is treated like an independent verb, it 

is then possible to think of both intransitive and transitive passive sentences as having similar 

properties. That is, in the case of an intransitive verb such as furu (to fall), for example, its 

passive form is furareru, as seen in Example 5. 

 

Example 5 

watashi wa ame ni furareta. (I got rained on.) 

 

This sentence shows that it rained and the speaker was inconvenienced by the rainfall. Thus 

rareru acts like a verb and describes an event or a person’s condition in a certain way. The 

transitive passive voice can be interpreted the same way, as seen in Example 6. 

 

Example 6 

otokonoko wa ashi wo fumareta. (A boy’s toes were stepped on.) 

 

In Example 6, something happened to a boy, and it is the act of someone stepping on his toes, 

expressed by the passive form fumareru of the transitive verb fumu (to step on). It is clear that 

the correspondence between morphological structure and meaning is significant in Japanese. 

No such morphological feature in English defines intransitive/transitive alternation of verbs 

(Kageyama, 2000, p. 65). 

 

Voice Changes in Translation 

When Japanese and English are involved, it is not always advisable to use the same voice in the 

translation (Wakabayashi, 1992, p. 101) (i.e., sometimes a Japanese sentence in the active voice 

can best be translated to English in the passive voice, and a Japanese sentence in the passive 

voice to English in the active voice). As for the English translation, “A boy’s toes were stepped 

on,” for example, a more natural rendering in English in a decontextualized environment would 

be “(Some guy) stepped on a boy’s toes.” This shift in the voice between the two languages 

becomes especially relevant in scientific/technical translation (Tomii, 1993, pp. 101-112; 1995, 
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p. 58). This is because many sentences in scientific/technical writing comprise a description of 

properties, performance, state, activities, operations, instructions, and similar information. 

Among these, activities in particular are described in English with the “fact” or “thing” as the 

subject, while in Japanese, activities are generally described with the “person” as the subject – 

unless the sentence is in the imperative mood, in which case the “person” who is the agent is 

commonly left out. Therefore, the same process is expressed in different ways (i.e., “something 

is done” in English and “(somebody) does something” in Japanese, where this “somebody” 

does not appear in the sentence). Here precisely lies the difficulty of the voice, an issue that 

arises in translation from either Japanese to English or English to Japanese. Example 7 

illustrates this point. 

 

Example 7 

oshi botan suicchi wo osu. → The push button switch is pressed. 

atsuryoku wo ageru. → The pressure is increased. 

boo wo tsurusu. → A bar is suspended. 

 

Example 7 shows that “(somebody) does something” in Japanese is translated as “something is 

done” in English. In this regard, Tomii (1996, pp. 312-326) discusses the following four points: 

 

English 

1. When the agent does not need to be explicitly addressed or the information concerning the 

“who” is immaterial, it is omitted, and the information detailing “what does what” is 

provided. 

2. However, except for imperative or otherwise elliptical sentences, a subject is required to 

form a complete English sentence. Thus, by necessity, a sentence is constructed using the 

“what is done” formula as the main framework. 

Japanese 

3. Subjectless sentences are possible. 

4. However, this does not mean that there is no subject. Rather, the subject is missing in the 

formal structure and not stated explicitly (whether it is “you,” “the operator,” “the 

audience,” or “the examiner”), but the sentence is construed as having one of these entities 

as the subject. The subject is missing from the sentences only because it is inconsequential. 
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What item 2 above suggests is that the subject of an active sentence normally receives focus as 

an agent and is introduced by the preposition “by” in the passive structure. In practice, however, 

passive sentences in English (about 80% of the time) do not mention the agent at all (Murata & 

Narita, 1996, p. 136). This truncated passive becomes a perfect construction to describe an 

event without clearly specifying the agent. 

   In this connection, Kageyama (1996, 2000) claims that the te-aru construction in Japanese, 

for example, is favored for verbs that imply a change in the state or position of being or doing 

and expresses a surviving effect where the action has been completed (see Example 8). 

 

Example 8 

mado ni wa sudare ga kaketearu (Kageyama, 2000, p. 34). (The window has a bamboo 

blind on it.) 

 

Here the agent does not appear on the surface and, as a consequence, the original object case 

(wo kaku) becomes the subject case (ga kaku). However, it is possible to include an adverb 

emphasizing the intentionality of the subject, such as wazato (intentionally), or an objective 

clause implying the presence of an agent, such as ~ suru tame ni (in order to) (see Example 9). 

 

Example 9 

tsuukoonin ga nozokikomanai tame ni, mado ni wa sudare ga kaketearu (Kageyama, 

2000, p. 35). (The window has a bamboo blind on it so that passers-by will not be able 

to look inside.) 

 

In these examples it is considered that agents are simply being backgrounded and exist in the 

syntactic structure. 

   With a subjectless sentence in Japanese, a common mistake among beginning learners is 

replacing each word or phrase with its English equivalent, which usually results in 

ungrammatical English. The issue is not whether the sentence is good or bad; it is that such 

direct translation is simply faulty. More advanced learners who are familiar with the differences 

between the two languages might be compelled to insert something that functions as a subject 

(Johansson, 2004). An English sentence that results from such a compulsion would not be 

grammatically incorrect, but it might still leave something to be desired. The preferred option 

would be to write an English sentence with the “fact” or “thing” as the subject, the process of 

which might involve bringing the object in the Japanese text to the subject position in the 

English text, thus creating a construction that requires the passive voice. 
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   Thus far, the description and examples presented have illustrated general grammatical aspects 

of the passive in English and Japanese. In the next section, methodological issues that should 

help the reader understand the nature of linguistic materials used in this study will be addressed. 

Additionally, results and associated analyses will be presented. 

 

Methodology 

Participants 

A total of 231 undergraduate students studying at a university in Japan participated in this study. 

The students were enrolled in two-semester undergraduate units in English. At the time of this 

investigation, all participants were studying the same English curriculum, with different 

textbooks for different years. The participant profiles are below: 

 

 First-year students: 113 

 Second-year students: 107 

 Third-year students: 11 

 

All students were science or engineering majors whose backgrounds included mathematical 

sciences, intelligent mechanical engineering, life sciences, or engineering. None of the students 

had previously lived in an English-speaking country, nor had they attended an international 

school. All Japanese students had attended mainstream schools in Japan for 12 years between 

the ages of 6 and 18 before entering university. 

 

Materials 

The primary linguistic material used in this study was taken from a translator certification test 

for 1999 administered by the Japan Translation Association (2000). A book (hereinafter 

referred to as “Book”) entitled Honyaku kentei: Mondai to kaitoo 2000 (Translator certification 

test: Questions and answers 2000) provided the knowledge/skill test questions and the model 

answers, from the first degree to the fourth degree, in three areas of specialty: humanities, 

social science, and natural science (see Appendices 1 and 2). For the purpose of this study, 13 

passages, each consisting of one to two sentences, from the skill test component of the J-E 

translation in natural science, the fourth degree, were chosen. The questions at the lowest level 

(i.e., the fourth degree) seemed practical and sensible when considering the participants’ 

competence in English. 

   It is pertinent to discuss here the linguistic patterns of the source text and the sample answers 

provided in the Book. There are three categories: 
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1. A sentence is written in the passive voice in Japanese, and the same voice is preserved in 

English translation (Type PP). 

2. A sentence is written in the passive voice in the Japanese original but would be better 

translated in an active (or non-passive) sentence in English (Type PA). 

3. A sentence occurs in the active voice in the Japanese original but would be more effective 

as a passive (or non-active) sentence in English (Type AP). 

 

For example, “2-PP” refers to the text segment in passage 2, which takes the passive voice in 

both the Japanese original and the sample English translation. Tables 2, 3, and 4 list all the text 

segments in the passive voice in the Japanese original, the English translation, or both, in 

accordance with these three categories. Although the data analysis focuses on the text segments, 

care is taken to include contextual factors where applicable. As for the sample answers, 

although usually more than one possibility works, these answers prove highly favorable and, 

thus, will be used as templates for analysis. 

 

Table 2: The passive voice in both Japanese and English (Type PP) 

Verb form number Japanese original Sample English translation 
provided by the Book 

2-PP ni tenkansareru is converted to 

4-PP ni toosaisareteiru (be) mounted on 

5-PP mamorareteiru are observed 

6-PP okonawareru is done 

7-PP kara kyuushuusareru that is absorbed from 

8-PP to suiteisareteiru it is estimated that 

9-PP choosetsusareteiru must be regulated 

10-PP hinpanni shiyoosareteiru are widely used 

11-PP-i tenkasareru is added 

11-PP-ii shiyoosareru are used 

13-PP yoku mochiirareru are often used 
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Table 3: The passive voice in Japanese, active in English (Type PA) 

Verb form number Japanese original Sample English translation 
provided by the Book 

1-PA ... nado ni eikyoosareru that is dependent upon ... 

6-PA keeburu ga chokusetsu 
setsuzokusareru 

the cable goes directly 
from ... 

8-PA kaku ni fukumareru DNA ryoo the amount of DNA in the 
nucleus of ... 

 

Table 4: The active voice in Japanese, passive in English (Type AP) 

Verb form number Japanese original Sample English translation 
provided by the Book 

1-AP shiyoosuru yoobai no 
shurui 

the kind of solvent used 

2-AP bifuntan wo boiraa de 
moyashi 

pulverized coal is burned in 
a boiler 

3-AP kaihatsu wo 
susumenakerebanaranai 

technologies must be 
pursued 

7-AP tabako wo kitsuensuru koto 
de shoojiru eikyoo 

the effect produced by 
smoking tobacco 

10-AP kizutsukiyasui can be easily scratched 

12-AP-i mitasu koto to karanisuru 
koto 

is filled and emptied 

12-AP-ii kazoeru is counted 

12-AP-iii yoo ni natteiru it is arranged that 

 

The distribution of Types PP, PA, and AP in each of the 13 passages is summarized as follows: 

 

Passage 1 PA (1-PA), AP (1-AP) 

Passage 2 AP (2-AP), PP (2-PP) 

Passage 3 AP (3-AP) 

Passage 4 PP (4-PP) 

Passage 5 PP (5-PP) 

Passage 6 PP (6-PP), PA (6-PA) 

Passage 7 AP (7-AP), PP (7-PP) 

Passage 8 PP (8-PP), PA (8-PA) 

Passage 9 PP (9-PP) 
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Passage 10 PP (10-PP), AP (10-AP) 

Passage 11 PP (11-PP-i), PP (11-PP-ii) 

Passage 12 AP (12-AP-i), AP (12-AP-ii), AP (12-AP-iii) 

Passage 13 PP (13-PP) 

 

Follow-up Test 
A follow-up test was carried out to determine the participants’ general understanding of the 

English passive voice (see Appendix 3; answers are underlined for easy reference).  The test 

was designed to include most major points commonly taught in high school, which are 

summarized in Table 5. 

 

Table 5: Grammatical features in each question 

Questions   Grammatical features 

1  SVO → S + to be + past participle 

transformation of Sentence Pattern 3 into passive 

2  SVOO → S + to be + past participle + O 

transformation of Sentence Pattern 4 into passive 

3 SVOC →S + to be + past participle + C 

transformation of Sentence Pattern 5 into passive 

4 passive constructions without the preposition “by” 

5 passive in various tenses (e.g., future, present progressive, present 
perfect) 

6 forming questions 

7 passive and different types of prepositions 

8 passive of phrasal verbs 

9 passive of verbs of perception and verbs of permission or causation 

10 passive of sentences containing a “that” clause (i.e., complex passive) 

 

Procedures 
The participants were asked to choose a minimum of three passages of 13 from a printed 

handout (see Appendix 1) and translate them to English, with the option of completing as many 

passages as desired. The minimum of three was sufficient for investigational sampling. 

Participants were given two weeks to complete the assignment, and it was counted as part of 

the participants’ grade. 

To evaluate natural language processing, the data were first screened to eliminate any 

machine translation. Several readily available translation software programs were used to 
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compare the results with those submitted by participants. Common errors generated by machine 

translation include blatant word choice errors and the frequent use of personal pronouns such as 

“I.” Twenty-four participants were found to have used a machine translation system, which is 

nearly 10%. This left data provided by 207 participants for analysis. Valid samples were then 

screened for incomplete or partial translations unusable for analysis. A total of 14 unusable 

passages were omitted from the data. Examples of incomplete or partial translations include, for 

example, stopping in the middle of a sentence. All legitimate submissions were promptly 

returned to participants, with errors marked to facilitate participants’ comprehension and 

learning of the content. The follow-up test was conducted to assess participants’ general 

understanding of the passive construction, although, clearly, their knowledge of particular 

passive constructions differs from their ability to translate them. 

 

Results of Translation Accuracy 

The results show that while a large number of participants (142 of 207) completed only three 

passages, nine participants finished all 13 passages. The average number of passages completed 

by the participants is approximately four. Table 6 shows the total number of translations each 

passage received. 

 

Table 6: The number of completed translations for each passage (gross total = 907) 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 

78 78 85 70 79 56 165 39 72 60 33 19 73 

 

As the table shows, the passage that was most preferred by participants was passage 7, with 

approximately 18% of the gross total, while the passage that was least favored was  passage 12, 

comprising just 2% of the total. 

   The analysis of the voice forms and syntactic validity is divided into four categories: 

 

1. preferred voice chosen = O / syntactically valid = O  (OO) 

2. preferred voice chosen = O / syntactically invalid = X  (OX) 

3. preferred voice not chosen = X / syntactically valid = O  (XO) 

4. preferred voice not chosen = X / syntactically invalid = X  (XX) 

 

“Syntactically valid” means that the sentence respects the normal syntactic order of words and 

could reasonably be understood by native English speakers. Tables 7, 8, and 9 show the 

frequency in percentage for each of these four categories, the data being rounded to the nearest 
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whole number wherever possible. N/A means “not applicable” (i.e., it indicates that the 

sentences are neither incomplete nor partial but the verb forms in question are omitted from the 

translation). 

 

Table 7: Type PP (in percentage terms) 

 OO OX XO XX N/A 

2-PP 61 15 10 12 2 

4-PP 33 44 2 13 8 

5-PP 30 28 9 27 6 

6-PP 33 28 0 35 4 

7-PP 65 8 3 18 6 

8-PP 38 41 9 9 3 

9-PP 60 15 2 20 3 

10-PP 83 4 4 9 0 

11-PP-i 64 13 0 23 0 

11-PP-ii 81 6 0 10 3 

13-PP 78 9 0 10 3 

 

Table 8: Type PA (in percentage terms) 

 OO OX XO XX N/A 

1-PA 4 6 60 30 0 

6-PA 12 27 53 6 2 

8-PA 12.5 12.5 62.5 12.5 0 

 

Table 9: Type AP (in percentage terms) 

 OO OX XO XX N/A 

1-AP 26 12 21 32 9 

2-AP 31 3 54 12 0 

3-AP 4 7 59 29 1 

7-AP 12 5 24 56 3 

10-AP 45 13 19 17 6 

12-AP-i 0 12 18 70 0 

12-AP-ii 0 0 65 35 0 

12-AP-iii 0 6 0 6 88 
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Overall, the data demonstrate that the participants tend to perpetuate the same syntactic voice as 

the original sentence, which corresponds to the higher error rates in Types PA and AP where 

the voice should have been reversed. In Types PA and AP, however, the lower percentages of 

preferable responses are compensated for by the higher rates of syntactically valid sentences. 

That is, the participants were obviously affected by the voice of the source text but nonetheless 

succeeded in constructing intelligible sentences, although the rates of syntactically valid 

sentences drop somewhat in Type AP. This is presumably because comprehending and 

translating Japanese sentences in the active voice to the corresponding passive construction in 

English is more difficult than the opposite. In fact, the remarkably high rate of N/A in 12-AP-iii 

raises questions about the depth of the learners’ understanding of complex passives. Detailed 

analyses are discussed further in the next section. 

 

Primary Data Analysis 

The qualitative analysis focuses on Types PA and AP, which provide insights into the 

phenomena of voice asymmetry. As mentioned above, the participants’ work was assessed 

based on (1) choice of voice and (2) syntactic validity. All examples taken from the 

participants’ translated texts are shown with the grammar and spelling errors left intact. 

 

The Passive Voice in Japanese, Active (Non-passive) in English  

1. 1-PA 

Text segment: ... nado ni eikyoosareru / model translation: that is dependent upon ... 

 

 (a) ... and is influenced by ion exchange capacity 

 (b) it is affected by ion exchange capacity 

 (c) it is susceptible to the influence of ... 

 

These are examples of using an L1 word as a cue for L2 writing (Stern, 1992, p. 295). By far 

the majority of participants translated eikyoosareru as “is influenced by” (see Example (a) 

above). However, the word eikyoo in this context means something that exerts a force upon 

something else, resulting in a change or reaction in its original physical properties. A literal 

translation may be too strong in English, as the word “influence” implies an emotional or 

mental effect on one capable of reaction. Examples (b) and (c) can also be ruled out on these 

grounds. One solution is to use a non-passive form, such as the adjective “dependent.” 
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   Although technical terms can generally be well defined and their concepts and procedures 

clearly explained, the use of abstract concepts such as eikyoo requires thoughtful conceptual 

mediation and lexical connections in translation (Kroll et al., 2002). Learners too often rely on 

word-to-word translation and tend to perceive every word in Japanese as having a fixed and 

isolated semantic meaning in English, which results in lamentable mistakes. The key to 

resolving this would be to first look over the source text in its entirety, read specific sections at 

one time to gain a general understanding of them, read through the paragraph level, and then 

start translating at the sentence level. This would ensure the grouping of concepts on a 

paragraph and sub-paragraph level instead of segmentation at the sentence level. 

 

2. 6-PA 

Text segment: keeburu ga chokusetsu setsuzokusareru/model translation: the cable goes 

directly from ... 

 

 (a) the cable is directly connected to ... 

 (b) a cable is connected from there 

 (c) cable is sustained from ... 

 (d) a cable is direction connection from ... 

 

The participants had a tendency to translate setsuzokusareru by using the passive construction 

“the cable is connected,” or a variant of it. For the purpose of this discussion, the full source 

text and model English translation are replicated below: 

 

Full source text: 

tsuujoo, tanmatsu to tano hosuto shisutemu kan no deeta tsuushin wa, chokusetsu 

keeburu wo fusetsushite okonawareru. chokusetsu to iu koto wa, aru soochi kara betsu 

no soochi e keeburu ga chokusetsu setsuzokusareru koto wo imisuru. 

Model English translation: 

Normally, data communication between terminals and other host systems is done over 

some type of direct cabling. Direct means that the cable goes directly from one device 

to the other. 

 

This example can best be understood by referring to what is called the “information principle” 

and grammatical relations of subject and object. There are two sentences in the source text. As 

the reader can see, the text segment in question (i.e., keeburu ga chokusetsu setsuzokusareru) is 
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a part of the second sentence. That is, the first mention of the word “cable” actually occurs in 

the first sentence. In this context, therefore, the “cable” in the second sentence becomes the 

given information. The idea of given/new information is governed by the information principle. 

The information principle (Declerck, 1991, p. 212) holds that it is advisable to begin a sentence 

with what is already known (old or given information) and to put new information later in the 

sentence. A number of general rules apply to the order in which information should be 

presented in a sentence or clause: (1) final positions in a sentence or clause are for emphasis, 

(2) new or important information is placed at the end of the sentence or clause, (3) old or 

previously given information precedes new information, (4) background precedes specifics, and 

(5) short utterances precede long ones (Murata & Narita, 1996, pp. 139-148). The order in 

which information is presented is a vital part of how readers understand what they read. To see 

how the information principle applies to the choice of syntactic voice, consider the following 

example: 

 

 The cable goes directly into the modem, and then it is connected to a router. 

 

As can be seen from this sentence, “it” is known from the previous context, and the “router” is 

new information. Thus, the passive structure maintains an uninterrupted flow of old and new 

information. It is essential to note here that, in English, given information can be expressed by a 

pronoun or a noun with the definite article “the.” This is why a subject that appears at the 

beginning of a sentence or clause is usually either a pronoun or a noun with a definite article. 

   The choice of syntactic voice is also related to the grammatical relations of subject and object 

of a sentence. Returning to the text segment keeburu ga chokusetsu setsuzokusareru, although 

the verb setsuzokusuru (to connect) has the passive auxiliary sareru, the point to bear in mind is 

that the “cable” takes the subject case marker ga. Therefore, if the English translation takes the 

active construction, i.e., “the cable goes directly from…,” (1) the information flows from given 

to new, (2) the given information is appropriately expressed by the definite article “the,” and 

(3) the structure correlates with the grammatical relations of the original sentence. 

   To sum up, a sentence has both a syntactic structure that specifies the grammatical relations 

of words in the sentence and the information structure that governs the flow of information. The 

basic formula of syntactic structure stipulates that the verb comes after the subject. 

 

subject + verb + object and other elements 
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That is, grammatically speaking, verbs have certain limitations as to what to take as the subject 

and what as the object. The basic principle of information structure is to place new information 

after the given information: 

 

given information + new information 

 

From the perspective of the information structure, when the writer wishes to put the object at 

the beginning (subject position) of a sentence, the passive voice resolves this contradiction. In 

an out-of-the-blue, decontextualized environment, the English sentence “the/a cable is 

connected (from …) to …” is not by itself ungrammatical or unacceptable. It is essential, 

however, that underlying grammatical relations be observed when translating text from 

Japanese to English. 

 

3. 8-PA 

Text segment: kaku ni fukumareru DNA ryoo / model translation: the amount of DNA in the 

nucleus of ... 

 

 (a) quantity of DNA that is included in ... 

 (b) quantity of DNA which are contained in ... 

 (c) quantity of DNA included in ... 

 

This kind of word-by-word translation leaves room for improvement. First, fukumareru is a 

passive form of the transitive verb fukumu. The English “included,” used as an adjective, 

expresses the notion of being enclosed in the same envelope or package, which is clearly not 

the case here. A lexical verb “be” plus the “-ed” form of adjectives cannot normally have an 

agent phrase, but may have particular prepositional structures following them. This is perhaps 

why so many responses (66%) were generated using “included” or “contained,” where 

participants treated “include” as a transitive verb to form a passive construction. Although the 

passive is sometimes used to emphasize the results of an action, the act of including or 

containing itself is actually not that relevant in this context. Successful translation requires an 

inference based on what is stated and not stated in the text, adding or deleting a concept or 

rewording the original text. The preposition “in” can show a semantic relationship between its 

object and some other word or words in the sentence. The prepositional phrase “in the nucleus” 

acts as an adverb describing the location of DNA, which indicates that something is included in 

the nucleus. 
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   This example serves as a stark reminder of the difficulties associated with using English 

prepositions. One recurring problem for generating English prepositions is deciding, for 

example, between “on,” “at,” and “in.” Other prepositions, such as “during,” “through,” and 

“since,” have Japanese equivalents. However, ni and de, which are widely used particles for 

locative as well as temporal expressions, can both be translated as “on,” “at,” or “in.” One 

cannot afford to ignore prepositions when dealing with the voice in J-E translation of scientific 

text. 

 

The Active Voice in Japanese, Passive (Non-active) in English 
1. 1-AP 

Text segment: shiyoosuru yoobai no shurui/model translation: the kind of solvent used 

 

 (a) the type of using solvent 

 (b) the using kind of solvent 

 (c) solvent to use 

 (d) used solvent 

 

The source text in question lists a number of factors that have a potential effect on the solvent-

retention capacity of an ion exchanger (see Appendix 1 for the full source text). Except for the 

text segment shiyoosuru yoobai no shurui, all of these factors take the form of simple nouns or 

noun phrases that can easily be translated to equivalent nouns or noun phrases in English. 

However, the verb shiyoosuru (to use) is an adnominal form that modifies the noun yoobai 

(solvent) (i.e., the verb takes the present plain form (dictionary form), not the present 

progressive). Examples (a) and (b) suggest confusion with the present progressive (e.g., 

shiyooshiteiru). Being a nonfinite form, the present infinitive in Example (c) does not express 

person or number, nor does it contain mood or tense in the absolute sense of the term. Rather, 

present infinitive forms express simultaneity (Declerck, 1991, p. 465), which indicates 

something happening, existing, or done concurrently. Since this passage concerns a number of 

chemical or physical interactions that determine the solvent-retention capacity of an ion 

exchanger, such effects cannot be observed until after the exposure has been made to the 

chemical or physical agents. In this sense, it is appropriate to use the past tense to describe 

actions that will have been completed, and since the subject is not fully identified in the source 

text, the passive voice can be a useful option, as in “solvent that was used.” The conjunction 

“that” and the auxiliary verb “be” could be deleted to derive a postmodifying participle clause, 

as in “solvent used.” Similarly, Example (d) should be ruled out because a past participle used 
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as a premodifier describes the state that the referent of the noun head is in as a result of 

undergoing the action. In other words, a premodifying past participle usually has an adjectival 

function. Participles whose function is felt to be verbal rather than adjectival are placed after 

the noun head (Declerck, 1991, p. 454). 

   Postmodification is perhaps one of the most elementary rules to remember with regard to 

passive voice construction. It indicates that a procedure has been completed, making it 

impersonal and objective. To prevent such errors as “using solvent” or “used solvent” seen 

above, it is worthwhile to call learners’ attention to the fact that (1) the “-ed” participle is linked 

with the passive voice and the “-ing” construction with the active voice and (2) the “-ed” 

participle before the noun head has an adjectival effect. 

 

2. 7-AP 

Text segment: tabako wo kitsuensuru koto de shoojiru eikyoo / model translation: the effect 

produced by smoking tobacco 

 

 (a) the effect of smoking 

 (b) the influence of smoking 

 (c) influence to smoke cigarette 

 (d) the influence which smoking occur is ... 

 (e) the influence that occurs in smoking the cigarette 

 

Participants had considerable difficulty translating this passage. There are a number of things 

going on here. First, kitsuensuru is a plain form verb (dictionary form) occurring in the present 

tense. It is attached to koto, which could mean a number of things – thing, situation, or 

occurrence. Koto generally means an intangible thing, such as an idea, essence, concept, 

expression, or action. Koto changes verbs into nouns (i.e., it can be added after a verb and used 

like a noun). In English, it is “-ing” that changes verbs into nouns. “The thing of” would be the 

closest translation of koto, so the direct translation of kitsuensuru koto would be “the thing of 

smoking.” The particle de is used to imply the means of an action, and it can be translated to 

“by,” “by means of,” or “with.” As for the intransitive verb in the plain form shoojiru, it 

expresses an observable change in things. To maintain this sense of casual occurrence, the 

passive voice can be used to describe a process in which there is no direct human agency. The 

passive voice is also useful in describing negative impacts associated with tobacco. This is 

because writers unconsciously switch from active to passive voice if the impact of the 
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information conveyed is negative for others. Put together, something like “the effect produced 

by smoking tobacco” matches the original text in every essential detail. 

   An exact dictionary word match such as “influence” for the noun eikyoo does not work in this 

context. As suggested in 1-PA, abstract terms are often meaningless if translated literally, as 

they cover a wide range of meanings (Wakabayashi, 1992, p. 50). The learner must analyze 

exactly what is meant in the particular text being translated. In fact, the Japanese language is 

highly context sensitive, and often it is up to the writer to select the contextually appropriate 

interpretation from a range of possible equivalents. For the learner, therefore, the difficulty lies 

in recognizing the unintentional ambiguity and deciding on the intended meaning. 

 

3. 3-AP 

Text segment: kaihatsu wo susume nakerebanaranai / model translation: technologies must be 

pursued 

 

 (a) we must develop the techniques for ... 

 (b) we must advance to develop because ... 

 (c) we have to advance technical innovation for ... 

 (d) it is necessary to advance the development of the technology … 

 

In Japanese, nakereba naranai expresses obligation or necessity in view of either common 

knowledge shared by society or the nature of the matter. This form is often used to make a 

general judgment about obligations or necessity applicable to everyone in a group. The 

quantitative data analysis reveals the frequent use of “we” (68%) in translation of this segment. 

However, is the use of “we” acceptable here? Inserting a new or generic subject or choosing a 

subject referring to the preceding sentence can be traced to differences between the two 

languages on the syntactic level (Johansson, 2004), but if “we” is used, it might create 

ambiguous implications. Because neither the writer nor the reader is relevant, a more 

appropriate approach would be to use the passive voice, as exemplified by the model translation 

“technologies must be pursued,” which obscures agency. 

   The passive voice is preferred when the agent or former subject is either unknown or 

unimportant in a sentence (Fowler, 1983, p. 184; Osborn, 1989, p. 98). It is interesting to 

observe the participants’ tendency to use the active construction instead of the passive. Transfer 

from the source text caused a high occurrence of “we” in the English translation. There is 

inherent ambiguity, however, in the use of “we,” which indicates both the inclusion of some 

and the exclusion of others. Thus the term “we” should always be specifically defined. 
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Although some scientific journals permit authors to use “we” for more than one writer, 

especially in matters of experimental design or interpretation of results and predictions, 

excessive use of “we” can be distracting. A good rule is to use “we” when there is an element 

of personal involvement or where the syntax would otherwise be unclear, but use of the first 

person as the first word and the subject of a sentence produces a monotonous effect and should 

therefore be minimized. 

 

4. 2-AP 

Text segment: bifuntan wo boiraa de moyashi / model translation: pulverized coal is burned in 

a boiler 

 

 (a) we burn dust coal in a boiler 

 (b) the boiler burns pulverized coal 

 (c) … conventional generating station, it burns the pulverized coal in a boiler ... 

 

The fact that the burning of pulverized coal takes place in conventional power plants is clear, 

but the doer of the action is not specified in the source text, which is a strong reason for 

choosing a passive structure in the English translation. The pronoun “we” must be used with 

caution, as it could unduly expand the notion to include the reader as well. Another common 

mistake relates to confusion with thematic interpretation, as seen in Example (b). Thematic 

roles basically indicate the way in which entities participate in, or are related to, the event or 

state described by the sentence. Most typically, it is the agent that acts upon the patient, and this 

also affects the event or situation (Berk, 1999). “The boiler” is neither an agent nor a patient, 

but an instrument. In Example (c), “it” is used to refer to the conventional generating station, 

but the generating station is the location of the action, not the agent. Presumably, a human 

agent is involved in the process, but the doer is not as important as the boiler where the 

substance is burned. The focus is on how electricity is produced, so an agent does not need to 

be explicitly specified. Thus, bifuntan wo boiraa de moyashi translated word by word would be 

“pulverized coal (-wo) boiler (-de) burn,” with a literal translation being “pulverized coal (we) 

burn in a boiler.” The model translation “pulverized coal is burned in a boiler” can hide the 

subject (i.e., the agent of the action), which is implicit and can be assumed to be those who 

work in conventional power plants. What emerges from the preceding is that motivation for 

using the passive voice appears to stem from two seemingly contradictory positions: (1) passive 

without a by-phrase when the writer does not want the agent to stand out and (2) passive with a 

by-phrase when the writer wants the agent to stand out. 
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5. 10-AP 

Text segment: kizutsukiyasui / model translation: can be easily scratched 

 

 (a) ... because aluminum board is too fragile 

 (b) because it is tender ... 

 (c) but a aluminum is brittle, so ... 

 (d) as the aluminum board is sensitive ... 

 (e) but it gets scratched easily 

 (f) but because aluminum plate is eazy to be hurt 

 

In Japanese, yasui is added to the continuative/conjunctive form of a verb to indicate the 

condition that an action can be carried out easily or that such possibility or likelihood is high. 

As seen from Examples (a) through (d), dictionaries provide a number of adjectival definitions 

for kizutsukiyasui (e.g., highly responsive or susceptible as easily hurt or damaged physically or 

easily affected emotionally). These definitions certainly do not apply to this segment, which 

concerns physical properties of aluminum boards. What kizutsukiyasui in this context means is 

that the boards are soft enough to be scratched by a fingernail. In this sense, Example (a) seems 

acceptable, but the adjective “fragile” often refers to something that should be treated with care 

or respect, which brings with it a sense of personal responsibility. One way to circumvent this 

effect is to use the passive construction “can be easily scratched.” The adverb “easily” 

emphasizes (Quirk et al., 1985, p. 589) and clarifies the notion of yasui, which expresses the 

idea of possibility or the ease of doing something. The passive form “can be easily scratched” 

effectively communicates a generalization rather than the idea that a specific individual is 

carrying out an action (Biber et al., 1999, p. 938). Corpus-based analyses of academic prose 

show that while “will,” “would,” and “shall” are rarely used with the passive voice, because 

they frequently express volition or prediction of the agent of the main verb, “can” and “could” 

are particularly common in passive constructions where they denote logical possibility and 

occur in short agentless passives or in passives with a nominalized process given in the agent 

phrase (Biber et al., 1999, p. 499). Further, “must” and “should” are commonly used because of 

their ability to express obligation. 

   The language used here reflects the notion of gradience, which is the idea that categorical 

distinctions are blurred. The participle in the verb phrase “can be scratched” illustrates a 

gradient between the adjective and the verb word classes. The participle (“scratched”) is verb-

like in that it has a verb ending (“-ed”), and it has an auxiliary verb (“can”) and a copula (“be”) 
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preceding it, which are the hallmarks of the passive voice verb phrase. Yet the participle is also 

adjective-like in that it can be modified with an adverb such as “very,” as in “this record is very 

scratched.” Participles can thus be considered to be verbal adjectives (i.e., they have features of 

both verbs and adjectives). In differentiating between the phrases “it is fragile” and “it can be 

easily scratched,” the latter being closer to the original Japanese, it would be helpful to 

recognize that the passive voice can usually be converted to the active voice, with a presumed 

agent or doer of the action. 

 

6. 12-AP-iii 

Text segment: yoo ni natteiru / model translation: it is arranged that 

 

 (a) this system repeats filling and emptiing 

 (b) this meter is supposed count the frequency 

 

The final example demonstrates the difficulties associated with complex passives (e.g., “it is ~ 

that”). Most participants failed to recognize the importance of yoo ni natteiru and left it 

untranslated. This is problematic, as it has a definite and established meaning in the Japanese 

language. Yoo ni natteiru is used to express various types of binding arrangements, including 

social engagements, day-to-day-arrangements, laws and regulations, and even established 

customs. It is a continued state of the conclusions or results derived from koto ni naru. To this 

end, the ideal translation would be one that uses the anticipatory “it” plus a verbal or adjectival 

phrase. Most of the extraposed lexical bundles with verb predicates are passive constructions 

that require a that-clause. The strength of this type of construction is that the main verb 

represents a kind of stance, identifying the information in the that-clause as beyond dispute 

(Biber et al., 1999, p. 1020). 

   For a sentence such as “They say that Patrick is good at everything,” where “they” means 

people generally, the passive version is “Patrick is said to be good at everything.” However, 

one can also make an alternative passive construction by using an impersonal “it” structure (e.g., 

“It is said that Patrick is good at everything”). This so-called complex passive relates to general 

attitudes, beliefs, and expectations, and it can be used to cite rumors and suppositions relating 

to contemporary or past events and circumstances. The ability to produce this sentence pattern 

with ease would be particularly valuable for learners of a second language, although, 

unfortunately, none of the participants in this study could write it correctly. 
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Evaluation of the Follow-up Test 

Having discussed the challenges associated with translating the original Japanese to English 

using the voice appropriate for the English translation, this section complements and 

supplements the data analysis with the results of the follow-up test. The test was voluntary and 

administered to 187 participants. The correct answer rates are expressed in percentages in Table 

10, the figures rounded to the nearest percentage point. In obtaining the answer rates, structures 

that change the intended meaning were routinely treated as errors to capture the finer details of 

participants’ performance, but frequent minor errors or inadequacies, such as inadvertent 

omission of articles (e.g., “by cooks” instead of “by the cooks”) or plurals (e.g., “by the player” 

instead of “by the players”), were overlooked. 

 

Table 10: Percentages of correct answers and commonly occurring errors 

Question Correct Examples of frequent errors 

1-(1) 61% was made the cooks (10%) 

1-(2) 42% was written by Nora (28%) 

2-(1)(i) 59% was told Bill this story (11%) 

2-(1)(ii) 55% was told Bill to Monica (4%) 

was told for Monica by Bill (4%) 

2-(2)(i) 12% was showed some funny pictures by Ron (53%) 

2-(2)(ii) 4% were showed Linda by Ron (28%) 

was showed Linda by Ron (17%) 

3-(1) 52% was named Spunky (6%) 

was named by her (5%) 

3-(2) 57% was made the players captain of the volleyball team (4%) 

is made captain of the volleyball team by the players (4%) 

4-(1) 10% is taught in that school by them (17%) 

is teached in that school by them (12%) 

is teached in that school (9%) 

was taught in that school by them (5%) 

was teached in that school by them (4%) 

4-(2) 65% closed the library at nine o’clock (14%) 

5-(1) 35% be forgot (28%) 

5-(2) 14% been building (11%) 

built workers (8%) 

built them (6%) 
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5-(3) 20% is, had (11%) 

has, someone (7%) 

5-(4) 65% be wrote (5%) 

6-(1) 49% is, written by (11%) 

6-(2) 58% What was, called (9%) 

7-(1) 72% by (10%) 

7-(2) 34% on (10%) 

at (7%) 

7-(3) 34% as (16%) 

in (15%) 

7-(4) 42% in (22%) 

of (16%) 

8-(1) 31% was looked after (47%) 

8-(2) 36% was seen by hunters (6%) 

9-(1) 17% was heard his parents (14%) 

was heard parents come (7%) 

9-(2) 17% was made to wait (12%) 

10-(1)(i) 37% They are said (10%) 

10-(1)(ii) 28% is said that (12%) 

is said them (7%) 

10-(2)(i) 35% We are expected (14%) 

10-(2)(ii) 3% will be expected (17%) 

is expected to (13%) 

is expected that (8%) 

 

The results indicate a fundamental failure to understand passive constructions in English, with 

the overall average correct response rate of 37%. Examples of difficulties encountered by 

participants include (1) subject/verb agreement (e.g., matching subjects and verbs according to 

number) and (2) past participles. Specific issues involving the English passive are discussed 

below. 

 

1. In what ways the use of “by + agent” after a verb would be regarded as wrong or, at best, 

uncomfortable. Where the agent adds little or no meaning, it can be left out of the sentence. 

That is, the prepositional phrase “by + agent” can be omitted when the agent is unknown, 

unimportant, or obvious. When the subject of an active sentence is generic (e.g., “we,” 
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“you,” “they,” “one,” or “people”), the basic rule is to eliminate a prepositional phrase such 

as “by us,” “by you,” “by them,” “by one,” or “by people” in the corresponding passive 

sentence. As Question 4-(1) shows, however, approximately 38% of translations contain 

“by them” or a variant thereof. Including a prepositional phrase such as “by them” provides 

focus to the agent and confounds interpretation of the meaning of the sentence. 

2. Tenses in passive sentences. Although stative verbs such as “to be” and “to exist” are 

hardly ever used in continuous verb forms, terms like “being,” for example, can describe an 

action rather than a state of being. “Being” can also be used in a passive sentence with a 

past participle (e.g., “being built”). Question 5-(2) illustrates the case in point, where the 

accuracy rate is only 14%. Another problematic area is the formation of present perfect in 

Question 5-(3). Japanese verbs only have two tenses: present and past. This causes 

Japanese learners of English to underuse the present perfect and overuse the simple past, 

because the past tense in Japanese is roughly equivalent to the present perfect or past 

perfect in English. 

3. Prepositions. “The mountain is covered with snow” is one of the most frequently used 

example sentences in textbooks of English. The participants’ high correct response rate in 

Question 7-(1) suggests that they have been repeatedly exposed to this sentence pattern. 

The prepositions in Questions 7-(2) through 7-(4) appear less frequently in textbooks, 

which might explain the lower rates of correct answers in these categories. 

4. Different types of verbs and passives. Once again, the students are following translation 

habits automatically in Questions 8-(2) and 9-(1). 

5. Construction of complex passives. Although approximately a third of the participants 

responded with correct answers (Questions 10-(1)(i) and 10-(2)(i)), the correct answer rates 

deteriorated when participants attempted to transform the complex passive (“it is ~ that”) 

into the so-called personal passive (“Marco is said to be …”). 

 

The poor performance offers compelling evidence for why grammar instruction needs to be 

solidly supported with a wealth of examples and illustrations, perhaps by using authentic 

materials. By doing so, language teachers will have a greater opportunity to encourage learners 

to read for pleasure as well as to widen the breadth of their areas of interest. In the final section, 

the main findings of this article are summarized and discussed. Pedagogical considerations and 

teaching strategies are also presented. 
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Summary and Conclusions 

While the argument that a long succession of passive verbs produces an awkward effect 

(Warriner, 1988, p. 576) is legitimate, and it cannot be denied that contemporary scientific 

writing is increasingly inclined to use the active voice, the present study has made a 

linguistically based proposal that the passive voice does exist for a legitimate reason in 

scientific texts. In fact, style guidelines often encourage the use of passives in scientific 

abstracts, as opposed to “we performed a study….” Use of the full passive is rare in scientific 

writing, partly because the material must be reported impersonally when there is no active 

agent. Regardless of whether the choice between active voice and passive voice is a matter of 

taste, not correctness, the writer should be able to (1) determine which voice is more 

appropriate in the translation and (2) use the correct verb forms. 

   The transposition from Japanese passive to English active is a common change in J-E 

translation (Wakabayashi, 1992, p. 101); such changes of voice occur almost unconsciously in 

the process of translation. There are also a number of instances of effective transposition from 

Japanese active to English passive, as evidenced in this study. Analysis of the data has shown, 

however, that the learners are not always aware of the principles that govern the choice of voice 

in J-E translation. How, then, can teachers help learners grasp this elusive concept? Given that 

learners often come to understand the principle from looking at practical examples, it is 

proposed that the learner make a number of observations first and then categorize these 

observations into groups of concepts or patterns. This framework is structured so that learners 

will be able to receive basic vocabulary, grammar, and writing skills first, then move on to 

observing and analyzing such principles as voice asymmetry. 

   A lesson plan that seeks to develop learners’ understanding of the passive voice in scientific 

writing, and its application to translation, might use the following sequence: 

 

1. An English language scientific journal article is given to the learners. 

2. Examples of passive constructions are identified, and the learners find other examples and 

work out how and why passives are formed. 

3. The learners answer a set of questions that focus on the passive. 

4. The learners look at examples of sentences using the passive and discover that many 

passive sentences do not use a “by + agent” construction. 

5. The learners are introduced to the idea of voice asymmetry, which needs to be reflected in 

translation. 

6. Further examples are provided to test understanding. 
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Regarding point 5, this study has identified a number of criteria that dictate the choice between 

the active and the passive voice: 

 

1. As far as intellectual meaning is concerned, active sentences can be replaced by passive 

sentences, and vice versa. However, in actual practice, the voice to choose is determined by 

the context. Although many factors influence the choice of syntactic voice, the so-called 

information principle must be highlighted in a passive sentence because of the changes in 

word order. As a general rule, sentences in English are structured in the order from given to 

new information. For this reason, English speakers favor constructions placing given 

information in the subject position and new information in the predicate at the end of the 

sentence. For example, an active sentence, “John hit a boy on the head,” seems natural 

because the information flows from given to new. Its passive counterpart, “A boy was hit 

on the head by John,” is highly unnatural because the flow of information has been 

reversed. Similarly, in the following examples, because “Bill” is given information, passive 

sentences making “Bill” the theme are far more natural in terms of the flow of information 

and continuity of theme: (1) Who killed Bill? – He was killed by J. Booth./J. Booth killed 

him. (2) Bill came in, and he was immediately welcomed by the committee. – Bill came in, 

and the committee welcomed him immediately (Murata & Narita, 1996, pp. 135-136). This 

issue must be explained to learners together with the notion of grammatical relations that 

plays a significant role in determining the choice of syntactic voice in J-E translation. 

2. Translation of broad or abstract terms such as eikyoo is often meaningless if the terms are 

translated literally. In this regard, use of the active voice may be considered. 

3. Since English prepositions can be a major problem for Japanese speakers, it is important to 

study them in depth. An effective use of prepositions will, where appropriate, help learners 

write in the active voice and make the translation more natural. 

4. Postmodification can be used to translate verbs in the present plain form of the Japanese 

original to a simple passive sentence in English. 

5. Use of the personal pronoun “we” in an English translation could create ambiguous 

implications if it is not used with caution. One solution is to use the complex passive (“it is 

~ that”), which shows general attitudes, beliefs, and expectations. 

 

It is recognized that translation is a skill that demands a great deal of expertise. Most Japanese 

students finish high school with a pre-intermediate level of English. After finishing high school, 

whether at university or at work, they have limited exposure to communication with native 

English speakers, and if they need a translation, it would usually be on an unprofessional basis. 
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While it is obvious that language teachers are not translators and that language teaching and 

translation are vastly different professions, if teachers do not provide students with the basic 

skills of translation, students are likely to rely on a dictionary and use the first meaning given, 

without checking all meanings of the word. At a vocational level, although the syntactic voice 

may seem a rather small matter, understanding the intricacies involved in J-E translation will 

provide more avenues for success. Of course, this is not a language-specific problem, and it 

arises everywhere a foreign language is taught. It is hoped that this study will be of use to 

language teachers who are incorporating translation into their language programs. 
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Appendix 1: Source text 
1. ion kookantai no yoobai hoji yooryoo wa saigensei no aru heikinchi de ari, ion kookan 

yooryoo, ion no keitai, shiyoosuru yoobai no shurui, yooeki no sosei, kakyoodo, sootai 
shitsudo, ondo nado ni eikyoosareru. 

2. juurai no hatsudensho de wa, bifuntan wo boiraa de moyashi, jooki paipu chuu no mizu wo 
netsu ni yori joohatsusaseru. seiseishita suijooki ga taabinyoku wo mawashi, taabin no 
kikaiteki enerugii ga hatsudenki ni yori denki ni tenkansareru. 

3. kaseki nenryoo wa toobun no aida juuyoo de aritsuzukeru daroo. shitagatte, kaseki 
nenryoo no nenshoo ni yori sansei busshitsu ga taisekishi, toshi no kuuki wo osenshi, 
chikyuu ga ondankasuru koto no eikyoo wo keigensuru tame no gijutsu no kaihatsu wo 
susumenakereba naranai. 

4. shuuseki kairo wa, bisaina kairo de ikko no handootai kesshoo (tsuujoo wa shirikon) joo ni 
toosaisareteiru. ikko no IC no sunpoo wa, ikko no ronri kairo no yaku 1.3 miri kaku no 
mono kara, daikibo IC no yaku 8 miri kaku no mono made aru. 

5. CPU no butsuritekina naritachi wa moderu goto ni kotonatteitemo, ronritekina kinoo wa 
onaji desu. meirei jikkoo no kekka wa, gokansei no kisoku ga mamorareteiru kagiri, dono 
moderu demo onaji desu. 

6. tsuujoo, tanmatsu to tano hosuto shisutemu kan no deeta tsuushin wa, chokusetsu keeburu 
wo fusetsushite okonawareru. chokusetsu to iu koto wa, aru soochi kara betsu no soochi e 
keeburu ga chokusetsu setsuzokusareru koto wo imisuru. 

7. tabako no shuyoona kassei seibun wa nikochin de aru. shikashi, tabako wo kitsuensuru 
koto de shoojiru eikyoo wa, tabako chuu no nikochin ganyuuryoo de wa nakfu, kemuri kara 
kyuushuusareru nikochin no ryoo ni izonsuru. 

8. hito no saiboo ikko no kaku ni fukumareru DNA ryoo wa, juumanko wo koeru idenshi wo 
koodoshi, shitagatte juuman wo koeru shurui no poripepuchidosa wo tokuteisuru no ni 
juubunna ryoo ga aru to suiteisareteiru. 

9. kajoo no karochin wa, biyoojoo no mondai wo betsuni sureba yuugai dewa nai. karochin 
kesshoo ga bitamin A kajooshoo wo okosanai jijitsu wa, karochin kara bitamin A e no 
henkan ga choosetsusareteiru koto wo shimeshiteiru. 

10. arumisei ashiba ita wa keiryoo de aru tame kensetsu genba de hinpanni shiyoosareteiru. 
shikashi, arumi ita wa kizutsukiyasui koto kara, yogoreta ita kara doro ya konkuriito kasu 
wo jokyosuru ni wa shinchoosa wo hitsuyoo to suru. 

11. hagane no seizoo ni oite, kuromu wa tsuujoo tetsu–kuromu gookin no katachi de 
tenkasareru. mottomo ippantekina zairyoo wa nikkeru to no gookin, oyobi kobaruto to no 
gookin de ari, sono hotondo ga kooon de shiyoosareru. 

12. ryuuryoo sokuteiyoo keisoo no mottomo chokusetsutekina keitai wa yooseki keiryuuryookei 
de aru. kono keiki wa kichi no yooseki wo mitasu koto to karanisuru koto wo kurikaeshi, 
sono kaisuu wo kazoeru yoo ni natteiru. 

13. borutotsugite wa, kumitate, bunkai, saikumitate ga kantanni dekiru no de yoku 
mochiirareru. nagamochishi, shinraisei no aru borutotsugite no sekkei no kagi wa tsugite 
ni kakaru chikara no bunseki de aru. 

 
 
Appendix 2: Model translations 
1. The solvent-retention capacity of an ion exchanger is a reproducible, equilibrium quantity 

that is dependent upon ion-exchange capacity, ionic form, the kind of solvent used, the 
composition of the solution, the extent of cross-linkage, relevant humidity, and temperature. 

2. In conventional power plants, pulverized coal is burned in a boiler, where the heat 
vaporizes water in steam tubes. The resulting steam burns the blades of a turbine, and the 
mechanical energy of the turbine is converted to electricity by a generator. 
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3. Fossil fuels will continue to be important for quite some time. Therefore, technologies to 
ameliorate the effects of fossil-fuel combustion on acid deposition, urban air pollution and 
global warming must be pursued. 

4. An integrated circuit (IC) is a miniature circuit mounted on a single semiconductor crystal, 
usually silicon. The size of an IC ranges from a single logic circuit, about 1.3 mm square, 
to large-scale IC up to about 8 mm square. 

5. The physical implementation of the CPU may differ among models, but the logical 
function remains the same. The result of executing an instruction is the same for each 
model, providing that the compatibility rules are observed. 

6. Normally, data communication between terminals and other host systems is done over 
some type of direct cabling. Direct means that the cable goes directly from one device to 
the other. 

7. The chief active constituent of tobacco is nicotine. The effect produced by smoking 
tobacco depends, however, not upon the content of nicotine in the tobacco, but upon the 
amount of nicotine that is absorbed from the smoke. 

8. It is estimated that the amount of DNA in the nucleus of each human cell is sufficient to 
code for more than 100,000 genes and hence to specify more than 100,000 polypeptide 
chains. 

9. Excess carotene is not injurious apart from the cosmetic effect; the fact that carotenemia 
does not cause hypervitaminosis A indicates that the conversion of carotene to vitamin A 
must be regulated. 

10. Aluminum scaffolding boards are widely used at construction sites due to their light weight. 
However, it is important to carefully remove mud and concrete paste from stained 
aluminum boards because the boards can be easily scratched. 

11. In the manufacture of steel, chromium is added usually in the form of ferrochrome. The 
most common materials are nickel-based and cobalt-based alloys, most of which are used 
at high temperature. 

12. The most direct form of instrumentation for flow measurement is the positive displacement 
meter, in which it is arranged that a known volume is repeatedly filled and emptied and the 
number of times that this takes place is counted. 

13. Bolted joints are often used because they allow simple assembly, disassembly, and 
reassembly. The key to a long-lasting, reliable bolted-joint design is the analysis of joint 
forces. 

 
 
Appendix 3: Follow-up test and answers 
1.  Change the following sentences into the passive voice. 

 (1) The cooks made the food for the wedding. 

 →The food for the wedding was made by the cooks. 

 (2) Nora wrote these romance novels. 

 →These romance novels were written by Nora. 

2.  Change the following sentences into the passive voice. 

 (1) Bill told Monica this story. 

 (i) →Monica was told this story by Bill. 
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 (ii) → This story was told to Monica by Bill. 

 (2) Ron showed Linda some funny pictures. 

 (i) → Linda was shown some funny pictures by Ron. 

 (ii) → Some funny pictures were shown to Linda by Ron. 

3.  Change the following sentences into the passive voice. 

 (1) She named her cat Spunky. 

 → Her cat was named Spunky by her. 

 (2) The players made Mireya captain of the volleyball team. 

 → Mireya was made captain of the volleyball team by the players. 

4.  Change the voice of the following sentences. 

 (1) They teach classical dance in that school. (Change to passive.) 

 → Classical dance is taught in that school. 

 (2) The library is closed at nine o’clock. (Change to active.) 

 → They close the library at nine o’clock. 

5.  Fill in the blanks to complete the following passive sentences. 

 (1) People will forget it very soon. 

 →  It will (be) (forgotten) very soon. 

 (2) The construction workers are building a new home. 

 →  A new home is (being) (built). 

 (3) Someone has already done it. 

 → It (has) already (been) done. 

 (4) The students must write their answers in complete sentences. 

 →  Their answers must (be) (written) in complete sentences. 

6.  Fill in the blanks to form passive sentences. 

 (1) Who wrote this paper? 

 →  Who (was) this paper (written) (by)? 

 (2) What do you call this flower in English? 

 → (What) (is) this flower (called) in English? 

7.  Fill in the blanks. 

 (1) The higher mountains are covered (with) snow. 

 (2) Yesterday I was caught (in) a shower. 

 (3) Jackie is known (to) the world as an action star. 

 (4) Their eyes were filled (with) tears. 

8.  Fill in the blanks to form passive sentences. 

 (1) My neighbor looked after my children. (look after = take care of) 

 → My children (were) (looked) (after) by my neighbor. 



 
Linguistics Journal Volume 3 Issue 1 

74

 (2) The hunters caught sight of a rabbit. (catch sight of = find) 

 → A rabbit (was) (caught) (sight) (of). 

9.  Fill in the blanks to form passive sentences. 

 (1) His parents heard him come home at midnight. 

 → He (was) (heard) (to) (come) home at midnight. 

 (2) The doctor made the patients wait for an hour. 

 → The patients (were) (made) (to) (wait) for an hour by the doctor. 

10.  Fill in the blanks to form two types of passive sentences. 

 (1) They say that Marco is a charming man. 

 (i) → (It) (is) (said) that Marco is a charming man. 

 (ii) → Marco (is) (said) (to) be a charming man. 

 (2) We expect that Democrats will win elections. 

 (i) → (It) (is) (expected) that Democrats will win elections. 

 (ii) → Democrats (are) (expected) (to) win elections. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Linguistics Journal Volume 3 Issue 1 

75

 

The Role of Initial English as Foreign Language Proficiency in Lexical 
Attrition/Retention of Iranian Learners: 

Is Productive or the Receptive Word Knowledge 
 of Learned Nouns More Likely to Be Lost? 

 

Mahboobeh Morshedian 

Allame Tabatabai University, Iran 
 
 

 Biodata 
Mahmoobeh Morshedian has over five years of experience in translation from English into 
Persian and vice versa and over five years of EFL teaching experience in English institutes and 
universities in Iran. He received an M.A. in TEFL from Allama Tabataba’i University. 
 
Abstract 
In the process of L2/FL learning, learners encounter the serious problem of attrition of learned 
linguistic knowledge. When formal instruction is over and after a period of L2/FL disuse, 
learners forget learned materials. This is mostly the case with L2/FL vocabulary (Weltens, 
1987); particularly, it is claimed that productive vocabulary rather than receptive is more likely 
to undergo attrition (Murtagh, 2003). It is also believed that initial level of proficiency before 
the onset of attrition prevents attrition (Schmid, 2005). This paper investigates lexical 
attrition/retention among Iranian EFL learners after three months of disuse, with a particular 
emphasis on the impact of initial proficiency level on the attrition/retention of productive vs. 
receptive word knowledge of learned nouns. To this end, the learners’ initial level of 
proficiency as well as their learning of nouns, which were covered in their reading 
comprehension course they had just taken, were assessed. Both receptive and productive word 
knowledge of these nouns were tested through a receptive/productive test. After a three-month 
interval, the summer break, and at the beginning of the fall semester, this test was administered 
to them again to measure their retention/attrition of learned nouns over this interval.  It was 
found that, on the whole, receptive word knowledge is more resistant to loss than productive 
word knowledge in all proficiency groups. It was also revealed that, irrespective of the 
productive/ receptive dichotomy, those learners with higher levels of proficiency retained 
learned nouns more than the others did. However, no significant effect for the initial 
proficiency level on the attrition/retention of receptive vs. productive word knowledge was 
observed. 
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Introduction 

Second/foreign language learners spend a lot of time and energy acquiring a new language. 

However, when instruction is over and/or out of class opportunity for practicing their L2 skills 

diminishes, it has been observed that learners are prone to forgetting what has been learned. As 

an EFL instructor, this author has noticed that if  learners do not use their language over the  

summer vacation, their L2 ability significantly drops by fall. Further, if they do not use their L2 

for longer periods of time, they will lose all L2 ability. Their ability to group words together 

into a sentence without thinking will go. They will be able to maintain some vocabulary for a 

longer time, but eventually that will mostly be also lost. Once they begin to suffer from attrition, 

they will go through a period over which their speaking is severely impaired. Eventually, their 

comprehension will decline as well.  In other words, the phenomenon of L2 attrition –decline in 

the school-learned L2 – afflicts their L2 ability.  

    “Language attrition” is the individual, intragenerational language loss; the information may 

still exist in memory but becomes inaccessible; “retrieval failure” occurs. (Weltens & Grendel, 

1993). It is different from “language loss,” which refers to all processes of the decline of 

linguistic knowledge (language change, shift, and death in bilingual communities) and is the 

actual disappearance of information from memory (de Bot, 1999). “Language retention” is 

often used when the focus is on the linguistic skills which remain intact after a period of disuse 

(Murtagh, 2003). Some researchers like Oxford (1982) emphasize the role of initial level of L2 

skill in L2 attrition. Referring to the typology provided by de Bot and Weltens (1995, cited in 

Weltens, 1987, p. 24), L2 attrition –focus of this paper – is the attrition of L2 in an L1 

environment, or decline in school-learned L2.  

    Meanwhile, the significance of vocabulary for language acquisition, especially L2 learning, 

is of agreed-upon importance. McCarthy (1990, cited in Behjat-Mohammadi 2001) notes that it 

is clear that words make possible the existence and growth of any language. He also claims that 

without words to express and convey a wide range of meanings, communication in L2 is not 

possible. Moreover, Lewis (1990, in ibid) regards increasing one's vocabulary as not merely 

learning the definition of a large number of words, but as getting familiar with the phenomenon 

of human existence, describing which verbally is only possible through words. 

    In addition, Laufer & Paribakht (1998) believe that the relationship between L2 learners’ 

passive and active vocabulary knowledge is vague and unexplored. Aitchison (1994, in ibid) 

and Channell (1988, in ibid), for example, believe that passive vocabulary is larger than active. 

However, it is unknown whether different levels of L2 general proficiency have any effect on 

the nature of this relationship. Further, it is maintained that one cannot neatly separate the 

active vocabulary from passive since the distinction  may involve learning along a continuum 
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whose divisions seem to overlap so that, only for convenience sake, receptive and productive 

labels are used (Oller, 1979, cited in Waring 1999). 

   Accordingly, these research questions were investigated in the present study: 

1. Does the initial level of L2 proficiency (high, mid, low) of Iranian EFL learners before the 

summer vacation result in different degrees of attrition/retention of learned nouns? 

2. Which one – receptive or productive word knowledge of learned nouns – is more prone to 

attrition after English disuse by Iranian learners over the summer vacation? 

3. Does the initial L2 proficiency level (high, mid, low) before the summer vacation have any 

effect on the degree of attrition/retention of productive vs. receptive word knowledge of  

learned nouns? 

 

Literature Review 
Native language (L1) attrition may occur in  immigrants mostly speaking the dominant 

language of their new country, while second language (L2) attrition may happen in students 

learning an L2 in school, but not using it after instruction is over (Ross, 2002). There are 

different theories of language attrition, the most widely known of which is 'Regression 

Hypothesis'; it is originally ascribed to Jackobson (1941, in Weltens, 1987) and states that 

"attrition is the mirror image of acquisition or learning" (p.31). That is, items learned most 

completely are less likely to be forgotten. Some researchers (Godsall-Myers 1981; Hansen 

1980; and Cohen 1975, in ibid) found this hypothesis to be partly true in their FL attrition 

studies.  

   Schmid (2005) asserts that level of achievement is more important in studying L2 attrition 

than for adult L1 attrition. Interestingly, numerous other studies have found the level of initial 

proficiency (i.e., proficiency at the time when instruction in or exposure to L2 ceases) to be the 

best predictor of language loss or retention (Reetz-Kurashige 1999, cited in Schmid 2005, p. 8). 

It has thus often been suggested that a higher proficiency in L2 is a good safeguard against 

attrition. Also some researchers like Weltens et al. (1993, cited in Al-Hazemi, 2000) argue that 

lexical knowledge is more vulnerable to attrition than other aspects of language system. 

Murtagh (2003) states that if receptive skills precede productive skills in acquisition, then based 

on the “Regression Hypothesis,”  the case in attrition should be reversed. She goes further and 

cites Bahrick’s (1984) study to show  that attrition is more likely to occur  in recall tasks than in 

recognition tasks, which can also include receptive/productive nouns.      

    As for the empirical studies it can be said that Bahrick (1984, cited in Murtagh & van der 

Silk 2004, p. 282) first carried out a large-scale study of L2 attrition and assessed attrition in 

Spanish (L2) skills of more than 500 individuals whose instruction in the language had 
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occurred from one to 50 years before the study. Much of the acquired content survived for “50 

years or longer” (p. 111). He called L2 knowledge with a life span of over 25 years 

“permastore-content.” Bahrick also found that “the total amount of content” forgotten during 

the first five years following training was relatively constant for individuals at different levels 

of training (proficiency), but the amount lost became  proportionately smaller with higher levels 

of training (proficiency). His study has also showed that attrition affects the recognition of 

vocabulary more than the recall of vocabulary.    

   Cohen (1989, cited in Weltens & Grendel, 1993, p. 152; Murtagh, 2003, p. 27) studied 

attrition of the productive vocabulary in two English-Hebrew learners of Portuguese who had 

spent one year in a Portuguese-speaking environment (Brazil). The participants performed a 

story-telling task as a productive vocabulary measure. They also completed an oral recognition 

task, receptively testing the words that they had used in the stories. The results revealed  

attrition of productive vocabulary, especially nouns, but no attrition of receptive words. 

   Verkaik and Van der Wijst (1986, cited in Weltens & Grendel 1993, p. 149) conducted a 

lexical decision experiment with two groups. Both groups had four years of French training; 

one had just finished this training, and the other two years before. The test involved deciding 

whether the letters presented on the computer screen formed a French word or not (a 

pseudoword). The mean reaction time was significantly higher for those participants who had 

not used the language for two years, especially with the case of low-frequency non-cognates. 

This group also showed higher error rates. Olshtain (1989, cited in Murtagh 2003, p. 28), 

examining the attrition of productive vocabulary in Hebrew L1 learners of English, found 

similar results to those of Bahrick (1984). Olshtain used the same story-telling task used by 

Cohen (1989) to elicit spontaneous speech data. On the whole, English disuse resulted in lexical 

attrition or less access to lexical items. It seemed that L2 productive skills (including lexicon) 

suffered more from attrition than L2 receptive skills (including lexicon).      

    Grendel (1993, cited in Weltens & Grendel 1993, p. 151) also investigated lexical attrition in 

Dutch learners of French using the lexical decision paradigm. Grendel focused on orthographic 

and semantic aspects of lexical knowledge. She used a lexical decision paradigm to assess 

vocabulary loss among participants. The orthographic aspect of word knowledge was 

operationalized as "the knowledge of the written form of word,” and its semantic aspect as "the 

knowledge of word association," (ibid, p.151). No attrition (decline in reaction times) was 

found in subjects’ sensitivity to the French orthographic rule system or in use of semantic 

knowledge. 

    Youhanaee and Ghasemi (2005) probed L2 English lexical attrition among Iranian high 

school second graders after summer vacation. Having selected 42 words, they developed a 
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written production task, which required the students to name a picture, fill in the blank, etc. All 

lexical items were contextualized in mini-dialogues. The task was first presented just before the 

summer vacation and then after it only to those students who had correctly responded to all 

items in the first session. Results showed that lexical items whose mental image can be linked 

to visual and linguistic experience were less susceptible to attrition. An analysis of the errors 

revealed both partial and total lexical attrition.   

 

Method 
The present study aimed at investigating whether the initial level of EFL proficiency plays a 

determining role in the amount of attrition/retention of learned English nouns in general, and in 

the amount of attrition/retention of receptive and productive knowledge of learned nouns, in 

particular.  

 

 Participants  

The participants were 60 female and male Iranian freshmen age 18-27, majoring in English 

translation or English literature at Azad University. In Time 1 administration, the tests were 

given to 82 students, but in Time 2 it was administered to only 65 students from those who had 

participated in Time 1 test because the author did not have access to all the participants in Time 

1, and she left out those participants who, according to their responses to the Background 

Survey (Appendix B), attended English classes or were exposed to English intensively during 

the summer vacation. Finally, only 60 students constituted the participants since those who did 

not respond to either the receptive and/or productive test(s) at all were excluded from the study. 

The final group responded to both the receptive and productive tests in Time 1 and Time 2 

administrations, enjoyed approximately the same language background, and had not taken part 

in summer English classes, based on their answers to the questions in Language Background 

Survey. The participants had just studied the textbook Reading through Interaction (2) 

(Hartmen & Kim, 2001) in their Reading Comprehension course (2). All of them were in the 

second semester of the academic year 2005-2006.  

 

Instruments  
(a) Nelson Test: To gauge the initial proficiency level of participants, the Nelson English 

Language Test. The Advanced Test, 350 A in Book 3 (Fowler & Coe, 1976) was administered. 

It is a measure of general Standard English and seemed appropriate for the participants of this 

study (test-takers) since their level was not high enough to use other measures of general 

language proficiency such as the TOEFL test.  
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(b) Language Background Survey: Some questions about the participants' language 

background and their possible exposure to English during the summer vacation were also 

added: first, to make sure all enjoyed approximately the same language background; second, to 

exclude those who would be taking part in English classes or would be exposed to English 

intensively during the summer (see Appendix B).  

(c) The receptive/productive vocabulary test: The author devised a receptive/productive 

vocabulary test and administered it to the participants to reveal the attrition of receptive vs. 

productive word knowledge of learned English nouns among participants (see Appendix A). 

This test was modeled on The Vocabulary Levels Tests (Nation 1983, 1990; Laufer & Nation 

1995). It covered the nouns learned in their textbook Reading through Interaction 2 (see 

Appendix A).    

   Now let's turn to The Vocabulary Levels Tests. Controlled Active Vocabulary Test (Laufer & 

Nation, 1995) makes use of the same frequency levels and the same items, eliciting words in 

the short sentences. Each item’s first few letters are provided to eliminate the possibility of 

eliciting other words than the target item. The testees should provide the missing word in each 

sentence, as in this example:  

                 

The garden was full of fra….. flowers. (fragrant) 

 

    The Vocabulary Levels Test (Nation, 1983, 1990; Laufer & Nation, 1995) for passive 

vocabulary size consists of words from five- word-frequency levels (2000, 3000, 5000 words, 

the university word list, and 10000 words). Each frequency level of the test has six sections, 

and each section contains six words and three definitions. The test comprises 90 items (18 in 

each level) and assesses the target words out of context, since it may provide clues to the word 

meanings (definitions in the test do not provide such clues). Words in each level of the test 

represent all the words at that level (Laufer 1998). The testees should match the target words 

with their corresponding definitions, as in this example:  

 

1. original 
2. private          ……6… complete 
3. royal              
4. slow             ……1… first 
5. sorry             
6. total              ……2… not public 

 

The Vocabulary Levels Test has been found to be a valid test of vocabulary size. The reliability 

of the passive test was .88, using K-R 21 formula, and the reliability of the controlled active test 
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was .82 (Laufer, 1998). Independent validation data were provided for items in the Levels Test. 

The Receptive version of the Levels Test has been used in numerous concurrent validity studies. 

More importantly, only the Levels Test studies have been followed up either by the original 

authors or others (Waring, 1999). 

      

Procedure 
In a pilot study, the Vocabulary Levels Test for passive vocabulary size (Nation, 1983; 1990) 

and the Vocabulary Levels Test for active vocabulary size (Laufer & Nation, 1995) together 

with the devised receptive/productive test were administered to four students in an English 

institute. These students were approximately at the same level of EFL proficiency as the target 

sample; the same book was being taught in both university reading courses and the institute 

classes. They were all girls, at the same age as the participants. They also studied New 

Interchange 2 (Richards, Hull & Proctor, 1997) along with Reading Through Interaction 2.  

   The K-R 21 formula (Hatch & Farhady, 1982) was used to find the reliability of the devised 

receptive/productive test. Moreover, the Pearson Product-Moment correlation formula (ibid) 

was used to find the correlation coefficient between the Vocabulary Levels Test and the devised 

receptive/productive test as a measure of criterion-related (concurrent) validity of the latter. The 

reliability and validity of the tests (receptive & productive) were found independently. The 

reliability of receptive test was 0.86, and the reliability of productive test was 0.82. As for 

validity, the correlation coefficient between the passive version of the Vocabulary Levels Test 

and the receptive test of the devised test was 0.8, indicating that  there was 64% variance 

overlap between these two tests. And the correlation coefficient between the active version of 

the Vocabulary Levels Test and the productive test of the devised test was 0.6, showing that 

there was 36% variance overlap between these two tests.  

    In Time 1 administration and  just before the summer vacation (in May), the Nelson English 

Language Test (Book 3: Advanced; Test 350 A) was given to 82 participants to determine their 

level of proficiency and classify them into three high, middle, and low groups of proficiency 

level according to their scores on the test. The participants, informed of no penalty for wrong 

answer, completed the test in one hour. It was followed by the Language Background Survey to 

be answered by participants.        

    Then, the devised test of receptive/productive vocabulary, modeled on The Vocabulary 

Levels Test, was administered to the same participants to measure their acquisition of nouns 

covered in their Reading Comprehension book. This textbook was taught to all participants in 

their Reading Comprehension course (2) by some instructor other than the author. But as 

students had performed such tasks as paraphrasing and discussion in their reading course, it was 
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assumed that they certainly learned the new nouns. The receptive/productive vocabulary test 

was administered independently of the participants' final exam and before it. They were told 

how to answer the two sections (receptive and productive); to complete the abbreviated words 

in the productive test and to match the three words in the left column with their synonyms or 

definitions in the right column in the receptive test. It should be mentioned that the productive 

test preceded the receptive one. However, participants were not informed of being tested on two 

totally different forms of vocabulary test (receptive and productive) as well as the sameness of 

items in both receptive and productive versions, so that it did not interfere with their 

performance. Further, in devising the productive test, the author eliminated any possible 

grammatical clues to the elicited responses.  

    In order to measure the amount of lexical attrition due to a period of disuse during the 

summer, at the beginning of the third semester and in September the same receptive/productive 

vocabulary test (Time 2 test) was administered to only 65 participants. The drop in the numbers 

of the testees was due to the following factors: the author did not have access to all the 

participants in Time 1, and according to some participants' responses to the Background Survey 

(Appendix B), they attended English classes or were exposed to English intensively during the 

summer; therefore, they were excluded from the study. After excluding those who did not 

respond to either the receptive or productive test at all, the ultimate number of the participants 

stood at 60. The manner of administration of receptive/productive test was the same as in Time 

1.  

 

Results 
A repeated measures ANOVA was run to probe all three research questions. As displayed in 

Table 4.1, the participants were placed into three proficiency levels based on their scores on 

Nelson English Language test. Those scoring equal or above 55.80 (66.66 percentile rank, 

about half a standard deviation above the mean) indicated the High proficiency group. Those 

participants who scored 45.60 or below (33.33 percentile rank, or about half a standard 

deviation below the mean) formed the Low proficiency group. Those scoring between these 

two points formed the Mid proficiency group. 

                        Table 4.1: Proficiency Levels of the Participants (Groups) 

High (N=22) 55.80 and over 

Mid (N=18) Between 55.79 and 45.59 

Low (N=20) 45.60 and below 
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 Investigating the First Research Question 

1. Does the initial level of EFL proficiency (high, mid, low) of Iranian learners before the 

summer vacation result in different degrees of attrition/retention of learned nouns after that 

period of English disuse?  

    Table 4.2 displays the means of the total vocabulary test for the three proficiency groups. On 

the total vocabulary test, the HG (Mean = 59.29) outperformed the MG (M =48.69) and LG (M 

= 42.55), and MG over-scored the LG. 

 

       Table 4.2: Means of the Total Vocabulary Test for the Three Proficiency Groups 

      

Std. Error Mean PROFICIENCY

2.999 59.295 HIGH

3.316 48.694 MID

3.146 48.694 LOW

 

 

   The F-observed value for the effect of the proficiency level of the participants was 7.64 

(Table 4.3). This amount of F at 2 and 57 degrees of freedom was higher than the critical value 

of F; that is, 3.16. Based on these results, it can be concluded that irrespective of the 

productive/receptive dichotomy, the proficiency level of the Iranian EFL learners HAD a 

significant effect on their performance on the vocabulary tests. 

 

                 Table 4.3: Tests of Between-Subjects Effects: Proficiency Levels 

Source Type III Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

PROFICIENCY 12098.337 2 6049.169 7.642 .001 

Error 45120.396 57 791.586   

     

   Having shown that there was a significant difference among the mean scores of the High, Mid 

and Low proficiency groups on the overall score of the vocabulary tests (irrespective of their 
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types), the post-hoc Scheffe's tests (Table 4.4) were run to locate the exact places of the 

differences among the means. 

 

                       Table 4.4: Post-hoc Scheffe's Tests: Proficiency Levels 

95% Confidence 
Interval 

 
 

Sig. 
 

Std. 
Error

Mean 
Difference(I-J)

(J) 
PROFICIENCY 

(I) 
PROFICIENCY 

Upper 
Bound 

Lower 
Bound 

21.8388 -.6368 .069 4.47097 10.6010 MID HIGH

27.6698 5.8211 .001 4.34628 16.7455(*) LOW 

17.6323 -
5.3434 

.411 4.57046 6.1444 LOW MID

Based on observed means.

* The mean difference is significant at the .05 level.

 

The results indicated that: 

1. There was no significant difference between the mean scores of the High (Mean = 59.29) and 

the Mid (Mean =48.69) groups on the overall vocabulary tests. 

2. There was a significant difference between the mean scores of the High (Mean = 59.29) and 

the Low (Mean =42.55) groups on the overall vocabulary tests. 

3. There was no significant difference between the mean scores of the Mid (Mean = 48.69) and 

the Low (Mean =42.55) groups on the overall vocabulary tests. 

 

 Investigating the Second Research Question 

2. Which one – receptive or productive word knowledge of learned nouns – is more prone to 

attrition after English disuse by Iranian learners during summer vacation? 

 

    Table 4.5 displays the mean scores for the receptive and productive tests. The participants 

performed better on the receptive test (M = 51.90) than on the productive test (M =48.53). 

 

                Table 4.5: Means of Overall Mean Scores: Receptive and Productive 

TYPE 
 Mean Std. Error 

RECEPTIVE 
 51.907 1.752 

PRODUCTIVE 
 48.453 2.161 
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The F-observed value for the effect of the type of the two sets of tests (receptive and 

productive) was 5.42 (Table 4.6). This degree of F-value at 1 and 57 degrees of freedom was 

higher than the critical value of F; that is, 4.01. It may, therefore, be claimed that there was a 

significant difference between the productive and receptive mean scores and that all 

participants lost more productive word knowledge than the receptive one after the summer 

vacation. 

 

            Table 4.6: Repeated Measures ANOVA: Tests of Within-Subjects Effects 

Source 
 Type III Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

TYPE 
 710.897 1 710.897 5.429 .023 

Error(type) 
 7464.028 57 130.948   

 

Investigating the Third Research Question 

3. Does the initial EFL proficiency level (high, mid, low) before the summer vacation have any 

effect on the degree of attrition/retention of productive vs. receptive word knowledge of learned 

nouns after that period of English disuse by Iranian learners? 

    Table 4.7 displays the means for the three-way interaction between the time of the tests 

(before & after summer), type of the tests (productive & receptive) and the proficiency levels 

(High, Mid, Low) of the participants. 
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Table 4.7: Means of the Three-way Interaction Time by Type of Tests by Proficiency 

7. PROFICIENCY * time * type  
Measure: MEASURE_1 

PROFICIENCY TIME TYPE Mean Std. Error 

HIGH 

BEFORE 
SUMMER(T1)

PRODUCTIVE 75.500 3.634 

RECEPTIVE 51.000 3.643 

AFTER 
SUMMER(T2)

PRODUCTIVE 47.091 3.672 

RECEPTIVE 63.591 4.593 

MID 

BEFORE 
SUMMER(T1)

PRODUCTIVE 69.778 4.018 

RECEPTIVE 44.111 4.027 

AFTER 
SUMMER(T2)

PRODUCTIVE 31.222 4.059 

RECEPTIVE 49.667 5.078 

LOW 

BEFORE 
SUMMER(T1)

PRODUCTIVE 61.900 3.812 

RECEPTIVE 38.150 3.820 

AFTER 
SUMMER(T2)

PRODUCTIVE 25.950 3.851 

RECEPTIVE 44.200 4.817 
       

    As we can see in Table 4.8, the F-observed value for the three-way interaction between the 

proficiency level of the participants, time of the tests and the type of the vocabulary tests 

(productive vs. receptive) was .064, which at 2 and 57 degrees of freedom was lower than the 

critical value of F, that is, 3.16. In other words, there was no significant difference between the 

amounts of attrition/retention of receptive vs. productive word knowledge of learned nouns 

over summer vacation as affected by the initial proficiency level (high, Mid and Low) before it.  

 

               Table 4.8: Three-way Interaction: Time by Type of Tests by Proficiency 

Source Type III Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

TIME * TYPE *  
PROFICIENCY 24.489 2 12.244 .064 .938 

Error (time*type) 10852.444 57 190.394   
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Conclusions and Discussion 
It was found that regardless of receptive/productive dichotomy of word knowledge, the High 

group (of proficiency level) lost nouns less after the summer vacation than the Mid and Low 

groups, and the Mid group also lost nouns less than the Low group did. However, only the 

mean difference between High and Low groups was statistically significant. Some like Reetz-

Kurashige (1999, cited in Schmid 2005, p. 8), and Bahrick’s (1984a, cited in Murtagh, 2003, p.  

25) also found evidence for the role of initial proficiency level in the amount of attrition. 

Bahrick, for example, proposed that those with higher levels of proficiency retain more (e.g. 

vocabulary) even after fifty years of disuse. Neisser (1984, p. 33, cited in Ross 2002, p. 6) also 

hypothesized that the more proficient students retain a great deal of information because they 

had learned a schema, or structured system of relationships, for L2 vocabulary. In the present 

study, the role of proficiency level was reaffirmed about the EFL lexical (noun) attrition. Of 

course, it was revealed that the difference of proficiency level must be remarkable to have an 

effect on the L2 lexical retention. Nevertheless, this finding was in contrast with the results of 

some other studies (Weltens, 1989, cited in Weltens & Grendel, 1993, p. 139), which showed 

that the amount of lost knowledge seems to be independent of the original level of proficiency. 

In most of these studies, the level of proficiency was described in terms of years of studying the 

attrition language, which is, at best, a crude means of operationalizing the construct.       

    Another conclusion was that all participants – irrespective of their initial proficiency level – 

retained more receptive word knowledge than productive word knowledge after the summer 

vacation. Some researchers (e.g., Grendel 1993 & Weltens, 1988, cited in  Schmid, 2005, p. 

10) found that receptive vocabulary showed less attrition. A possible cause of superior 

performance with receptive tasks – whether it is a delayed one or not – is the availability of 

receptive words compared to productive ones. Also given the less consolidated memory trace, 

comprehension tasks are easier to perform than productive ones (de Groot and Keijzer, 2000). 

In addition, as productive testing requires the production of an unfamiliar pattern, the 

performance on receptive tasks was superior (Ellis & Beaton, 1993). De Groot and Keijzer 

(2000) have also found that words that are easiest to learn are better retrained, confirming the 

results of Bahrick and Phelps' (1987) study. These researchers found that retention over an 

eight-year interval was best for the Spanish words that had been learned the most easily. And 

obviously the receptive learning is highly easier than productive one (Mondria & Wiersma, 

2004).       

    The greater degree of difficulty of productive learning and retaining can also be explained in 

still two other ways. First, using a word productively needs more precise knowledge of the 

word form. Second, for a beginner a new L2 word has only a receptive link to the L1 equivalent, 
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but no links with other L2 words (Ellis & Beaton, 1993). Moreover, productive knowledge 

showed attrition faster than receptive knowledge because there was a more rigorous criterion 

set in productive test. A low level of receptive knowledge is enough for success on receptive 

test; however, a low level productive knowledge does not suffice for success on productive test 

(Mondria & Weirsma, 2004).    

     Interestingly, no significant interaction effect was found between these three variables; 

proficiency level, type of word knowledge (receptive/productive), and three months of disuse 

(time). In other words, the participants did not differ significantly in terms of attrition of the 

productive vs. receptive word knowledge of the learned nouns as far as their proficiency levels 

were concerned. It seems that while each of these variables (proficiency level and 

receptive/productive word knowledge) plays a role in EFL lexical attrition individually, they 

are not interrelated. In other words, we cannot infer less or more EFL lexical attrition resulting 

from their interaction. This finding is in line with Aitchison (1994, cited in Laufer & Paribakht 

1998, p. 369) and Channell’s (1988, cited in ibid, p. 369) who claim it is unknown whether 

different levels of L2 general proficiency have any effect on the nature of the relationship of 

receptive and productive vocabulary.         

    This may also be due to some gain on the receptive test after the summer vacation (Time 2) 

which was made by all proficiency groups (based on their means); a result similar to the gain 

found in the receptive skills by Weltens (1989, cited in Murtagh & vander Silk 2004, p. 283). 

No attrition or even gain can be attributed to the “critical threshold' hypothesis, based on which 

linguistic knowledge reaching this threshold (procedural stage) would be firmly established and 

not attrite (Bahrick 1984a, cited in de Bot 1999). Here, it seems that receptive word knowledge 

has reached this threshold compared with productive one.       

   Scherer (1957, cited in Weltens, 1987, p. 28) also puts emphasis on the students' mental 

activity after the course finishes, resulting in gain. Smythe et al. (1973, cited in Oxford 1982, p. 

162) found that those students tested after summer vacation showed improvement, but those 

with the longer period of disuse showed poorer performance. They referred to the facilitating 

effect of summer vacation as well as the fresh students doing well on tests after it. 

      

Theoretical and Pedagogical Implications 
This study can have some pedagogical implications for L2 teaching and learning. First, teachers 

should provide a rich environment to make exposure to and use of the L2 possible during 

training to prevent subsequent attrition. Second, they had better assess productive as well as 

receptive aspects of word knowledge using, for example, the test format used in the present 

study. Third, the students should be encouraged not to quit being exposed to L2 during summer 
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but continue involvement in the L2 learning process. Fourth, as productive word knowledge 

needs more attention in the EFL curriculum due to its vulnerability to loss, material developers 

for reading courses should incorporate in the books whatever (e.g., exercises) enhances 

productive word knowledge. Finally, teachers can employ learning tasks in the classroom (e.g., 

summarizing, paraphrasing, and discussion in reading courses) which may boost retention of 

both productive and the receptive word knowledge.  

       

Suggestions for Further Research 

Since the field of L2 attrition is relatively a new one in applied linguistics, more studies are 

needed to be carried out to investigate its under-researched issues. Hence, we can further probe 

into the possible effects of various L2 vocabulary teaching methods on its long-term 

retention/attrition, which as Oxford (1982, p. 167) mentions, could affect amount and type of 

L2 attrition. Another area for further research is looking at the other possible variables – 

including cognitive style variables, motivation for and attitudes about L2, L2 skills of the 

teacher– which may influence the amount and rate of L2 attrition (Oxford, 1982, p. 167). Also 

by considering attrition of different elements of L2 lexicon including dichotomies such as 

specific vs. general words, abstract vs. concrete words, frequent vs. infrequent words, cognates 

vs. noncognates, and verbs vs. nouns, we can find out about how each category is affected by 

attrition and then figure out teaching/learning tasks to prevent it. Finally embarking on the 

investigation of attrition in other aspects of L2 linguistic knowledge such as phonology and 

syntax can tell us whether or not they deteriorate as much as the vocabulary does, whereby we 

may take preventive or remedial measures in this regard. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A (The Receptive/Productive Vocabulary Test with Answers) 

 

First name:                                Family name: 

 

    Part A. Complete the bold, incomplete words. Some words are PLURAL. The number of 

hyphens (-) equals the number of omitted letters. The first one has been done for you. 

Example: The soldier's cor - - - could not be recognized. (corpse) 

1. She found herself in con - - - - - with her parents over her future career. (conflict) 

2. I will meet you at the main en - - - - - - of university. (entrance) 

3. She never lost her enthu - - - - - for teaching. (enthusiasm) 

4. They have had several disag - - - - - - - - with their neighbors. (disagreement) 

5. My father has made a full reco - - - - from operation. (recovery) 

6. We should try to omit che - - - - - - from the process of our lives. (chemicals) 

7. He filed a law - - - - against his record company. (lawsuit) 

8. They were reunited after a sepa - - - - - - of more than 20 years. (separation) 

9. The child was locked in his room as a pu - - - - - - - -. (punishment) 

10. There was no hope of es - - - - from her disastrous marriage. (escape) 

11. The deve - - - - - - - - of vaccine against disease has given many people a new life.  
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      (development) 

12. There was a party in cele - - - - - - - of their fifth wedding anniversary. (celebration) 13. 

Scientists have established a co - - - - - - - - between cholesterol levels and heart     

      attack. (connection)    

14. We expect to see more im - - - - - - - - - in our business over the coming years.  

      (improvement) 

15. Are you taking any medi - - - - - - right now? (medication) 

16. There was a general expec - - - - - - that he would win. (expectation) 

17. There is a strong evi - - - - - of a link between exposure to sun and skin cancer.  

      (evidence) 

18. He will require sur - - - - on his left knee. (surgery) 

19. Reading this book requires a great deal of con - - - - - - - - - -. (concentration) 

20. They are waiting for doctor's diag - - - - -. (diagnosis) 

21. The bacteria were examined under a mic - - - - - - -. (microscope) 

22. She is responding well to the medical treat - - - -. (treatment) 

23. It is difficult to make a com - - - - - - - with her previous book- they are totally  

      different. (comparison) 

24. He was deep in medi - - - - - - and did not see me come in. (meditation) 

25. There are ten de - - - - - - - - - in this university; for example, chemistry and 

      physics ones. (departments) 

26. The government has adopted new policies in agri - - - - - - -. (agriculture) 

27. The majo - - - - of people interviewed prefer TV to radio. (majority) 

28. The equip - - - - of the photographic studio was expensive. (equipment) 

29. There were over 500 appli - - - - - for the job. (applicants) 

30. He cannot understand the basic con - - - - - of mathematics. (concepts) 

31. This role is the biggest cha - - - - - - of his career. (challenge) 

32. She suffered from serious dep - - - - - - - after losing his job. (depression) 

33. Their qua - - - - of life improved when they moved to France. (quality) 

34. Are there any sug - - - - - - - about how to solve the problem? (suggestion) 

35. Iran is located in the northern hemis - - - - - of the globe. (hemisphere) 

36. The company is trying to improve customer satis - - - - - - -. (satisfaction) 

37. She went through an iden - - - - crisis during her teens. (identity) 

38. Some steps were taken to reduce levels of environmental po - - - - - - -. (pollution) 

39. Most of the buildings in the town are modern, but the mosque is an ex - - - - - - -.  

      (exception) 
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40. Personal hy - - - - - is very important in preventing disease. (hygiene) 

41. There are clear indi - - - - - - - that the economy is improving. (indications) 

42. The new management techniques aim to improve per - - - - - - - - of company.  

      (performance) 

43. Pakistan came into exis - - - - - as an independent country after war. (existence) 

44. Remember to bring clothes that provide adequate pro - - - - - - - against wind and 

      rain. (protection) 

45. Our luggage was checked all the way through to our final des - - - - - - - -. 

      (destination) 

46. Crea - - - - - - and originality are more important than technical skills. (creativity) 

47. They object to the de - - - - - - - of horrible scenes in the movie. (depiction) 

48. The decision was made in my ab - - - - -.  (absence) 

49. The team has been training hard in pre - - - - - - - - for the big game. (preparation) 

50. We need to improve an open ex - - - - - - of ideas and information. (exchange) 

51. They intend to question the lega - - - - of his claim in the courts. (legality) 

52. One major disad - - - - - - - of area is the lack of public transportation. (disadvantage) 

 53. You should drink one spoon - - - of this syrup every eight hour. (spoonful) 

54. He has been an active par - - - - - - - - in the discussion. (participant) 

55. Oxford attracts large number of visitors and sight - - - - -. (sightseers) 

56. You will be paid by direct cre - - - into your bank account. (credit) 

57. The ag - - - - - - - was signed during a meeting at the UN. (agreement) 

58. The mountain gorilla is on the verge of ex - - - - - - - -. (extinction) 

59. She kept her pro - - - - to visit her aunt regularly. (promise) 

60. This university has a high drop - - -rate. (dropout) 

61. There is a need for greater di - - - - - - - and choice in education. (diversity) 

62. The police still haven't found the murder wea - - -. (weapon) 

63. It is a cus - - - in that country for women to marry young. (custom) 

64. The tanker began to spill its car - - of oil. (cargo) 

65. Only a small mi - - - - - - of students are interested in politics these days. (minority)  

66. This job is suitable for someone with business back - - - - - -. (background) 

67. You will have the oppor - - - - - - to ask any question at the end. (opportunity) 

68. We provide help to families in cri - - - situation. (crisis) 

69. The natio - - - - - - of students is not important for the college. (nationality) 

70. She felt nothing but hat - - - for her attacker. (hatred) 

71. The ex - - - - - of this country are sugar and fruit. (export) 
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72. In 1999, their marriage ended in di - - - - -. (divorce) 

73. You are under no com - - - - - - - to pay immediately. (compulsion) 

74. There is a proven asso - - - - - - -between this syndrome and frequent coughing. 

      (association) 

75. He is a senior offi - - - - in the State Department. (official) 

76. His treatment was a combi - - - - - - of surgery, radiation, and drugs. (combination) 77. We 

would like to see close coo - - - - - - - - between colleges and schools in  

     developing computer use. (cooperation) 

78. Her designer clothes were from the pages of a fashion maga - - - - . (magazine) 

79. Put an adver - - - - - - - in the local paper to sell your car. (advertisement) 

80. The rea - - - - is that there is not enough money to pay for this project. (reality) 

81. There is now intense compe - - - - - - between schools to attract students.  

      (competition) 

82. The pur - - - - of the book is to provide a complete guide to university. (purpose) 

83. She was the innocent vic - - - of a violent attack. (victim) 

84. They have done some lab - - - - - - - research to find out the cause of this strange 

      disease. (laboratory) 

85. The hotel has a friendly at - - - - - - - - and personal services. (atmosphere) 

86. After her mother's death, she became acutely aware of her mor - - - - - -. (mortality)  

87. I heard the sounds of gun - - - - - out in the street. (gunshots) 

88. She wrote about her ad - - - - - - - traveling in Africa. (adventures) 

89. Recently, the public atti - - - - to marriage have changed. (attitude) 

90. He is able to trace his an - - - - - - back to 1000 years. (ancestry) 

 

Part B. Match THREE words in the left column with their synonyms/definitions in the right 

column. Write the numbers in front of synonyms.        

(1) 
1. courthouse                                                                                 .…3…... deep thought 
2. celebration                                                                
3. meditation                                                                                 ......2… party to praise 
4. basis 
5. mattress                                                                                   ..…6… who a person is                  
6. identity 
 
(2) 
1. performance                                                                           ……3.... spoon capacity 
2. deterrent 
3. spoonful                                                                                      …..1….. functioning 
4. representative 
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5. orthodontist                                                                                   …..6…. innovation 
6. creativity 
 
(3) 
1. compulsion                                                                                   ……3..…. objective 
2. polygamy 
3. purpose                                                                                     …..5….. goods in ship 
4. respirator 
5. cargo                                                                                              ……1..…. pressure 
6. pyramid 
 
(4) 
1. legality                                                                                                .…6..…farming 
2. cave  
3. cancer                                                                                           .…1.... being lawful 
4. monument 
5. destination                                                                              ……5.... end of journey  
6. agriculture 
 
(5) 
1. conflict                                                                                          ……1..… argument 
2. escape 
3. operation                                                                                    ……2..… getting free 
4. institute 
5. expectation                                                                                ……5..… anticipation 
6. balance 
 
(6) 
1. applicant                                                                                      ……3..... sad feeling 
2. basis 
3. depression                                                                                      ……1..... candidate 
4. minister 
5. psychiatrist                                                                                 …..6…… cleanliness 
6. hygiene 
 
(7) 
1. exorcism                                                                    ……6..… disease identification 
2. trance 
3. placebo                                                                 ……5..…. getting well after illness 
4. punishment   
5. recovery                                                       ……4..…. treating sb roughly for a fault 
6. diagnosis 
 
(8) 
1. tranquilizer                                                                    ……6..… degree of goodness 
2. approach 
3. comparison                                                                                      ……3..… analogy 
4. enthusiasm    
5. astrology                                                                                 ……4..… great interest 
6. quality  
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(9) 
1. improvement                                                                         ……3..... medical curing  
2. stomachache 
3. treatment                                                                                         ……5..... facilities 
4. amulets 
5. equipment                                                                                        ……1..... advance 
6. physician 
 
(10) 
1. extinction                                                                                             …..5…. dislike 
2. weapon 
3. virus                                                                               ……1.... destruction for ever 
4. priest 
5. hatred                                                                                  ……2..... sth to fight with 
6. telemeter 
 
(11) 
1. criminal                                                                                             ……2..... contest 
2. competition  
3. polytheist                                                                                        ……4..… casualty 
4. victim 
5. ulcer                                                                               ……6..... exciting experience 
6. adventure                                                                                                                                                             
  
(12) 
1. insomnia                                                                             ……5..... half of the Earth 
2. justice 
3. morals                                                                                                    ……4..... drug 
4. medication  
5. hemisphere                                                                                   ……6..… teamwork 
6. cooperation 
 
(13) 
1. evidence                                                                         ……6..…. unnatural material 
2. theft 
3. conception                                                                                             …..5..…. door 
4. discipline  
5. entrance                                                                                               ……1..… proof 
6. chemical 
 
(14) 
1. miniature                                                                                   ……4..… being away 
2. participant  
3. protection                                                                      ……2..…. one who takes part 
4. absence 
5. stressfulness                                                                            ……3..…. keeping safe 
6. cheating 
 
(15) 
1. dropout                                                                                      ……2..… relationship 
2. association 
3. advertisement                                             ……3..… notice of sth wanted or for sale 
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4. statement 
5. conductivity                                                               ……1..… one who quits school 
6. polygraph 
 
(16) 
1. mortality                                                                                               ……1..... death 
2. worship 
3. laboratory                                                 ……3..… a place for scientific experiment 
4. loneliness 
5. failure                                                                                           ……6..…. readiness 
6. preparation  
 
(17) 
1. majority                                                                                         ……5..…. showing 
2. dominance 
3. insight                                                                                 ……1..…. greater number 
4. department  
5. depiction                                                                         ……..4…… college division 
6. requirement 
 
(18) 
1. challenge                                                       ……3..…. way of thinking or behaving 
2. institute 
3. attitude                                                              ……1…. difficult or demanding task 
4. indication  
5. migration                                                                                               ……4.… clue 
6. expression 
 
(19) 
1. gunshot                                                                      ……1..… shot fired from a gun 
2. credit  
3. yardwork                                                                                            ……4..…. agent 
4. official  
5. suburbs                                                                                 ……2..…. sum of money 
6. entertainer 
(20) 
1. opportunity                                                                                  ……2..…... tradition 
2. custom  
3. reality                                                                                                  ……3..…... fact 
4. musician 
5. floss                                                                                               ……1..…... chance 
6. plumpness 
 
(21) 
1. tattoo                                                                                           ……5..…... a journal 
2. decoration 
3. sacrifice                                                                     …….4.…. being from a country 
4. nationality 
5. magazine                                                           ……6..…. joining or mixing together 
6. combination  
 
(22) 
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1. plan                                                                           ……5..…. difference of opinion 
2. lawsuit 
3. packaging                                                                                   ……4..… production 
4. development 
5. disagreement                                                                 ……2..…. a case in law court 
6. reflection 
 
(23) 
1. surgery                                                                                     ……2..... coming apart 
2. separation  
3. judgment                                                                             …..1… medical operation 
4. clientele 
5. denim                                                                                                      ……6..... link 
6. connection  
 
(24) 
1. figure                                                                                       ……6..…. general idea 
2. longevity 
3. spear                                                                                     ……5..… close attention 
4. microscope  
5. concentration                                   ……4..…. instrument making things look larger 
6. concept 
 
(25) 
1. palace                                                                            ……4..…. feeling of pleasure 
2. statue 
3. suggestion                                                                                              ……3..… hint 
4. satisfaction 
5. exception                                                                                ……5..… a special case 
6. reservation 
 
(26) 
1. ancestry                                                                                   ……6..… making dirty 
2. success  
3. membership                                                                                ……1.… forefathers 
4. plain 
5. existence                                                                        ……5..… being real & living 
6. pollution 
 
(27) 
1. sightseer                                                           ……2..... giving & receiving in return 
2. exchange  
3. coast                                                                                           ……6..… weak point 
4. wagon 
5. hayride                                                              ……1..… visitor of interesting places 
6. disadvantage 
 
(28) 
1. promise                                                                                           ……2..… contract 
2. agreement  
3. harvest                                                                  ……1..… statement (not) to do sth 
4. marshmallow 
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5. diversity                                                                                           ……5..…. variety 
6. maple 
 
(29) 
1. minority                                                                             ……1..…. smaller number 
2. battle 
3. background                                                                        ……3..…. past experience 
4. sap 
5. pickle                                                                ……6..… time of difficulty & danger 
6. crisis   
 
(30) 
1. divorce                                                                      ……5..… sending goods abroad 
2. version 
3. feather                                                                 ……4..… general feeling of a place 
4. atmosphere  
5. export                                                                             ……1..… marriage break-up 
6. nomad 
 
 

Appendix B (Language Background Survey) 

Please answer these questions about yourself. 

  

1. How old are you? 

2. What were your approximate grades in high school English? 

3. If you have taken a standard test in English before, please write the name of the test and 

approximate grade you receive  

4. What grades did you approximately get in your courses last semester? 

5. Do you practice listening, reading, writing, or speaking English out of class? If yes,  

please describe the length and type of your practice. 

6. Do you continue to practice English during the summer vacation as much as you do now? 

7. Are you going to participate in English classes at institutes during summer? 

8. What do you think of you English ability? Are you good, bad, or average at English? 

9. How was the English test you have just taken, easy, difficult, or so-so? 

10. How was your performance on this test, bad, good, or average? 
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Abstract 

The purpose of this study is to explore the acquisition of the semantic categories of at by 
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Spanish advanced learners of English. Following the framework of Contrastive 

Interlanguage Analysis (CIA) (Granger et al., 2001) and using a cognitive model of 

categorisation (Dirven, 1993), we have studied the learner’s linguistic behaviour from 

the perspective of which semantic functions the learner uses significantly more or 

significantly less than a native speaker. The data were drawn from two corpora: the 

Spanish subsection of the International Corpus of Learner English (ICLE) and the 

Louvain Corpus of Native Speaker Essays (LOCNESS). The independent samples T-

test revealed that the different semantic categories of at occur with similar frequencies 

in both groups. Nevertheless, NNS significantly overused the category Time as 

compared with NS, while underusing Space. The results obtained seem to indicate that 

Spanish advanced EFL learners have mastered the semantic functions of at in a way that 

comes quite close to the NS use.  

 

Keywords: cognitive linguistics, semantic categorisation, contrastive interlanguage analysis, 

polysemy, metaphor 

 

Introduction 
Although it is widely acknowledged that choices and uses of prepositions are one of the most 

difficult areas of L2 acquisition, very little research has been conducted on this topic. This 

problem has been detected even at advanced levels (see Lindstromberg, 2001: 80; Brala, 2002: 

134), and some authors have pointed to the inadequacy of the existing EFL materials 

(especially dictionaries) for explaining the semantics of English prepositions as one of the main 

sources of difficulty  (cf. Lindstromberg, 1998, 2001; Brala, 2002; Schmied, 2003). In this 

connection, Tyler & Evans (2004) observe that the acquisition of English prepositions in 

instructed L2 learning is too often complicated by the fact that the systematic relations that 

Cognitive Linguistics (henceforth, CL) has shown to hold between the different uses or 

meanings are not adequately explained; instead, they are presented in a way that suggests 

arbitrariness and lack of organization. In consequence, they argue for the “usefulness to 

language teaching of taking a CL approach” (2004, p. 260). 

   Most studies on prepositions carried out within the area of SLA are based on Error Analysis 

and point to the fact that prepositions rank among the most frequent errors found in the 

learner’s interlanguage (see Moreno Ibáñez & Ruiz Gracia, 1986; Jiménez Catalán, 1996; 

Khampang, 1974; Lococo, 1976; Meriö, 1978; Meziani, 1984).  A different insight is yielded 

by a number of studies conducted within the framework of Corpus Linguistics (Monfort, 1995; 
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Granger & Rayson, 1998; Rayson et al., 1997; Aarts and Granger, 1999), but, with the 

exception of Monfort (1995), they confine their discussion to the patterns of overuse and 

underuse by native speakers (NS) and non-native speakers (NNS). Special mention should be 

made here of a few studies that have focused on the acquisition of prepositional polysemy 

adopting the perspective of Cognitive Linguistics (Schmied, 2003; Navarro i Fernando, 1999; 

Navarro I Fernando & Tricker, 2000a and 2000b; Navarro I Fernando & Tricker, 2000/01; 

Lowie & Verspoor, 2004). 

    The purpose of this study is to describe the route of acquisition of the different semantic 

functions of the preposition at by Spanish EFL learners. Our aim is, therefore, to make a useful 

contribution to this neglected area of research, adopting an approach that combines the 

cognitive theoretical framework of semantic description and Corpus Linguistics methodology. 

On the one hand, the cognitive theoretical framework is especially appropriate for the study of 

prepositions, because it pays due regard to a number of lexical-semantic questions that are 

fundamental in prepositional studies, i.e. polysemy, semantic extensions, etc. On the other hand, 

the corpus methodology has become common practice in SLA studies since the early 1990s 

with the appearance of the first Computer Learner Corpus (CLC) studies. Notable among the 

CLC is the International Corpus of Learner English (ICLE), which includes comparable data 

from different EFL learner corpora, each of which consists of speakers of a different native 

language. The present study is based upon data drawn from two corpora: the ICLE and a NS 

corpus, the Louvain Corpus of Native Speaker Essays (LOCNESS). The approach taken is 

basically quantitative in nature, i.e. we deal with such phenomena as underuse and overuse by 

the Spanish learners in comparison with native writers. Thus, we propose a systematic study of 

the learner’s linguistic behaviour which includes a description of which linguistic features the 

learner uses significantly more than a native speaker, and which features the learner uses 

significantly less than a native speaker (Leech, 1998). Finally, the study is also intended to 

check whether learners follow the route of acquisition that CL has described for native speakers 

(see Rice, 2003, Dirven, 1993). 

 

1. Review of the literature 

1.1. The Cognitive Linguistics (CL) approach to prepositions 

The focus of this study is the description of the semantic categorisation of at by advanced 

learners of English. This means that prepositions are assumed here to be full semantic 

categories. However, this has not always been the prevalent view in the grammatical 

descriptions of English prepositions. In fact, “discrepancies and inconsistencies have almost 

become an integral characteristic of the description of English prepositions” (Rauh, 1993, p. 99). 
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In general, most classical studies on prepositions, including most Structuralist descriptions, 

consider them as closed-class items (Fries, 1952; Gleason, 1955; Hockett, 1958), and some 

even equate them with inflectional affixes (Poutsma, 1926; Curme, 1935). More recent 

approaches to prepositions view them as forming constructions with lexical meaning, which 

confers on them a status similar to that of verbs, nouns, adjectives, etc.  

   It was precisely with the advent of CL (triggered by psychological studies in categorization 

(Rosch, 1978) that studies in prepositional semantics started to gain importance. A vast amount 

of literature on prepositions subsequently emerged, but few of these studies can be said to adopt 

a similar theoretical framework and to be based on corpus analysis. According to Taylor (1993, 

p.151), two factors contributed significantly to this development: (1) the interest in the relation 

between cognition and linguistic structure, i.e. linguistic expressions are considered to be in 

direct relation to the speaker’s mental representation of states of affairs; (2) the renewed interest 

in lexical semantics, and especially, in polysemy. Therefore, it is understandable that 

prepositions have come to occupy the focus of attention in CL studies since, on the one hand, 

prepositions are primarily used to symbolise conceptualisations either of spatial relations, or, 

through semantic extension, of more abstract relations; and, on the other hand, prepositions are 

one of the most polysemous classes of lexical items.  

   The main CL assumptions about prepositions (and about the lexicon in general) can be 

summarized as follows (see for example Herskovits, 1986; Lakoff, 1987; Langacker, 1987; 

1991; Radden, 1989; Dirven, 1993; Goldberg, 1996; Lindstromberg, 1998; Tyler & Evans, 

2003): (1) prepositions are complex lexical categories; they have internal structure, i.e. they are 

polysemous and the different senses are inter-related; (2) the different senses of a preposition 

form a semantic network in which the most  prototypical senses are those which are 

experientially grounded (i.e. conceptually basic), while abstract and novel senses arise through 

construal mechanisms such as metaphor, metonymy, instantiation, etc; (3) lexical boundaries 

are porous and often indeterminate (see Rice, 2003, p. 244). 

    Therefore,  polysemy and metaphor are at the heart of most discussions on prepositional 

semantics. A widely-held assumption among cognitive linguists is that Space is the basic or 

prototypical sense of prepositions while the other (more abstract) senses are the result of 

metaphorical extension. Thus, Dirven (1993, p.73) explains that “the basic spatial 

conceptualisations can be and are projected onto ‘mental space’ (…) covering other concepts 

such as time, state, area, manner or means, circumstance, cause or reason, etc”.  A similar view 

is held by Rauh (1993, p.142) who maintains that “lexical variants may develop out of 

originally spatial prepositions via the cognitive process of metaphor”. Tyler and Evans (2003) 
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propose a model of principled polysemy, whereby a preposition is conventionally associated 

with a number of distinct but related meanings.  

   The so-called “Time is Space” metaphor (i.e. the assumption that spatial and temporal senses 

are related metaphorically) has become a classic in the CL and psycholinguistic literature on 

prepositions (see for example, Clark, 1973; Talmy, 1983, 1988; Langacker, 1987; Traugott & 

Heine, 1991. For more references, see Rice et al., 1999: 109).  However, it has been called into 

question by Rice, Sandra, and Vanrespaille (1999), who suggest that, although the metaphor 

has some historical justification, it does not seem to be so transparent for modern speakers, i.e. , 

it seems to be dead or dying for many prepositions. 

 

1.2. Prepositions in acquisition 
Studies on the acquisition of prepositional semantics do not exactly abound. Thus, Rice (2003: 

251) notes that despite the fact that CL is assumed to be “usage-based and speaker-

conceptualizer-centered”, there is a general lack of research by cognitive linguists on the 

subject of acquisition by either children or second language learners.  

   Most CL studies on the acquisition of prepositional polysemy focus on L1 acquisition and use 

cross-linguistic comparison of acquisition patterns (Carpenter, 1992; Bowerman, 1996; 

Ziegeler, 1997). One of the main issues addressed is the relationship between pre-linguistic 

knowledge of spatial relations and the development of spatial language (i.e., prepositions). A 

widely held assumption among cognitive linguists is that the meanings children assign to 

spatial concepts are language-independent (see Slobin, 1973; Clark, 1973). However, on the 

basis of the existence of important cross-linguistic differences, a good number of authors (see 

Gopnik, 1980; Carpenter, 1992; Dirven, 1993;  Rice, 2003, and especially Bowerman, 1996, 

and Bowerman and Choi, 2001) have tried to demonstrate that spatial conceptualisations are 

language-specific and have suggested that “there is considerable variation across languages in 

which similarities and differences ‘count’ in establishing whether two spatial situations belong 

to the same spatial semantic category, that is, can be referred to with the same spatial 

morpheme” (Bowerman, 1996, p. 393). In contrast with Bowerman’s thesis, Vandeloise (2003) 

claims that linguistic diversity is not incompatible with pre-linguistic concepts having a role in 

the acquisition of language.  

   Another important issue present in this discussion is connected with the route of emergence 

of the different senses of a preposition. An almost tacit assumption in CL (see Slobin, 1985; 

Ziegeler, 1997), especially after the publication of the collection of articles edited by Traugott 

& Heine (1991), is that the historical development of the different uses of a preposition mirrors 

children’s acquisition of those uses. By way of illustration, diachronic studies predict that 
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concrete meanings will be acquired before abstract meanings, transparent before opaque, spatial 

before non-spatial (including temporal) and use in specific collocation before generalized 

applications. Similarly, Tyler & Evans (2003) emphasize the difficulties in using 

prototypicality for determining the primary sense of a preposition and opt for the historically 

earliest sense as the basic meaning, to which the others are metaphorically related (by mapping 

from spatial onto other domains). This assumption has been partly rejected by Rice (2003, p. 

247) who, in the light of her own empirical results, claims that “these mechanisms do not 

necessarily enjoy any appreciable degree of psychological reality in the minds of contemporary 

speakers and therefore should not be deployed automatically as either synchronic or 

developmental explanations of data patterns”. 

   Therefore, there is a considerable lack of research on the patterns of acquisition of 

prepositions by NNS from a cognitive perspective. As in the case of L1 acquisition, Space (the 

topological sense of prepositions) is often assumed to be the most basic sense in SLA studies. 

Thus Schmied (2003, p. 234) suggests that “the most frequent prepositions have developed 

from their local meaning (…), which is then further extended into the fourth dimension TIME 

(…) Thus we see the local/temporal meanings as prototypical at one end of the spectrum, 

idiomatic expressions as exceptions at the other.” In a category between prototypes and 

idiomaticity he situates “figurative transfer” for “semantically related cases, which often exhibit 

interesting metaphorical shifts from the original but are not lexicon specific”.   

   A notable contribution to the body of research on polysemy acquisition by Spanish EFL 

learners has been made by Navarro i Fernando, 1999, Navarro i Fernando & Tricker, 2000a and 

2000b, and Navarro i Fernando & Tricker, 2000/01. 

 

2. A model for the semantic categorisation of at 
It has been mentioned that one of the basic premises of CL is that prepositions are complex 

lexical categories, i.e., they are polysemous, and the different senses are organised following a 

semantic network in which the more abstract or new senses are derived through semantic 

extension from a basic meaning that is normally termed Space (although some authors prefer to 

refer to the topological function of Space). These premises lie behind Dirven’s (1993) semantic 

characterisation of English prepositions, which we have used as a model for the semantic 

categorisation of at in our own empirical study. Dirven shows that the fact that prepositions 

structure our experience of physical space determines the language-specific concepts built up in 

mental space. Dirven’s model works according to the following principles: (1) “Some English 

prepositions divide up physical space in an idiosyncratic or English way”; (2) “The basic spatial 

conceptualisations are projected onto mental space (thus covering other concepts such as time, 
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state, area, manner or means, circumstance, cause or reason”; (3) “Since each preposition can 

follow a different path of extensions in meaning we will find different concepts of time, state, 

etc” (Dirven 1993, p. 73). The main implications of this model are that the linguistic 

realizations of spatial conceptualisations are considered to be language-specific and that Space 

is viewed as the basic meaning from which all the other meanings of a preposition derive: “The 

extensions of meaning of a preposition from physical space via time into more abstract domains 

do not occur in any haphazard way but follow a path of gradually increasing abstractions, 

whereby the link with each prior meaning remains obvious and may account for most, if not all, 

co-occurrence restrictions between trajector and landmark”2 (1993, p. 76). 

   Therefore, he proposes a radial network of extensions of the basic meanings of each 

preposition. In the case of at (which is described as the most neutral place preposition, denoting 

“place as a point of orientation, disregarding its physical shape” op. cit. 74), this radial network 

can be described as follows: 

 
MEANINGS DEFINITIONS EXAMPLES 
Space Point as place. at the station 

Time Time-point. at six o’clock 

State Referring to larger scheduled network of human activities 

or states; a metaphorical orientation point.  

at work 

Area Area of practical skills; action and human subjects are 

major co-occurrence restrictions; the thematic context or 

field within which an event is seen.  

good at guessing 

Manner A point on a scale, which can be contrasted with other 

points 

at full speed 

Circumstance An orientating activity marking the occurrence of a 

second activity; an extension of the temporal sense (i.e. a 

further abstraction of temporal at, not with a time 

continuum but with human actions as a reference point). 

Temporal and conditional circumstance. 

at these words (he 

left) 

Cause Cause as a target at which one aims one’s emotions such 

as laughter, irritation, anger etc.; the target (person or 

situation) was the cause of the emotion felt by the subject. 

An extension of the basic spatial sense of at taken in its 

dynamic sense. 

What is expressed is that the emotional state follows from 

a cause or that the cause triggers the emotional state.  

laugh at, irritation at 

Table 1. Semantic categorisation of at according to Dirven (1993) 
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   It is interesting to note that in the radial network devised by Dirven, Time, Manner, State, and 

Area are semantic extensions of Space (defined here as “point as place”), while the last two 

senses, Circumstance and Cause, derive directly from Time, i.e., they are only indirect 

extensions of Space. The significance of Dirven’s model for the classification used in our study 

will be addressed below (cf. section 3.2). 

 

3. The study 

3.1. Research questions and hypotheses 
The purpose of our study is threefold. It aims, first of all, at investigating how Spanish 

advanced EFL learners compare with NS from the point of view of their use of the preposition 

at (i.e. Do Spanish advanced learners use at to the same extent as native writers?). This will 

allow us to compare our results with the ones obtained in previous studies (cf. Granger & 

Rayson, 1998; Rayson et al., 1997; Aarts and Granger, 1999) which suggested that prepositions 

are generally underused by learner writers. Secondly, we also seek to address the issue of how 

NNS and NS compare regarding their use of the different semantic categories of at. More 

specifically, the study aims at answering the following questions: Do NS and advanced EFL 

learners use at to express the same semantic categories? And if so, are these semantic 

categories used with similar frequencies? I.e., what are the patterns of overuse and underuse of 

the semantic functions of at that can be detected in the NNS as compared with the NS? Thirdly, 

another objective of this study is to test the widely held assumption that Space is the most basic 

and prototypical category. If this is assumed to be so, we should expect Space to be the most 

frequent category in both NS and NNS written productions. Accordingly, if we take Dirven’s 

semantic network as a model, then Space should be followed in frequency by Time, and then by 

Manner, State, and Area indistinctly (since, according to Dirven, they are all semantic 

extensions of Space), and, finally, by Circumstance and Cause (which derive directly from 

Time). Therefore, the last research question we would like to answer is whether the different 

semantic categories will appear in both NS and NNS corpora in the order of frequency 

suggested by Dirven’s network and attested (at least, as far as Space and Time are concerned) in 

numerous L1 studies, i.e. Space > Time > Manner/State/Area > Circumstance/Cause3. 

 

3.2. Data and method 
The study uses a Corpus Linguistics methodology. The data were taken from two comparable 

corpora:  
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The NNS corpus used was the Spanish component of the International Corpus of Learner 

English (SPICLE). The Spanish subcorpus comprises 251 essays, with a total of 200,376 words. 

As stated in Granger, Dagneaux and Meunier (2002:13), “all the learners submitting an essay to 

the ICLE shared the following characteristics: age, learning context and proficiency level”. This 

means that: (1) the subjects are usually in their twenties; (2) they have learned English in a non-

English speaking country; and (3) all the ICLE subjects are university undergraduates in 

English, usually in their third or fourth year, and the proficiency level ranges from higher 

intermediate to advanced.  

   The NS control corpus used was the LOCNESS (the Louvain Corpus of Native English 

Essays), a 300,000-word corpus, including 149,574 words of argumentative essays written by 

American university students, 18,826 words of literary-mixed essays written by American 

university students, 59,568 words of argumentative and literary essays written by British 

university students, and 60,209 words of British A-level argumentative essays. It has the 

advantage of being directly comparable to the ICLE, but, in order to make it comparable to the 

Spanish subsection of the ICLE, we limited our study to a subsection of the LOCNESS, a 

sample of 322 essays (totalling 227,968 words) which excludes essays produced by A-level 

students. 

   The methodology used to describe quantitative differences between NS and NNS is 

Contrastive Interlanguage Analysis or CIA (Granger, 1996b; Granger et al., 2002), which 

involves two major types of comparison: (1) NL vs. Interlanguage (IL) comparisons, whose aim 

is to “uncover the features of non-nativeness of learner language. At all levels of proficiency, 

but especially at the most advanced ones, these features will not only involve plain errors, but 

differences in the frequency of use of certain words, phrases or structures, some being overused, 

others underused” (Leech 1998: 13; the emphasis is ours); (2) IL vs. IL. This study focuses on 

the first type of comparison.  

   In line with other CIA studies, we view the labels overuse and underuse as purely descriptive, 

which means that they do not necessarily imply wrong usage. Although the study presented 

here is predominantly quantitative, some more qualitative insights into the use of at are also 

provided in order to highlight the importance of qualitative considerations when dealing with 

the acquisition of prepositional semantics. 

   Assigning examples to pre-conceived semantic categories is an extremely difficult task and, 

as Rice (2003, p. 256) mentions, no classification “is uncontroversial or without limitations”. 

For classification purposes, we mainly followed Dirven’s (1993) categorisation of the senses of 

at (see above). Therefore, we classified examples into seven main categories: Space, Time, 

Manner, State, Area, Cause and Circumstance. Dirven’s model provides a good example of the 
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cognitive approach to prepositions. However, since his categories are somewhat vague due to 

the scarcity of examples provided (one or two per category), they were refined by referring to 

two dictionaries: the Oxford English Dictionary (OED) and the Gran Diccionario Oxford 

Inglés/Español (GDO)4. Consequently, we established the correspondence of Dirven’s 

categories with those proposed in the OED and the GDO. In fact, these two dictionaries (but 

especially the OED) offer a wider variety of examples that helped to classify the instances of at 

found in our two corpora, while at the same time providing general categories which broadly 

coincide with the ones found in Dirven’s repertoire. For instance, Dirven illustrates his category 

Space with “at the station”, which is obviously a prototypical spatial use of at. However the 

GDO further sub-classifies Space into Location (henceforth Space 1) and Direction (henceforth, 

Space 2) in order to account for the differences between examples (1) and (2) below: 

 

(1) She was waiting at the door. 

(2) They were throwing stones at him. 

 

Similarly, the OED provides a total of 14 different sub-types of the general category Space (see 

Table 11 in the Appendix), which show increasing degrees of abstraction. This helped us 

classify as spatial examples which are apparently as different as (1-14) below (corresponding to 

senses 1-14 of the OED): 

(1) These streamers seem to converge at a point beyond the zenith. 

(2) Did he graduate at Oxford or at Cambridge? 

(3) He is at the door. 

(4) The parliament met at Oxford.  

(5) We met her at her father’s. 

(6) He is at school. 

(7) He had been at the battle. 

(8) The friend at your left hand. 

(9) They are at a distance. 

(10) He’s sick at heart. 

(11) He entered at the front door. 

(12) He arrived at the station. 

(13) He looked at me. 

(14) He aimed at the handle. 

   Examples 1-12 were included under the subcategory  Space 1, while examples 13-14 were 

classified as Space 2. 
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   Another subdivision was introduced in the case of  State, where GDO distinguishes State 

proper, henceforth State 1 (as in e.g. “at a disadvantage”), from the meaning “occupied with”, 

henceforth State 2 (as in e.g. “people at work”).  

   It should be noted that misuses are not the focus of this study, and have not been included in 

the aforementioned classification for three reasons: (1) their frequency of appearance in the 

corpus was very low; (2) misuses are not semantically classified in other comparable studies (cf. 

Navarro i Tomás, 2000/01; Rice, 2003); (3) we believe that the semantic study of misuse by 

Spanish EFL learners cannot be undertaken by looking at one preposition in isolation, but by 

referring to groups of prepositions that are translated similarly into the learners’ L1. On the 

contrary, idiomatic expressions such as “at all”, “at risk”, “at a loss”, “at the same time”, etc., 

and expressions in which at is governed by a verb, noun or adjective (e.g., “look at”, “success 

at”, “good at”) have also been classified under one of Dirven’s categories. This classification 

criterion differs from the one adopted in most empirical L1 or L2 studies (cf. Rice, 2003, 

Navarro, 2000/01) but is consistent with Dirven’s (1993) approach, in which the categories 

Manner, Area, and Cause are used to account for examples such as “at full speed”, “good at” 

and “laugh at” respectively, which can be said to represent a variety of more or less “fixed” 

expressions. The resulting categorization system is shown in Table 2. 

CATEGORY EXAMPLES CATEGORY EXAMPLES 
Space 1 At university 

At home 
At school 
At the terminal 
At the conference 
At the door 

State 2 At work 
At war 

Space 2 Mock at 
Look at 
Glance at 
Stare at 

Circumstance At the request 
At this view 
At this mistake 

Time At the same time 
At the beginning 
At last 
At present 
At the age of  
At once 
At night 
At Christmas 
At midnight 

Manner At least 
At all 
At the same level 
At face value 
At any price 
At random 
At any rate 

State 1 At the mercy (of) 
At liberty 
At odds 
At his disposal 

Area Successful at sth 
Good at 
Play at 
Work at 

Table 1. Semantic categorisation of at according to Dirven (1993) 
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3.3. Results and discussion 

3.3.1. Quantitative analysis of the acquisition of prepositional semantics  

Once the classification was carried out, each usage type was tallied as a percentage of overall 

uses of the preposition by each subject or in each text, which allowed us to make intra- and 

inter-corpora comparisons. 

 

3.3.1.1. NS vs. NNS  

The first objective of this study was to check whether Spanish advanced writers use at to the 

same extent as native writers. As is indicated in Table 3, the mean frequency is higher for the 

NS. The “independent samples T-test” indicates that this overuse is not statistically significant 

(t=1.831; p=0.068). However, we cannot disregard the fact that the difference is quite close to 

statistical significance, which may point to the general underuse of the category preposition by 

NNS as reported in the study conducted by Granger & Rayson (1989). Nevertheless these 

authors also highlight the existence of important differences between individual prepositions, 

with at being neither overused nor underused by NNS in their study. 

 
GROUP N occurrences of at Mean frequency Std. Dev. Std. error mean 

NS 
(N=226) 

816 3.62 3.53 .23 

NNS 
(N=215) 

649 3.07 2.83 .19 

Table 3. Overall frequency of at in the two groups of subjects 
 
 
   The second objective of our study was to investigate whether NS and NNS use at to express 

the same semantic categories, and if so, whether these categories were used with similar 

frequencies (patterns of overuse and underuse). Table 4 indicates that both groups use the same 

repertoire of semantic categories and also shows the percentage of appearance of the different 

semantic categories in the NS and NNS corpora. 
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SEMANTIC CATEGORIES 
 

GROUP N Mean
 % 

Std. 
Deviation 

Std. Error 
Mean 

Space 1 NS 226 26.4 34.27 2.28 
NNS 213 23.9 34.05 2.33 

Space  2 NS 226 12.2 26.18 1.74 
NNS 213 5.6 16.36 1.12 

Space 
(Space 1 + Space 2) 

NS 226 38.6 37.60 2.50 
NNS 213 29.5 36.16 2.48 

Time NS 226 34.7 36.74 2.44 
NNS 213 42.9 39.61 2.71 

State 1 NS 226 2.6 11.49 .76 
NNS 213 1.7 8.98 .62 

State 2 NS 226 1.3 7.98 .53 
NNS 213 2.3 13.30 .91 

State 
(State 1 + State 2) 

NS 226 3.9 14.50 .96 
NNS 213 4 15.87 1.09 

Circumstance NS 226 .4 3.58 .24 
NNS 213 .2 2.64 .18 

Manner NS 226 19.2 29.64 1.97 
NNS 213 22.2 35.01 2.40 

Area NS 226 .9 5.17 .34 
NNS 213 .3 3.46 .24 

Cause NS 226 2.3 9.94 .66 
NNS 213 .9 5.72 .39 

Table 4. Mean percentage of appearance of the different semantic categories of at in NS and 
NNS 

 
 

The shaded lines in Table 4 indicate the group producing the larger number of examples in each 

category. However, we were only interested in the statistically significant differences between 

NS and NNS. Thus, the independent samples t-test revealed the existence of significant 

differences between the two groups for only three categories (cf. Table 5): (1) NNS 

significantly underuse at in the category Space 2, i.e., directional space as in e.g., “look at” 

(t=3.18; p=0.002); (2) they also exhibit significant underuse of at in the category Space, i.e., in 

general their underuse of all spatial senses of at is statistically significant (t=2.705; p=0.007); 

(3) on the other hand, they overuse at in the category Time (t=-2.248; p=0.025).  
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 NS corpus NNS corpus t value 
Space 1 26.4 23.9 0.778 
Space 2 12.2 5.6 3.180* 

Space 38.6 29.5 2.705* 

Time 34.7 42.9 -2.248* 

State 1 2.6 1.7 0.936 
State 2 1.3 2.3 1.046 
State  3.9 4 -0.117 
Circumstance 0.4 0.2 0.202 
Manner 19.2 22.2 -1.001 
Area 0.9 0.3 1.414 
Cause 2.3 0.9 1.674 
Table 5. Distribution of semantic categories in the NS and NNS corpora. Results of the 

independent samples t-test (the asterisk indicates statistically significant differences) 
 
   The results of the t-test have important implications for the acquisition of the semantic 

functions of at, at least by this group of learners: on the one hand, the fact that there exist no 

significant quantitative differences between NS and NNS for most categories might indicate 

that most categories have been “correctly” acquired or mastered or that they are used in a 

“native-like” way. However, the fact that a number of categories are used with a significantly 

different frequency (either as over- or underuse) might imply that these categories have not 

been “correctly” mastered. It should be noted that, in accordance with the methodology 

followed in previous empirical studies (cf. Rice, 2003; Navarro i Fernando, 2000/01), we are 

using an operational definition of competence as frequency, i.e. the frequency of appearance of 

each category (as compared with NS’ use) is taken as an indicator of the rate of acquisition of 

the semantic functions of at.  

   The results shown in Tables 4 and 5 are clearly connected with the third objective of our 

study, i.e., testing the widely held assumption that Space is the most basic or prototypical 

category. More specifically, do our results confirm the assumption that the different semantic 

categories will appear in both NS and NNS corpora in the order suggested by Dirven’s network 

i.e. Space > Time> Manner/State/Area > Circumstance/Cause? Table 6 shows the semantic 

categories in order of frequency for both the NS and the NNS corpus: 
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NS corpus NNS corpus 
Space Time 
Time Space 
Space1 Space 1 
Manner Manner 
Space 2 Space 2 
State State 
State 1 State 2 
State 2 State 1 
Cause Cause 
Area Area 
Circumstance Circumstance 

Table 6. NS and NNS usage frequency of the semantic categories of at (shaded lines indicate 
differences between the two groups) 

 

As suggested by Table 6, the order of frequency is similar for both groups. However, two facts 

should be noted: (1) while Space is the most frequent category in L1, this  position is occupied 

by Time in the case of NNS; (2) as already pointed out, the t-test showed that time was 

significantly overused in the NNS corpus. These two results seem to reject the assumption of 

the prototypicality of Space in both groups. Thus, while Space seems to be the most frequent 

and, therefore, the most prototypical category for NS writers, Time is the most frequent and 

apparently the most prototypical category for learners. Although similar findings have been 

reported by Navarro i Fernando, 2000/01, we will have to wait for the qualitative analysis in 

order to find a reasonable explanation for this difference between NS and NNS speakers. 

   Furthermore, the order of frequency of the different uses seems to support Dirven’s semantic 

network only partially. This model considers Space as the most basic, followed by Time, then 

by Manner, State, and Area indistinctly, and finally by either Circumstance or Cause. Apart 

from the fact that Time and Space appear in different positions in the two groups, in neither of 

the two does Area appear before Cause, i.e., according to our results, Cause is more basic than 

Area. Nevertheless, in both corpora Manner, State, and Circumstance occupy positions in 

accordance with the network. A clearer insight into the behaviour of the different semantic 

categories is afforded by the separate analysis of the two corpora. The results of this analysis 

are discussed in the following two sections.  

 
3.3.1.2. NS’ use of at 

The results obtained from the comparison of the frequencies of the various senses of at by NS 

and NNS are better understood if we investigate the existence of statistically significant intra-

group differences between the categories. In this connection, we carried out a “paired-samples” 
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T-test with the data obtained from the NS corpus. The T-test revealed the existence of 

significant differences between most NS categories. Three important results should be noted:  

   First, no significant differences were found to exist between Space and Time in the native 

corpus, which can be explained in terms of their being the most prominent categories in the 

corpus, and the ones that are widely assumed to be the most basic or prototypical. This is 

reinforced by the fact that there are significant statistical differences between either Space or 

Time and all the other categories, which seems to draw a clear line separating the most basic 

and least abstract senses (Space and Time) from the least basic and most abstract ones (the rest). 

  Second, no significant differences were found to exist between the overall frequency of the 

two subcategories of State (State 1 and State 2), which is remarkable since the comparison of 

the two groups has already revealed differences in their order of appearance. The results found 

for the NS corpus seem to diminish the importance of this inter-group difference. 

   Third, Manner exhibited significant differences when compared with all categories. It should 

be noted that it occupies the third place in absolute frequency after Space and Time, which is 

quite consistent with Dirven’s network. The frequency differences between Circumstance  

(0.4%) and Cause (2.3%) were also found to be statistically significant (t=-2.709; p=0.007) 

while no significant difference was found between Area and Cause, which could diminish the 

importance of the fact that Cause is more frequent in our NS corpus than Area. 

   Finally, the analysis revealed the existence of highly significant differences between the use 

of Space 1 and Space 2 (t=4.457; p=.000). Thus, the higher frequency of Space 1 (26.4% vs. 

12.2%) might be related to the fact that Space 2 is more abstract and less experientially 

grounded. In line with the evidence offered by historical studies on the development of 

prepositional uses (cf. Traugott & Heine, 1991; Iglesias Rábade, 2003), this result might also 

indicate that more abstract senses are acquired later than more concrete ones. This assumption 

is, in general terms, confirmed by the order of frequency exhibited by the data drawn from the 

NS corpus. The following section describes the behaviour of the NNS corpus. 

 
3.3.1.3. NNS’ use of at 

The T-test revealed the existence of significant differences between most NNS categories. The 

intra-group analysis of the NNS corpus yields a number of interesting results when compared 

with the results of the NS corpus: 

   First, the frequency of Space (29.5%) is significantly lower (t=-2.947; p=0.004) than the 

frequency of Time (42.9%). This result reverses the order of frequency described for the NS 

corpus, where Space turned out to be more frequent than Time. However, it is important to 

notice that this difference was not statistically significant in the case of native subjects. These 



 
Linguistics Journal Volume 3 Issue 1 

116

two findings might point to the fact that both Space and Time are equally basic and prototypical 

and neither of the two should be taken as more basic than the other. Note that Langacker (1987, 

p. 148-9) already considered Space and Time to be equally primary as cognitive domains. 

   Second, as shown in the case of NS data, no significant differences (t=-0.575; p= 0.566) exist 

between State 1 (1.7%) and State 2 (2.3%), which seems to diminish the importance of their 

appearing in different positions in the two corpora (State 2 is more frequent in the NNS corpus, 

while State 1 is more frequent in the NS corpus). 

   Third, there are no significant differences (t= 0.445; p=.657) between Space 1 (23.9%) and 

Manner (22.2). This contrasts with the results obtained in the NS corpus, which showed the 

existence of significant differences between the Space categories and all the other categories 

(except Time). It seems that the frequency of the Manner category in the NNS corpus cannot be 

disregarded, despite the fact that we have found no statistically significant differences between 

the frequency rates of this category in each group (see above).  

   Finally, NNSs showed no significant differences between the last three categories (i.e. Area, 

Circumstance, and Cause), the most abstract and least prototypical. 

   The relevance of the results obtained in the intra-corpus and inter-corpora analyses can be 

best understood by resorting to the qualitative analysis of the data. The results of this analysis 

are discussed in the following section. 

 
3.3.2. Qualitative insights into the use of the semantic categories of at by NS and NNS  
The quantitative analysis presented in the previous sections reported on the existence of 

important discrepancies between the two groups of subjects regarding their use of at in the 

category Time: on the one hand, the inter-corpora analysis revealed that this sense was 

significantly more frequent in the learner corpus; on the other hand, the intra-corpus analysis 

revealed that, while Space was the most frequent category followed by Time in the NS corpus, 

Time was more frequent than Space in the NNS corpus, this difference being found to be 

statistically significant. In this section we undertake the analysis of the particular examples of 

these categories in order to find an explanation for this development in the NNS corpus. 

   The first step of the qualitative analysis involved an investigation of the right-hand and left-

hand collocates of at (cf. Tables 12-19 in the Appendix). This allowed us to calculate the 

type/token ratio (i.e., the number of types divided by the number of occurrences, or tokens). 

This ratio is assumed to be an indicator of lexical variation or diversity, i.e., a high type/token 

ratio results from the use of many different words in a text, and implies that there is little 

repetition (cf. Meunier, 1989). In the particular case of at, a high type/token ratio in a given 

category would indicate the use of a wide variety of types, while a low ratio would indicate that 
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a low number of types have the biggest number of examples or tokens of that category. This 

ratio was calculated for each category and for both right- and left-hand collocates5 in both the 

NS and the NNS corpus (see Table 7 and Table 8).  

 

SEMANTIC 
CATEGORIES 
OF AT 

Right-Hand Collocates in NS 
corpus 

Right-Hand Collocates in NNS 
corpus 

Types Tokens Type/Token 
ratio

Types Tokens Type/Token 
ratio 

Space 1 57 224 0.25 41 174 0.23 
Time 34 269 0.12 26 273 0.09 
State 13 27 0.48 12 22 0.54 
Manner 29 144 0.2 13 127 0.10 
Circumstance 2 2 1 1 2 0.5 

Table 7. Type/token ratio of right-hand collocates in NS and NNS 
 
SEMANTIC 
CATEGORIES 
OF AT 

Left -Hand Collocates in NS 
corpus 

Left -Hand Collocates in NNS 
corpus 

Types Tokens Type/Token 
ratio

Types Tokens Type/Token 
ratio 

Space 2 18 110 0.14 9 37 0.24 
Area 6 9 0.66 1 1 1 
Cause 16 26 0.61 2 5 0.4 

Table 8. Type/token ratio of left-hand collocates in NS and NNS 
 
In the case of right-hand collocates, the highest ratio is found for State, followed by 

Circumstance, Space 1, Manner, and Time in the NNS corpus. The NS corpus shows a slightly 

different order: Circumstance, State, Space, Manner, and Time. These results seem to be rather 

inconclusive: on the one hand, Time has a lower ratio in the NNS corpus, which indicates that 

learners use fewer types, i.e. fewer types account for a higher number of tokens. However, this 

difference is so small (0.23 in the NNS corpus vs. 0.25 in the NS corpus) that it cannot be 

expected to explain why Time is overused by the learners. On the other hand, Time has the 

lowest ratio in both corpora, which indicates that there is more repetition for Time than for the 

other categories.  

   As for left-hand collocates, the results were quite similar in both corpora: the highest ratio 

was for Area, followed by Cause and Space 2. The ratio for Cause was lower in the NNS 

corpus, while Space 2 and Area both obtained higher ratios in the NNS corpus. This seems to 

indicate that NNS have acquired a good range of expressions where at is governed by either a 

noun, verb or adjective, which seems to be in accordance with the results reported by Navarro i 

Fernando (2000/01) and Rice (2003). 

   In view of the fact that type/token ratios were not useful to explain the results of the 

quantitative analysis, we set out to determine to what extent the overall frequency of each 
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category could be attributed to the high frequency of a few types. To this end, we considered as 

high-frequency (HF) types those with a frequency equal or higher than 5 (see Table 9 and Table 

10). 

 

Table 9.  High-frequency right-hand collocates in NS and NNS subjects 
SEMANTIC 
CATEGORIES 
OF AT 

NS corpus NNS corpus 
n 
types 

n 
tokens 

% 
total 
types 

% total 
tokens 

n 
types

n 
tokens

% 
total 
types 

% total 
tokens 

Space 2 3 93  
16.6 %

84.54 % 2 23 22.2 % 62.16 %

Area 0 0 0 % 0 % 0 0 0 % 0 % 
Cause 1 7 6.25 % 26.92 % 0 0 0 % 0 % 

 
Table 10. High-frequency left-hand collocates in NS and NNS subjects 

 
SEMANTIC 
CATEGORIES 
OF AT 

NS corpus NNS corpus 
n 
types 

n 
tokens 

% total 
types 

% total 
tokens

n 
types

n 
tokens

% total 
types 

% total 
tokens 

Space 1 12 155 21.05 % 69.19 % 6 118 14.6 %  
67.81 %

Time 17 243 50 % 90.33 % 14 250 45.16 % 91.57 %
State 1 6 7.14 % 22.22 % 1 8 8.33  %  3.36 % 
Manner 6 111 20.68 % 77.08 % 2 111 15.38 % 87.4 % 
Circumstance 0 0 0 % 0 % 0 0 0 % 0 % 

 
Although in both corpora HF right-hand collocates appear in the same order of frequencies 

(Time > Manner > Space 1 > State > Circumstance), it should be noted that only Time and 

Manner have a higher percentage of HF right-hand collocates in the NNS corpus as compared 

with the NS. Although the difference in each case is not very big, we can consider this as a 

reasonable explanation for the existence of significant differences between the two groups of 

subjects regarding their use of at in the category Time. In fact, a more detailed look at the 

learner corpus reveals that the 3 most frequent types (“at the end”, “at the same time”, and “at 

the beginning”) represent 53.47% of tokens (vs. only 27.88% of tokens in the NS corpus). This 

might point to the fact that the category Time seems to be over-represented by the high 

frequency of a few types and can finally explain why learners overuse this category as 

compared with NS. The fact that these three types (and many of the HFT) could be described as 

more or less fixed or more or less idiomatic expressions is also in accordance with the findings 

of previous L1 and L2 acquisition studies (cf. Navarro i Tomás, 2000/01; Rice, 2003). 
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   The fact that some time expressions such as “at the beginning” and “at the end” are among 

the three most frequent time expressions in the NNS corpus could then be an explanation of the 

prominence of this category in this corpus as compared with the NS corpus, while at the same 

time diminishing the importance of the quantitative differences between Space and Time in 

each corpus, pointing once again to the fact that both categories could be considered as equally 

basic and prototypical. 

 

4. Conclusions 
This study has explored the acquisition of the semantic categories of at by Spanish advanced 

learners of English. Following the framework of CIA (Granger, 1996b; Granger et al. , 2001) 

and using a cognitive model of categorisation (cf. Dirven, 1993), we have studied the learner’s 

linguistic behaviour from the perspective of what semantic functions the learner uses 

significantly more or significantly less than a native speaker. Therefore, the study has been 

mainly quantitative in nature. The main conclusions to be drawn from the quantitative analysis 

are summarised as follows:  

 

1) The study has shown that NNS use at to the same extent as NS and that they use it to express 

the same semantic functions or categories: Space (Space 1 and Space 2), Time, Manner, State 

(State 1 and State 2), Area, Circumstance, and Cause. 

 

2) The inter-group analysis has two types of implications: (i) on the one hand, from the point of 

view of SLA, it has revealed that the different semantic categories of at occur with similar 

frequencies in both groups. Nevertheless, NNS significantly overuse the category Time as 

compared with NS, while underusing Space 2 (the most abstract of the two spatial categories) 

and Space. Therefore, the conclusion that can be drawn, in general, is that they have learned to 

use at in a way that can be described as native-like, which was to be expected from advanced 

learners; (ii) from a cognitive perspective, these results have also shown that Dirven’s (1993) 

model can in general be said to hold for NS, while it fails to explain why Time and not Space is 

the most frequent and, consequently, basic or prototypical in the NNS corpus. This finding, 

however, confirms the results obtained in other SLA studies (cf. Navarro i Tomás, 2000/01). 

 

 3) The intra-group analysis revealed the existence of significant statistical differences 

between most categories in each corpus taken separately. On the other hand, the following 

results deserve mention: (i) Space was significantly less frequent than Time in the NNS corpus. 

However, the fact that no significant differences appeared to exist between Space and Time in 
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the NS corpus might diminish the importance of the inter-group discrepancies found in these 

two categories. This might point to the fact that, from a cognitive perspective, as noted by 

Langacker (1987), both categories can be said to be equally basic, neither of them being more 

prototypical than the other; (ii) Space 1 was used with a significantly higher frequency than 

Space 2 by the NS, which points to the prevalence of concrete over more abstract uses that has 

been described in cognitive studies based on historical evidence (cf. Traugott & Heine 1991); 

this result is also connected with the fact that Space 2 had been found to be significantly 

underused by NNS in the inter-group analysis (see above); (iii) no significant differences were 

found to exist between State 1 and State 2 in either of the two corpora. This result diminishes 

the importance of the differences in the order of appearance of these two categories in the two 

groups of subjects (State 1 > State 2 for NS vs. State 2 > State 1 for NNS); (iv) neither the NS 

nor the NNS corpus revealed the existence of significant differences between the last three 

categories (namely, Area, Circumstance, and Cause), thus pointing to their being the least basic 

and experientially grounded of all.  

   The explanation of some of the results yielded by the quantitative analysis was facilitated by 

the qualitative analysis of the collocates of at in the different senses. More specifically, we tried 

to find the reason for the prevalence of Time in the NNS corpus by calculating the type/token 

ratio of each category. This analysis did not prove to be very helpful, since although Time had a 

lower ratio in the NNS corpus (which indicates that learners used fewer types than NS), this 

difference was too small to account for the learners’ overuse of time. A better explanation was 

provided by the analysis of HF collocates, which showed that the NNS corpus exhibited a 

higher percentage of HF right-hand collocates of Time. This means that the category Time 

seems to be over-represented by the high frequency of a few types, which, furthermore, could 

be described as more or less fixed expressions, thus pointing to the importance of idiomatic 

expressions in learner language that has been reported in previous studies. 

   To summarize, the study has shown the usefulness of applying a cognitive model of 

categorisation to the description of the learner’s use of prepositions. It has also revealed the 

existence of some differences in the cognitive perception of the different categories as more or 

less prototypical by NS and NNS. Furthermore, it has shown that Spanish advanced EFL 

learners have mastered the semantic functions of at in a way that comes quite close to the NS 

use, which is not surprising considering their level of proficiency in the foreign language. The 

differences that have been found to exist can be explained on account of: (i) their higher use of 

repetition, which can be said to be a feature of learner language; (ii) the importance of fixed 

expressions or vocabulary chunks for L1 and L2 acquisition of vocabulary (cf. Sinclair, 1991; 

Weinert, 1995; De Cock, 2000). 
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   Further research could be conducted on the importance of the learners’ L1 in the process of 

acquisition of the semantics of at. For this purpose, it might be useful to consider the influence 

of the learned translation of the preposition acquired by the NNSs: the preposition “at” is 

mainly translated into Spanish as “en” (e.g., Eng. “at the station”, Sp. “en la estación”), but can 

be translated as “a” (e.g., Eng. “arrive at”, Sp. “llegar a”; Eng. “at noon”, Sp. “al mediodía). 

However, the usefulness of  the (Spanish/English, English/Spanish) contrastive approach could 

be best seen in a study exploring the NNS’ use of other prepositions, such as in and on, which 

are treated as the same preposition in Spanish (basically, “en”). Only by introducing this cross-

prepositional and cross-linguistic comparison will it be possible to gain further insights into the 

acquisition of the semantics of English prepositions. 

 

Notes 
1This research has been funded by the Spanish Ministry of Education and Science, grant number HUM2005-
00562/FILO and by the Consellería de Innovación e Industria da Xunta de Galicia, grant number 
PGIDIT06PXIC204032PN. These grants are hereby gratefully acknowledged. 
We would like to thank Antonio Rial for his valuable advice on the statistical analyses. Needless to say, the present 
authors are entirely responsible for any inaccurate interpretation of the data. 
 
2 The terms trajector and landmark were first used by Langacker (1987). In CL frameworks the simplest type of 
prepositional expression is made up of three constituents: the preposition and two NPs as in “the woman at the 
airport”. Therefore, the trajector is the NP designing the smaller, mobile entity which is located with respect to the 
landmark, which serves to locate it. In the example “the woman at the airport” “the woman” corresponds to the 
trajector and “the airport” to the landmark. These two entities, however, have received different names in the 
literature: the first NP has been also termed “figure”, “theme”, “located entity”, “located object”, “spatial object”, 
“spatial entity”; the second NP has been also termed “ground”, “reference object”, “reference entity”, “localiser”. 
 
3 The symbol “>” is used to indicate that a certain category is more frequent than another, i.e. the expression “X > 
Y” means “X is more frequent than Y”. 
 
4 A similar classification methodology was followed by Herskovit (1986) and Schmied (2003). 
 
5 In the case of Space 1, Time, State, Manner, and Circumstance, we were interested in the right-hand collocates; 
left-hand collocates are only relevant when the preposition is governed by either a noun, a verb, or an adjective, 
which is always the case in the following categories: Space 2, Area, and Cause. 
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Appendix 
Table 11. Correspondences between Dirven’s model and the OED 
DIRVEN OED 

Sp
ac

e 
1. The most general determination of simple localization in space, expressing, strictly, the 

simple relation of a thing to a point of space which it touches; hence, usually 

determining a point or object with which a thing or attribute is practically in contact, 

and thus the place where it is, when this is either so small as to be treated as a mere 

point, or when the exact relation between the thing and the place is not  more 

particularly expressed by the prepositions close to, near, by, about, on, in, over, under, 

all of which may at times be expressed by at. Used with cardinal points of the compass 

(US): at the East(ward) 

2. With proper names of places: particularly used of all towns, except the capital of our 

own country, and that in which the speaker dwells (if of any size) also of small and 

distant islands or parts of the world: The parliament met at Edinburgh; Did he 

graduate at Oxford or at Cambridge?; Small and distant islands and parts of the 

world. 

3. in active or aggressive contact; applying to, soliciting, pestering, assailing. They have 

been at me for subscription. 

4. At (a person’s) house: We met her at her father’s. 

5. Used to express some practical connection with a place, as distinguished from mere 

local position: in/at school; in/on/at sea, at the hotel. 

6. At an occurrence or event, i.e. at the place of its occurrence and taking part in it; 

assisting or present at: He had been at the battle. 

7. Defining the point or part of a body where anything is applied; hence, sometimes, 

hanging or attached by; sometimes defining more generally ‘the side or direction on 

which the thing is, as A dog at its heels, the friend at your left hand. 

8. Of distance: at hand , at a distance, at arm’s length, at a hundred years 

9. Expressing the relation of an attribute to a particular place or part: sick at heart. 

10. Defining the point at which anything enters, or issues, and hence the channel through 

or by which entrance or exit is effected. He entered at the front door. 

11.  obs. 

12. with certain verbs of motion: indicating attainment of a position: stop, arrive at a 

point; hence determining the point to which the motion extends. With idea of obstacles 

or difficulties intervening. 

13. of motion directed towards: in the direction of, towards, so as to get at; often with 

hostile intent, ‘against’: to run, rush, go, aim…; of bodily action and gesture (to point, 

look, stare, swear, shout, grumble, mock); of mental aim, allusion, hint, conjecture 

(He hinted at some of my friends’ exploits) 

14.   of motion or action directed towards the attainment or acquisition of: to snatch, 
clutch, catch, reach, make, etc; to aim, aspire, etc
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Ti
m

e 

29. introducing the time at which an event happens: a) with the time named (at a good 

moment, at present); b) with the time indicated by an event: at the time of, on the 

occasion of: At the Restorarion he became…,  

30. introducing the age at which one is: He became Pope at thirty-seven. 

31. Of nearness, or distance in time, interval (at once, to be paid at a day, ) 

32. of the number of times, turns, or occasions (at a time, at three doses) 

 

St
at

e 

14. with things which are the objects or centres of special activities, and are more or less 

put for the activities themselves: at the bar (=acting as the barrister, or as one on trial); 

15. (and 16) with actions in or with which one is engaged (at dinner, at work, at play); at 

it (=”busy”) 

20. Of state, condition of existence: at rest, at peace, ease, liberty, a loss 

21. of mutual relations: at war, at variance, at strife, at accord 

22. of conditioning circumstance: at peril, risk, hazard, expense, charge, at an advantage, 

disadvantage, etc. 

24. of relation to one’s will or disposition: at his will, pleasure, mercy, desire, discretion, 
disposal 

C
ir

c.
 34. introducing the occasion on which a fact or action ensues, and hence the occasioning 

circumstance, or cause: fly at the mere touch of… 

M
an

ne
r 

19.Of posture, position: at gaze, at bay, at right angles  

22. of mode, manner, measure, extent: at random, at large 

25. Defining special point in a series or scale at which one begins, stops, ends, etc. It boils 

at 100º; esp. with superlatives: at his very best  

26. Of rate or degree, at which a thing is done: He worked at high pressure; at full speed 

27. of price or value: taken at what they are worth, at eighteen pounds a week. 

28. of reference to a standard generally: at their choice

A
re

a 

17. After many verbs expressing action (work, play, pull, kick, tear,knock, drum)  

connecting adjectives of occupation and proficiency, or their substantives, with a thing or 
action (diligent at his lessons, readiness at replying) 

C
au

se
 

35. introducing the occasion or cause of an emotion: astonished, dismayed, delighted, 

grieved at; surprise, rejoice at ; also laugh at (FROM “SPACE”) 

36. introducing what is at once the exciting cause and the object of active emotions: envy, 
hate, wrath 
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Table 12. Right-hand collocates of at in Space 1 (shaded lines indicate HF types; for reasons of 
space, collocates with a frequency of 1 are not shown in the table) 
 
NS Right-hand 

Collocates 

Frequency NNS Right-hand 

Collocates 

Frequency 

end of 

university 

PLACENAME 

home 

school 

beginning of 

end 

auto da fé 

college 

work place 

hand  

centre 

'Fête des Morts' 

heart 

castle 

outset 

top 

execution 

mansion 

office 

park 

party 

shopping mall 

terminal 

heart  

 

26 

25 

21 

18 

15 

13 

12 

8 

7 

5 

5 

4 

4 

4 

3 

3 

3 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

 

the end  

home 

the beginning   

university 

PLACENAME 

school 

inn  

point  

the university 

school (a primary, the, 

plural) 

house  

top  

bottom  

door 

job  

part  

  

40 

30 

17 

16 

10 

5 

4 

4 

4 

4 

3 

3 

2 

2 

2 

2 

 

 



 
Linguistics Journal Volume 3 Issue 1 

130

 
Table 13. Right-hand collocates of at in Time (shaded lines indicate HF types) 
 
NS Right-hand 
Collocates 

Frequency NNS Right-hand 
Collocates  

Frequency 

the end  
the same time 
the (very) beginning  
that time 
last 
present 
first  
this/that moment  
time  
this point  
first sight 
the moment  
age  
moment  
stage  
night 
AGE 
Christmas 
year  
once 
TIME 
YEAR 
course (the) 
middle  
midnight 
occasion (any) 
 
 

66 
58 
22 
14 
12 
12 
12 
10 
10 
9 
8 
7 
5 
5 
4 
3 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
1 
1 
1 
1 
 
 
 

time 
the time 
at the same time 
first 
point 
AGE 
stage 
moment 
age 
end of 
present 
times 
beginning of 
TIME 
at that time 
night 
start 
first glance 
all times 
beginning 
once 
chance 
contact 
date 
dawn 
death 
end 
every turn 
expense of 
height 
last 
middle  
minute 
moment 

42 
22 
21 
18 
18 
16 
16 
15 
11 
11 
9 
9 
8 
7 
8 
6 
6 
4 
3 
3 
3 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
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Table 14. Right-hand collocates of at in Manner in NS and NNS (shaded lines indicate high-
frequency types) 
 
NS Right-hand 
Collocates 

Frequency NNS Right-hand 
Collocates 

Frequency 

least 

all 

level 

rate 

expense of 

pace 

any cost 

length 

PERCENTAGE 

PRICE 

SCORE 

an all time high 

price 

random 

best 

all costs 

face value 

full force 

hand 

its peak 

maximum 

minimum 

most 

sake 

speed 

whim 

worst 

 

45 

25 

21 

9 

6 

5 

3 

3 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

least 

all 

level  

any rate 

hight  

knife point 

large 

limit  

point  

any price  

prize  

random 

speed  

 

69 

42 

4 

2 

2 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 
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Table 15. Right-hand collocates of at in State in NS and NNS (shaded lines indicate high-
frequency types) 
 
NS right-hand collocates of at in State NNS right-hand collocates of at in State 

Collocates Frequency Collocates Frequency 

risk 

work 

stake 

mercy 

odds 

war 

a loss 

anchor 

discretion 

disposal 

ease 

fault 

will 

 

6 

5 

3 

2 

2 

2 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

work 

liberty 

ease 

breakfast 

dinner 

disposal 

a loss  

mercy  

risk 

service 

requirements 

will 

8 

3 

2 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

 

 
 
Table 16. Right-hand collocates of at in Circumstance in NS and NNS  
 
NS Right-hand 

Collocates 

Frequency NNS Right-hand 

Collocates 

Frequency 

mistake  

thought 

1 

1 

request  

view  

1 

1 
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Table 17. Left-hand collocates of at in Space 2 in NS and NNS (shaded lines indicate high-
frequency types)  
 
NS Left-hand Collocates Frequency NNS Left-hand 

Collocates 

Frequency 

Look (v) 

aim 

attempt 

shoot 

throw  

directed 

point 

get back 

glimpse 

grab 

hit out 

lash out 

shout 

stare 

strike back 

throw 

74 

10 

9 

2 

2 

2 

2 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

look (v) 

aim 

glance 

stare 

yell 

access 

glimpse 

knocking 

look (n) 

mock 

18 

7 

2 

2 

2 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 
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Table 18. Left-hand collocates of at in Area in NS and NNS  
 
NS Left-hand 

Collocates 

Frequency NNS Left-hand 

Collocates 

Frequency 

chance 

successful 

convenience 

good 

play 

work 

3 

2 

2 

1 

1 

1 

1 

successful 1 

 
 
Table 19. Left-hand collocates of at in Cause in NS and NNS (shaded lines indicate high-
frequency types)  
 
NS Left-hand Collocates Frequency NNS Left-hand Collocates Frequency 

laugh  

angry 

mad 

despair 

guilt 

shocked 

surprised 

annoyed 

concerned 

hesitant 

repulsed 

anguish 

grief 

pity 

qualms 

remorse 

 

7 

2 

2 

2 

2 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

 

laugh 

surprise 

4 

1 
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MEANINGS DEFINITIONS EXAMPLES 
Space Point as place. at the station 

Time Time-point. at six o’clock 

State Referring to larger scheduled network of human 

activities or states; a metaphorical orientation 

point.  

at work 

Area Area of practical skills; action and human subjects 

are major co-occurrence restrictions; the thematic 

context or field within which an event is seen.  

good at guessing 

Manner A point on a scale, which can be contrasted with 

other points 

at full speed 

Circumstance An orientating activity marking the occurrence of a 

second activity; an extension of the temporal sense 

(i.e. a further abstraction of temporal at, not with a 

time continuum but with human actions as a 

reference point). Temporal and conditional 

circumstance. 

At these words 

(he left) 

Cause Cause as a target at which one aims one’s emotions 

such as laughter, irritation, anger etc.; the target 

(person or situation) was the cause of the emotion 

felt by the subject. An extension of the basic 

spatial sense of at taken in its dynamic sense. 

What is expressed is that the emotional state 

follows from a cause or that the cause triggers the 

emotional state.  

laugh at, 

irritation at 

Table 1. Semantic categorisation of at according to Dirven (1993) 
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Abstract: 
This corpus-based study investigated three patterns of the subjunctive mood (SM) frequently 
taught in an English as a foreign language (EFL) setting (i.e., would rather, had hoped, and it’s 
time), involving their frequency and occurrences in the English language and the distribution of 
the SM syntactic structure in the patterns. The study shows that: a) The SM patterns tend to 
occur with low frequencies in the corpora; and b) The SM syntactic structure is not the only 
structure in the patterns and tends to occur less frequently than other syntactic structures in the 
patterns. The findings suggest that a discrepancy exists between what is taught about SM in the 
EFL setting and what is found through corpus-based grammatical descriptions. This study 
highlights the pedagogical issue that the core grammatical constructions EFL learners should 
master are not always the ones that have been traditionally emphasized in pedagogic grammars 
and that EFL learners may spend ample time and effort in what will be of little use to them.  
Based on the findings, implications for SM teaching are also discussed. 
 
Key words: subjunctive mood; EFL teaching; corpora; grammar teaching 
  
Introduction 

The corpus-based approach in English as a foreign/second language (EFL/ESL) grammar 

teaching and learning has received increasing attention. It is believed that corpus-based research 

casts new light on our most basic assumptions on grammar (Biber, Conrad, & Reppen, 1994, 
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1998). Researchers (e.g., Conrad, 2000; Meunier, 2002) even argue that corpus-based research 

will revolutionize grammar teaching. It seems to be a tendency that descriptions of language are 

based on quantities of authentic data rather than writers’ intuitions or perceptions because this 

approach presents us a more coherent, accurate and reliable account of how language works 

(Hunston & Francis, 1998). 

   Corpus-based studies of grammar have focused on the use and structure of various 

grammatical constructions, such as would-clauses (Frazier, 2003; Partington, 1998), noun-

phrase post-modification structures (Biber, Conrad, & Reppen, 1994), high-frequency words 

(Altenberg & Granger, 2001; Mindt, 1997), amplifier collocations (Kennedy, 2003), and word-

level stress patterns (Murphy & Kandil, 2004).  Biber, Conrad, and Reppen’s (1994) research, 

for example, investigated the frequency of various noun-phrase post-modification structures in 

three registers of English: editorials, fiction and letters. They found that the most frequent type 

of post-nominal modifiers in the three registers are prepositional phrases, followed by relative 

clauses and then participial clauses. The study further indicated that the frequency is not 

reflected in ESL grammar in that some relatively common linguistic constructions, like 

prepositional phrases as noun modifiers, are overlooked in pedagogic grammar while some 

relatively rare constructions, like relative clauses, receive considerable attention. In addition, 

Mindt’s (1997) corpus-based study exploring the lexical item any concluded that more than 

50% of any usage occurs in affirmative statements, 40% in negative statements, and only 10% 

in interrogative sentences. These findings, however, are not reflected in the ESL grammar 

teaching of any.  In effect, the teaching of any is generally based on the rules derived from the 

contrast of any with some: Normally some is used in affirmative statements while any is used in 

negative or interrogative sentences. Overall, corpus-based ESL grammar research usually 

displays that for EFL/ESL learners, the core grammatical constructions they should master are 

not always the ones that have been traditionally emphasized in pedagogic grammar.  A result of 

this discrepancy is that EFL/ESL learners spend considerable time and effort in what will be of 

little use to them. 

   This study, based on the Collins WordBanksOnline corpus, investigated the English 

subjunctive mood (SM), which is generally perceived as an important grammatical component 

in EFL instruction (An, 2000; Ji & Kang, 2004).  The goal of this research is two-fold: One is 

to explore the frequency and occurrences of the SM patterns frequently taught in an EFL setting 

and the distribution of SM syntactic structures in the patterns. The other goal is to examine 

whether there is a discrepancy between what teachers teach about the SM patterns in the EFL 

setting and how native speakers of English actually use them.  
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Defining Subjunctive Mood 

There are three moods in the English language: the indicative, the imperative, and the 

subjunctive (Zhou, 1996). The indicative mood expresses factual states or events; the 

imperative expresses requests or commands; and the subjunctive expresses speakers’ subjective 

wishes, suggestions, and suppositions.  Zhou (1996) provided a detailed description of the SM 

forms.  He categorized SM into three basic forms: base form, indefinite form, and perfective 

form, as illustrated in the following:  

- The base form (be, do) is used to express subjective wishes, suggestions, 

recommendations, or requirements. This form is shown in the example “I move that the 

meeting be adjourned for one week” (Zhou, 1996, p. 94).  

- The indefinite form (were/was, did, modal V + be/do) usually presents a condition 

against the present facts or an improbability in the future. One example is “I wish I 

knew his address” (Zhou, 1996, p. 95). 

- The perfective form (had been/done, modal V + have been/done) presents a condition 

against the past facts, e.g., “I’d rather he had gone to class last week” (Zhou, 1996, p. 

95). 

 

Context of the Study 

This research involves the Chinese EFL context, which is fairly similar to other EFL settings in 

Asia (e.g., Japan, Korea, Vietnam) (Hu & Grove, 1998). In the Chinese setting, SM is usually 

included as an important grammatical component in the national EFL tests, for example, CET4 

(College English Test Band 4) and CET6 (College English Test Band 6) (Bian, 2005; Ji & 

Kang, 2004). Ji and Kang’s (2004) study of the SM in CET4 indicated that SM was tested in 

each of the 12 CET4 tests from 1995 to 2000, totaling 28 items about SM. Due to its inclusion 

in these tests, teachers devote considerable efforts to SM to help learners prepare for the tests 

(Bian, 2005; Ji & Kang, 2004).  

   Such nation-wide tests also contribute to various test-oriented EFL learning materials (e.g., 

Zhuang, 1998), which generally treat SM as an important and compulsory grammatical 

component.  In order to facilitate SM learning and teaching, writers who produce EFL materials 

usually generalize various SM patterns following the three basic forms as Zhou (1996) 

categorized above. In one widely used test-oriented training textbook about English grammar 

by Zhuang (1998), ten SM patterns are generalized (see Table 1).  According to Zhuang (1998), 

if these patterns are followed by a clause, the verb inside the clause will employ the SM 

syntactic structure, whose form is determined by time (i.e., present, future, or past) and 

meaning (e.g., wishes, requests, suggestions, etc.). 
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Table 1: The ten SM patterns generalized by Zhuang (1998, pp. 47-60) 

Patterns Example 

1. “if-conditional clause” pattern If he were here, she would be glad. (p.47) 

2. “would rather” pattern 

           

Jim would rather (that) Jill had gone to class 

yesterday. (p. 48) 

3. “wish that-clause” pattern  I wish that I were your age. (p. 49) 

4. “had hoped” pattern Mike had hoped that she would answer his letter. (p. 

49) 

5. “it’s time” pattern          It’s time that I were going. (p. 49) 

6. “it is ADJ that-clause” pattern 

(ADJ: e.g., important, necessary, 

essential) 

It’s important that theory be closely combined with 

practice. (p. 50) 

7. “V that-clause” pattern 

(V: e.g., advise, insist, suggest) 

He insisted that you be on time. (p. 50) 

8. “N that-clause” pattern 

(N: e.g., suggestion, advice) 

Your suggestion that she come again next week is 

reasonable. (p. 51) 

9. “If only” pattern If only it would stop raining. (p.51) 

10. “without” pattern Without water, nothing could live. (p. 51) 

 

   Zhuang further divides some of the patterns into some sub-patterns.  For example, the would 

rather pattern consists of three sub-patterns: would rather, would sooner, and would just as 

soon.  The it’s time pattern also has three sub-patterns: it’s time, it’s about time, and it’s high 

time. 

  Impacted by the overwhelming SM teaching and the salient SM inclusion in EFL learning 

materials, Chinese learners tend to perceive that the SM patterns should be frequently used in 

the English language and that the SM syntactic structure in the patterns should be the solely 

used structure in the patterns (Ji & Kang, 2004). 

 

Literature Review 

Researchers have explored SM patterns from a pedagogical perspective.  Liu’s (1984) study 

investigated three SM patterns: the “V that-clause” pattern (e.g., suggest, recommend, prefer, 

require, order, urge, propose, request), the “N that-clause” pattern (e.g., suggestion, 

requirement), and the “wish” pattern. Liu observed that all these patterns did not always follow 

the SM rules generalized in some grammar books. In the “V that-clause” pattern, for example, 
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the rule shown in the grammar books is that the verbs should take the putative should and a 

subjunctive verb. Liu found that none of the verbs categorized into this pattern follows this rule, 

as shown in the following two sentences of the verb prefer: 

Mr. Johnson prefers that she speak with him personally. 

I should prefer that you did not go there alone. (Liu, 1984, p. 21) 

Another finding in Liu’s study was that English grammar books overemphasized the SM 

syntactic structure in the three patterns and ignored other structures. For example, the verb 

prefer can be followed not only by an SM clause but also by an infinitive phrase, as shown 

below: 

 I should prefer you not to go. (Liu, 1984, p. 21). 

Liu concluded that to avoid misleading language learners, English grammar books should not 

overlook other linguistic structures while emphasizing the SM syntactic structure in the SM 

patterns.  

Frazier’s (2003) corpus-based study analyzed the syntactic structure of would-clauses taught 

in ESL texts. The study found that 80% of the would-clauses in hypothetical/counterfactual 

environments occur distant from or completely without the corresponding if-clauses, which is 

contrary to what the ESL textbooks present regarding these structures.  Frazier (2003), 

therefore, suggested that “future ESL/EFL textbook writers…should develop a new, 

comprehensive categorization of conditional structures based on corpora of authentic language” 

(p. 464). Partington’s (1998) concordance study of if-constructions also showed that the 

conditional patterns taught to ESL learners do not fully describe the normal patterns of tense in 

conditional clauses.  These two studies are concerned about the if-constructions as one of the 

SM patterns. 

 

Research Questions 

This corpus-based study, focusing on three SM patterns generalized in EFL learning materials, 

examined their frequency and occurrences in the corpora and the distribution of the SM 

syntactic structure in the patterns.  The study addressed the following three questions:  

1. Are the SM patterns frequently used in the English language? 

2. Does the SM syntactic structure in the patterns have a higher distribution than 

other linguistic structures? 

3. Does a discrepancy exist between what EFL learners learn about the SM patterns 

and how native speakers of English use them? 
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Method 

This investigation drew on a quantitative analysis of the Collins WordBanksOnline English 

corpus, which is composed of fifty million words of contemporary written and spoken text. 

This corpus consists of eleven sub-corpora, covering British English (written and spoken), 

American English (written), and Australian English. It is featured with a variety of sources, 

including magazines, books, newspapers, radio news, and conversations (See Table 2).  

WordBanksOnline is an on-line service which gives users access to the corpus via the Internet. 

Its main feature is the provision of the Interactive Corpus Access Tool, the actual concordance 

program which allows users to select sub-corpora and to query the corpus data. Since the main 

purpose of this study is to examine the frequency and occurrences of SM patterns and the 

distribution of their syntactic structures, we employed the data from all the eleven sub-corpora, 

involving both written and spoken English discourse.  

Table 2: The composition of the Collins WordBanksOnline English corpus (WordbanksOnline 

User Guide, 2006) 

 

Title of Subcorpora Size (million words) 

Australian news 5.3 

UK ephemera 3.1 

UK magazines 4.9 

UK spoken 9.3 

US ephemera 1.2 

BBC World Service 2.6 

National Public Radio 3.1 

UK books 5.3 

US books 5.6 

Times newspaper 5.7 

Today newspaper 5.2 

 

The three SM patterns this study examined are would rather, had hoped, and it’s time. The SM 

syntactic structure in the three patterns (including their sub-patterns if any) that Zhuang (1998) 

generalized is shown in Table 3.  In the study we first examined the overall occurrences and 

frequency of the three patterns in the corpora, and then investigated the distribution of the SM 

syntactic structures in these patterns.  
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Table 3: The three SM patterns and their sub-patterns: would rather, had hoped, & it’s time 

(Zhuang, 1998) 

Pattern  Situations  Verb Form 

in the Clause 

Example 

would rather

pattern: 

would rather 

would sooner 

would just as soon 

past  

 

present  

 

future  

past-

perfective  

past 

 

past  

He would rather she had not gone to 

the party yesterday evening.  

I would rather you did not work in the 

same office.  

I would rather he came tomorrow than 

today. 

had hoped past  would + V I had hoped that she would go to the 

USA and study there. 

It’s time pattern: 

 It’s time 

 It’s about  time 

 It’s high time 

subjective  

wishes;  

requests 

past 

 

should + V 

It is time that we left. 

 

It's time that you should go home now.

 

 

To make sure that the data to be collected about the frequency and occurrences of the SM 

patterns is accurate, we took into consideration all possible syntactic forms of each SM pattern. 

Specifically, the following three syntactic forms of each SM pattern were taken into account: 

affirmative, negative, and interrogative. Meanwhile, the short form and/or the tense of each 

pattern, if applicable, was considered as well. For example, the affirmative forms of the sub-

pattern “It’s time” that were searched for in the corpus include “It’s time”, “It is time”, and “It 

was time”. Its negative forms consist of “It’s not time”, “It isn’t time”, “It wasn’t time”, “It is 

not time”, and “It was not time”. Its interrogative forms contain “Is it time”, “Was it time”, “Is 

it not time”, and “Was it not time”. After obtaining the frequency and occurrences of the SM 

patterns, we saved all their actual concordances for further analysis about their syntactic 

structures. This analysis was conducted manually.  

 

Findings and Discussions 

Frequency of the Patterns 

The occurrences and frequency of the three patterns in the WordBanksOnline corpus are shown 

in Table 4.  The results show that the frequency of these patterns is not very high in the corpora.  

Some sub-patterns even have a very low frequency in the corpora, for example, it’s about time 

(2.2 per million), it’s high time (0.9 per million), would sooner (0.7 per million), and would just 
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as soon (0.4 per million).  Table 4 also indicates that there is a big difference in occurrences 

and frequency between the patterns. For instance, the sub-pattern it’s time has the highest 

frequency of occurrences (21 per million) while the would just as soon sub-pattern has the 

lowest frequency (0.4 per million).  

Table 4: Occurrences and frequency of the three SM patterns in the corpora 

Patterns  Occurrences Frequency Per Million 

would rather 1030 15.5 

 would sooner 53 0.7 

 would just as soon 20 0.4 

had hoped 429 7.4 

It’s time 1154 21 

 It’s about time 136 2.2 

 It’s high time 86 1.6 

 

Syntactic Structures of the Patterns  

   Analysis of the would rather pattern shows that all the sub-patterns are followed by two 

syntactic structures: that-clause and verb phrases (VP) (See Table 5), as shown in the following 

examples:  

- that-clause: They would rather you were here than sort of hanging around. 

- VP: Children from well-off families would rather play computer games than go outside 

(WordBanksOnline).  

Table 5: Distribution of the syntactic structures in the ‘would rather’ pattern 

Type Syntactic Structures  Occurrences Percentage  

would rather VP 916 89% 

 that-clause  114 11% 

 Total  1030 100% 

would sooner VP 49 92.5% 

 that-clause  4 7.5% 

 Total  53 100% 

would just as soon VP 16 80% 

 that-clause  4 20% 

 Total  20 100% 
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Table 5 indicates that the VP feature in the would rather pattern dominates the distribution of 

the syntactic structures in all the sub-patterns (ranging from 80-92.5% in occurrences) while the 

that-clause syntactic structure (in which the verb employs SM) has a low percentage of 

occurrences (ranging from 7.5-20% in occurrences). The data also shows that if the would 

rather pattern is followed by a clause, the verb in the clause not merely takes the past or past 

perfective forms, as Zhuang (1998) categorized into the SM syntactic structure, as shown 

below: 
park in 1988. Mrs Ward said: `I would rather they got off and we knew the truth 

ys.  <p> I am sure that Michelle would rather John hadn't been married to Alison 

cts would be renegotiated and he would rather it happened earlier rather than la 

 

The verb can also take the present tense form: 
<M01> out to see you or <F01> I'd rather either somebody come to see me    

t yeah you see this is er er er  I'd rather that you sort that out yourself      

here. I will ask the questions.  I'd rather you ask them so I will take the 

 

In most cases, however, the verb in the clause in the would rather pattern employs the SM 

syntactic structure (See Table 6).  

Table 6: Distribution of the verb forms in the clauses following ‘would rather’ 

Form Occurrences Percentage  

Past or Past Perfective 110 83% 

Present Tense 12 17% 

Total 122 100% 

  

Analysis of the had hoped pattern in the corpora (See Table 7) reveals that this pattern is 

followed by four different syntactic structures: to-infinitive (e.g., They had hoped to attract the 

support of sympathizers), that-clause (e.g., We had hoped that Donald Compton would help us 

out), for+NP as a preposition phrase (e.g., Her husband had hoped for another child), and 

others (e.g., Our boats proved to be as robust as we had hoped).   
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Table 7: Distribution of the syntactic structures in the ‘had hoped’ pattern 

Type Syntactic Structures  Occurrences Percentage  

had hoped to-infinitive  209 49% 

 that-clause  95 22% 

 for + NP 63 15% 

 Others 62 14% 

 Total  429 100% 

 

In the had hoped pattern, the that-clause syntactic structure, in which the verb is assumed to 

take the SM structure (Zhuang, 1998), has 95 occurrences, 22% of the syntactic distribution. 

The most frequently used syntactic structure is to-infinitive, 49% of the syntactic distribution.  

Another syntactic structure, for+NP, occupies 15% of the syntactic distribution. The data also 

indicates that the verb in the that-clause structure mostly takes the would + V form (around 

72%) (See Table 8), as shown below: 
le for me, I really had hoped that it would open a fresh debate about   

p> But he added: `I had hoped that I would meet Sampras. It would have  

" she asked. <p> He had hoped that she would discuss politics; but eith 

 

Table 8: Distribution of the verb forms in the clauses following ‘had hoped’ 

Form  Occurrences Percentage  

would + V 68 72% 

other forms 27 28% 

Total 95 100% 

 

In addition to the would + V form, the verb also takes some other forms despite their low 

percentage of occurrences (around 28%), for example, the might/could + V form, and the 

present, past, or past perfective forms. The examples are shown below: 
n the autumn, and I had hoped that she might get better with practice.  

hip in the republic had hoped that its declaration could be passed by t 

For those of us who had hoped that the US economy is well on its way to 

gs I feel gutted. I had hoped that the church was establishing a good   

chtime, and doctors had hoped that their bodies had been `shut down" by 

 

The data about the it’s time pattern (See Table 9) indicates that the three sub-patterns take 

somewhat different syntactic structures.  The it’s time sub-pattern is mostly followed by two 
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syntactic structures (71.5%): to-infinitive (e.g., It is time to rethink our approach) and for + NP 

(+ to-infinitive) (e.g., It is time for serious action. Relate says it is time for the government to 

act). This sub-pattern also takes the that-clause form, but its occurrence is in the third position 

(24.5%). Unlike the syntactic distribution in it’s time, the sub-patterns of it’s about time and it’s 

high time have the highest distribution of the that-clause structure (it’s about time: 78%; it’s 

high time: 90%).  

Table 9: Distribution of the syntactic structures in the ‘it’s time’ pattern 

Type Syntactic Structures   Occurrences Percentage  

It’s time to-infinitive  527 46% 

 for+NP (+ to-infinitive) 294 25.5% 

 that-clause  283 24.5% 

 Others 50 4% 

 Total  1154 100% 

It’s about time that-clause  108 78% 

 for+NP (+ to-infinitive) 4 3% 

 to-infinitive 2 1.5% 

 Others  24 17.5% 

 Total  138 100% 

It’s high time that-clause  77 90% 

 to-infinitive 8 9% 

 Others  1 1% 

 Total  86 100% 

 

As regards the verb form in the that-clause structure in the it’s time pattern, the data shown in 

Table 10 indicates that the past tense form is most frequently used in the three sub-patterns. In 

all the three sub-patterns, the past tense verb form in the that-clause occupies no less than 90% 

of the syntactic distribution. The following are some examples about this syntactic feature: 

 

ng abortions.  It’s time we made a new beginning <p> An opin 

do otherwise.  It is time we got rid of this dreadful social  

         ark told us, it was high time we had our liberty, and he could show  

     top-level sport. It is high time he started - and that means in the first   

        but I thought it was about time kids got their own music. <p> GP and Rumour     

   s by a thread. <p> It is about time we had a clearer view of education's role in    
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Table 10: Distribution of the verb forms in the clauses in the ‘it’s time’ pattern 

Type  Verb form Occurrences Percentage  

It’s time  

Past tense  263 93% 

Others 20 7% 

Total 283 100% 

It’s about time  

Past tense  97 90% 

Others 11 10% 

Total 108 100% 

It’s high time 

Past tense  73 95% 

Others  4 5% 

Total  77 100% 

 

   To sum up, the SM (sub)patterns examined in this study tend to occur with a low frequency in 

the English language (e.g., It’s high time, would just as soon, would sooner, It’s about time, and 

had hoped), which answers the first research question.  For the second research question, the 

study showed that the SM syntactic structure is not the only syntactic structure in the 

generalized patterns, and in most cases, the SM structure occurs less frequently than other 

syntactic structures in the patterns except it’s about time and it’s high time. Moreover, the 

findings analyzed above suggest that the patterns taught as representing the SM feature in the 

Chinese EFL setting seem to have been oversimplified. EFL teachers and materials writers only 

enhanced the SM syntactic structure in the SM patterns but little attention was paid to other 

syntactic structures, thus causing learners’ misconception that the SM syntactic structure is the 

only or major feature of the patterns they learned (An, 2000). Therefore, there seems to be a 

discrepancy between what Chinese EFL learners learn and what native speakers of English 

actually use, which is consistent with what other researchers have found about other SM 

patterns (e.g., Frazier, 2003; Liu, 1984; Partington, 1998).  

 

Implications 

The findings in this study may exert some pedagogical implications for Chinese EFL teaching.  

Firstly, this study highlights the issue of how to handle SM in EFL teaching. Though we should 

not ignore SM in EFL teaching since it is a linguistic mood (Finney, 2002; Zhou, 1996), one of 
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the questions we need to answer is to what extent we should teach it.  The following aspects 

thus may deserve our reconsiderations:  

- Do we need to teach the low frequency sub-patterns which have the low-frequency 

subjective mood feature (e.g., would sooner, would just as soon)? 

- Do we need to teach the low-frequency sub-patterns which have a high-frequency SM 

feature (e.g., it’s high time)? 

- Regarding the SM sub-patterns with a relatively high frequency (e.g., it’s time, would 

rather), how do we treat the SM syntactic structure and other syntactic structures in the 

patterns? 

   To determine what grammatical constructions to teach, we should take into account the 

factors such as its frequency, difficulty, and teach-ability (Biber, Conrad, & Reppen, 1994, 

1998).  For grammar teaching, researchers agree that language teaching needs to focus on the 

core grammatical constructions, which are frequently used (Owen, 1993; Sinclair, 1997).  Thus, 

it seems to be sensible to centre more on the high-frequency SM patterns in teaching than the 

low-frequency ones.  Additionally, when teaching high-frequency SM patterns, we need to not 

only highlight the SM syntactic structure but also make learners aware of other syntactic 

structures to avoid misconceptions of such SM patterns.  For example, to teach the SM 

syntactic structure of the would rather pattern, it could be better to develop students’ awareness 

that this pattern is more frequently followed by a VP than a clause. 

   Moreover, this study may shed light on compiling English teaching materials.  For EFL 

learners, we need to consider what teaching materials should contain due to their limited 

exposure to the target language.  The present study implies that it is time for Chinese EFL 

educators and material developers to reconsider grammar instruction (including the SM 

teaching in this case) from a corpus-based perspective. In terms of SM, it may be more 

beneficial to learners if the high-frequency SM patterns are included.  In this sense, as corpus 

researchers argue, EFL learning material writers need to base their work on corpora of authentic 

language (Carter, Hughes, & McCarthy, 1998; Frazier, 2003) and frequency should be paid 

attention to in ESL syllabus design and material development (Biber, Conrad, & Reppen, 1994).  

   Finally, this study raises the issue of how to deal with the relationship between EFL teaching 

and testing.  As discussed above, the main reason why Chinese EFL teachers and students place 

much stress on SM is its inclusion in various national tests.  Therefore, what should be tested 

also needs to be based on corpora of authentic language. Otherwise, it may mislead EFL 

teaching and learning. A recent study shows that most of college students believe that current 

EFL teaching is oriented to testing rather than to improving proficiency (Shu, 2004). Test-

oriented EFL teaching thus seems to be another issue that should deserve our attention.   
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   To conclude, this study displays some discrepancies about SM between what was generalized 

in EFL learning materials and corpus evidence. These discrepancies may cause learners’ 

misperceptions of SM.  Thus, this corpus-based research continues to highlight the pedagogical 

issue as other researchers have found (e.g., Frazier, 2003; Mindt, 1997, 2002; Partington, 

1998): What EFL learners spend sufficient time learning may be of little use to them.  
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Abstract
This paper explores the relationship between the tagset design and linguistic prop-
erties of inflected languages for the task of morphosyntactic tagging. Some in-
formation theoretic measures and statistics on these languages are reported which
show, unsurprisingly, that the tagsets for morphologically rich languages are larger
than tagsets for English and the average tag/token ambiguity is higher. The sur-
prising outcome of the experiments is that for Catalan, Czech, Polish, Portuguese,
and Russian – which are considered to be “word order” free languages (to various
degrees) – the knowledge about the preceding tag reduces the uncertainty about
the tag in question if the detailed tagset is used, but when the tagset is reduced

to the size of the English tagset (eliminating the detailed information), the two
adjacent tags are relatively independent of each other. The experiments provide
additional support to Elworthy (1995)’s results.

Moreover, even though the word order of richly inflected languages is consid-
ered to be relatively free, such languages seem to behave like English with respect
to context, and therefore, it is concluded that n-gram tagging techniques are well
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justified for such languages. Experiments with cross-lingual projection of mor-
phosyntax described in Hana et al. (2004); Feldman et al. (2006b,a); Hana et al.
(2006) provide additional empirical evidence for this claim.

A disclaimer: Due to the difficulty in obtaining tagged training data for these
experiments, the corpora used here are relatively small. Hana et al. (2004); Feld-
man et al. (2006b,a); Hana et al. (2006) describe tagging experiments with the
languages discussed in the present paper and prove that the predictions made here
are correct. Further similar investigations on larger datasets should verify the
claims made in this paper.

Keywords: morphosyntax, tagset, accession rate, average ambiguity, inflected
languages.

1 Introduction

In this paper, we examine a number of properties of Slavic and Romance lan-
guages quantitatively. The results of the experiments discussed below provide
a strong motivation for using n-gram tagging techniques for richly inflected (fu-
sional) languages. Before we turn to the actual experiments, a description of the
tagsets used in this work is provided.

From the practical point of view, the results of the experiments are important
for deciding what algorithm to use for POS-tagging of highly inflected languages.
Hidden Markov Models (HMMs) are independent of the language to which they
are applied. Typically, training will make use of a manually tagged corpus, or an
untagged corpus with some initial bootstrapping probabilities (e.g. Cutting et al.
(1992)).

Another important question is how much training data is needed for avoiding
the data sparsity problem maximally. The experiments that measure the accession
rate try to answer this question.

The next question, both theoretical and practical, is what tagset design is suit-
able for languages like the ones explored in these experiments. As Elworthy
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(1995) mentions in his paper, there are two criteria to consider: 1) The tagset must
be capable of making the linguistic distinctions required in the output corpora (the
external criterion); 2) Make the tagging as effective as possible (the internal crite-
rion). The problem of tagset design is particularly important for highly inflected
languages, such as Russian, Czech, Polish, Portuguese, Spanish, etc. The ques-
tion is whether all syntactic variations, realized in these languages by means of
morphological affixes, should be represented in the tagset.

The experiments reported in this paper look at the coverage of the tagset for
different text sizes as well as the text coverage by a small number of high fre-
quency tags. The results of these experiments suggest that the languages under
consideration are more data-sparsity prone compared to English and will require
a large training corpus. The next, naturally arising question is how much train-
ing data is necessary. The experiments described in section 6 are devoted to this
question.

2 Related Work

Good tagset design is particularly important for highly inflected languages. If all
of the syntactic variations that are realized in the inflectional system were rep-
resented in the tagset, there would be a huge number of tags, and it would be
practically impossible to implement or train a tagger.

As has been mentioned above, Elworthy (1995) distinguishes external and in-
ternal criteria for tagset design. The external criterion is that the tagset must be
capable of making the linguistic (for example, syntactic or morphological) dis-
tinctions required in the output corpora. The internal criterion on tagsets is the
design criterion of making the tagging as effective as possible.

Elworthy (1995) designs an experiment to explore the relationship between
tagging accuracy and the nature of the tagset, using corpora in English, French,
and Swedish. The experiment addresses the internal design criterion. The aim of
the experiment is to determine, crudely, whether a bigger tagset is better than a
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smaller one, or whether external criteria requiring human intervention should be
used to choose the best tagset.

It turns out that a larger tagset generally gives higher accuracy for Swedish,
French, and English for texts with no unknown words (with notable exceptions
in French, where gender marking was the key factor). For the test corpora that
includes “unknown” words — words not seen during training and for which the
(HMM) tagger hypothesizes all open-class tags — the results are slightly differ-
ent. For the three test languages, the accuracy improves on the known words, but
for unknown words, smaller tagsets give higher accuracy (again, for French, gen-
der marking is the key factor). What seems to come out of these results is that
there is not a consistent relationship between the size of the tagset and the tagging
accuracy. Elworthy’s general conclusion is that the external criterion should be
the one to dominate tagset design.

Elworthy (1995) suggests that what is important is to choose the tagset re-
quired for the application, rather than to optimize it for the tagger. An additional
comment that can be made here is that a large tagset could be always reduced to a
smaller and less-detailed one if the application demands it.

3 Tag system

Various tag systems used for Slavic and Romance languages have been proposed.
Here we discuss only the tagsets used in our experiments.

3.1 Slavic tagsets

The experiments with Slavic languages described in this paper deal with Russian,
Polish, and Czech (see Tables 1 and 2).

The Czech tagset used for the experiments is an unmodified version of Hajič
(2004)’s tag system. It contains 4290+ tags. This tag system is positional, which
means that a tag is a string of 15 positions and each slot corresponds to one mor-
phological category.
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Since there is no available corpus of Russian annotated with detailed morpho-
logical information, the Russian tagset has been developed from scratch, based on
the Hajič system. The tagset is very similar to the one used for Czech. However,
it is smaller – it has only 1,000 tags. The reasons for this are both theoretical
and practical. From the linguistic point of view, Russian does not make as many
distinctions as Czech (e.g. no dual number, no auxiliary or pronominal clitics,
no distinction between inanimate and animate masculine gender etc.). From a
practical point of view, unlike the Czech system which was developed during sev-
eral years and involved detailed analysis of the language and some theoretical
assumptions, the Russian tagset is not as fine-grained as that for Czech because
not as much time was spent on its development. Therefore, some fine-grained dis-
tinctions were omitted deliberately. This includes various types of numerals (e.g.
multiplicative, definite, and indefinite numerals). Numerals often behave either as
nouns or adjectives from both the morphological and syntactic points of view and,
therefore, they are difficult to capture without a predefined lexicon.

Table 1 makes a comparison of the Czech and Russian tagsets. Consider the
gender values, for example. Czech has 11 values for this attribute: M (masculine
animate), F (feminine), N (neuter), X (any), ‘ -’ (N/A), H (feminine or neuter), I
(masculine inanimate), Q (feminine singular or neuter plural), T (masculine inan-
imate or feminine plural), Y (masculine animate or inanimate), and Z (not femi-
nine). Russian does not include the ambiguous cases as separate attribute values.
Thus, it distinguishes only between M (masculine), F (feminine), N (neuter), X
(any), and ‘ -’ (N/A). The number of case values differs as well because unlike
Czech, Russian does not have the vocative case.

The original Polish tagset translated into the current system is taken from the
IPI PAN corpus (Przepiórkowski (2004)). This corpus is morphosyntactically an-
notated, but the structure of its morphosyntactic tags is different from the tagset
used for Czech and Russian. The inventory of grammatical categories used in the
IPI PAN corpus is different from the Czech tagset. For example, some Polish pro-
nouns are tagged as adjectives because they have adjectival inflections, whereas
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No. Description Abbr. No. of values
Czech Russian Polish

1 POS P 12 12 12
2 SubPOS – detailed POS S 75 42 20
3 Gender g 11 5 5
4 Number n 6 4 5
5 Case c 9 8 9
6 Possessor’s Gender G 5 4 2
7 Possessor’s Number N 3 3 2
8 Person p 5 5 5
9 Tense t 5 5 5

10 Degree of comparison d 4 4 4
11 Negation a 3 3 3
12 Voice v 3 3 3
13 Unused 1 1 1
14 Unused 1 1 1
15 Variant, Style V 10 2 1

Table 1: Overview and comparison of the Slavic tagsets

the Czech system makes more fine-grained distinctions. The map between the
original Polish tags and their multiple translations was randomly selected. Tra-
ditional categories which are represented only partially in the IPI PAN tagset in-
clude tense, mood, and voice. Table 1 summarizes the number of values for each

Language Tagset size
Czech 4290+
Polish 800+
Russian 900+

Table 2: Size of Slavic tagsets
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attribute of the Polish tag.

3.2 Romance tagsets

Experiments were also conducted with Spanish, Portuguese, and Catalan (see Ta-
bles 3 and 4).

The original CLiC-TALP tagset Civit (2000) developed for Spanish has been
translated into the current system. The new tag is positional with 11 slots, each
responsible for a particular morphological category. The original tagset is also
positional, but unlike the new system, the attributes of the subsequent position
depend on the first (POS). Here, the attribute positions are fixed for all categories,
but the attribute values depend on POS and subPOS. To illustrate, for the CLiC-
TALP tag DA0CS0, the values of the positions indicate it is 1) a determiner, 2)
an article, 3) not a personal, 4) of indeterminate gender, 5) singular, and 6) not
possessive; whereas the tag VMIF1P0 stands for 1) verb, 2) main, 3) indicative,
4) future, 5) 1st person, 6) plural, and 7) undefined gender. So, CLiC-TALP
tags can be of different lengths and each position can be occupied by a different
attribute depending on the POS category. In the new system, all tags are of the
same length, and the position and interpretation of an attribute does not depend
on the value of any other attribute. The boolean value ‘0’ (‘undetermined for this
particular form’) from ‘-’ (‘inapplicable for this category’) is distinguished. Thus,
those same example tags would be translated into DACS -0 -0 - - - and VM0P - - -

1FI - in this system, where each position, no matter what POS that is, stands for
1) POS, 2) detailed POS, 3) gender, 4) number, 5) case, 6) possessor’s number,
7) form, 8) person, 9) tense, 10) mood, and 11) participle. This system makes
comparison and evaluation easy. Table 3 provides an overview of the tagset.

The CLiC-TALP corpus has a portion of Catalan annotated with a similar
tagset to that described above (for Spanish). Similar translations were imple-
mented for Catalan as for Spanish, and the results are summarized in Table 3.

For the experiments with Portuguese, no accessible corpus annotated with
detailed morphological information was available. Therefore, a completely new
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No. Description Abbr. No. of values
Spanish Portuguese Catalan

1 POS p 14 14 14
2 SubPOS – detailed POS s 29 30 29
3 Gender g 6 6 6
4 Number n 5 5 5
5 Case c 6 6 6
6 Possessor’s Number N 4 4 4
7 Form f 3 3 3
8 Person P 5 5 5
9 Tense t 7 8 7

10 Mood m 7 7 7
11 Participle R 3 3 3

Table 3: Overview and comparison of the Romance tagsets

tagset was created for specifying the paradigms and annotating a test corpus. The
tagset for Portuguese is very similar to the tagsets described for Catalan and Span-
ish. From Table 3, one can see that the Spanish, Portuguese, and Catalan tagsets
in the majority of cases use the same values. However, some differences are un-
avoidable. For instance, the pluperfect is a compound verb tense in Spanish, but a
separate word that needs a tag of its own in Portuguese. Notice there are 6 possible
values for the gender position in all the tagsets. These correspond to ‘M’ (mascu-
line), ‘F’ (feminine), ‘N’ (neuter, for certain pronouns), ‘C’ (common, either M or
F), ‘0’ (unspecified for this form within the category), and ‘-’ (the category does
not distinguish gender).

4 Corpora

Several corpora were used for the experiments with the Slavic and Romance lan-
guages.
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Language Tagset size
Spanish 280+
Portuguese 280+
Catalan 280+

Table 4: Size of Romance tagsets

4.1 Slavic corpora

The experiments with the Slavic languages are based on several resources. The
size of the corpus for each language was 2K tokens.

The Czech corpus used is the Prague Dependency Treebank (Bémová et al.
(1999)). The corpus is a collection of newspaper articles.

The Polish corpus used in the experiments is 2K tokens of the IPI PAN Pol-
ish corpus Przepiórkowski (2004), translated into the current system as described
above.

For Russian, we manually annotated 1,788 word tokens of the Russian trans-
lation of Orwell’s 1984 taken from Multext-East (Erjavec (2004)).

4.2 Romance corpora

The Spanish corpus is 2K tokens of the Spanish section of CLiC-TALP. The CLiC-
TALP tagset was automatically translated into the current system for easier de-
tailed evaluation and comparison.

For Portuguese, we used 2K of the PALAVRAS corpus Bick (2000), but the
original tags were substituted with the positional system described above.

For Catalan, we used 2K tokens of the translated CLiC-TALP corpus.
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5 Tagset size, tagset coverage

First, the coverage of the tagset for different text sizes is measured as well as the
text coverage by a small number of high frequency tags.

Tables 5 and 6 provide information about the size of the tagsets and the corpora
for the Slavic and the Romance languages used in these experiments, as well as
for English.

Ca Cz Pol Por Ru Sp En
Distinct tags in corpus 92 221 173 74 186 112 38
Tagset size 289 4,290+ 800+ 259 900+ 282 45
Tokens 2,000 2,000 2,000 1,915 1,788 2,000 2,000
Types 736 1,102 1,119 629 856 830 836
Distinct bigrams 535 1,068 943 484 830 674 363
Distinct trigrams 1,180 1,723 1,674 1,140 1,435 1,435 1,037
H(X) 5.004 6.160 5.661 4.690 5.623 5.191 4.305
I(X; Y ) 2.074 2.852 2.194 1.576 2.361 1.937 1.206
I(Y ;X) 2.075 2.849 2.200 1.574 2.359 1.934 1.204
Average tag/token ambiguity 1.109 1.165 1.219 1.229 1.159 1.124 1.072
Average tag/token, context w = -1 1.024 1.022 1.044 1.052 1.031 1.024 1.013
Average tag/token, context w = -2 1.009 1.002 1.006 0.017 1.006 1.005 1.006
Average tag/token, context w = +1 1.035 1.010 1.020 1.050 1.015 1.028 1.011
Average tag/token, context w = +2 1.007 1.001 1.001 1.009 1.006 1.008 1.004

Table 5: The corpus and detailed tagset size, n-gram counts, entropy (H), mutual
information (I), and average tag/token ambiguity: Slavic, Romance, English.

The former table provides this data for the full tagset, and the latter for the
reduced tagset, where the reduced set is limited only to POS+SubPOS (i.e. is
comparable to English).

The potential sparsity problem can be seen by comparing the number of dis-
tinct tags that appear in a 2K-token corpus to the number of tags in the whole
tagset. Figures 1, 2, 3, and 4 illustrate the coverage of the tagset in a 2K-token
corpus for each language. The graphs in Figures 1 and 2 depict the number of
distinct tags learned using the detailed and reduced tagsets, respectively, as the
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Ca Cz Pol Por Ru Sp En
Distinct tags in corpus 27 39 20 20 36 28 38
Tagset size 30 75 29 29 42 30 45
Tokens 2,000 2,000 2,000 1,915 1,788 2,000 2,000
Types 736 1,102 1,119 629 856 830 836
Distinct bigrams 213 279 155 175 263 235 363
Distinct trigrams 634 750 588 561 758 760 1,037
H(X) 3.629 3.462 3.124 3.369 3.681 3.768 4.305
I(X; Y ) 1.103 0.606 0.322 0.737 0.700 0.917 1.206
I(Y ;X) 1.105 0.603 0.319 0.734 0.699 0.915 1.204
Average tag/token ambiguity 1.097 1.036 1.057 1.210 1.032 1.105 1.072
Average tag/token, context w = -1 1.031 1.009 1.020 1.064 1.007 1.023 1.013
Average tag/token, context w = -2 1.013 1.003 1.012 1.030 1.005 1.009 1.006
Average tag/token, context w = +1 1.046 1.006 1.017 1.084 1.003 1.045 1.011
Average tag/token, context w = +2 1.026 1.002 1.002 1.024 1.001 1.018 1.004

Table 6: The corpus and reduced tagset size, n-gram counts, entropy (H), mutual
information (I), and average tag/token ambiguity: Slavic, Romance, English.

corpus size grows. Figure 1 shows that in the case of the large tagset (especially
for the Slavic languages, whose tagsets are the most detailed), the number of the
new tags continues to grow with the size of the corpus, whereas in the case of
the reduced tagset, shown in Figure 2, after processing the first 1K word tokens,
new tags are not discovered anymore. The figures in 3 and 4 support the same
observation — the percentage of the tagset covered by the corpus stops growing
for English after the first 1K word tokens are processed. More than 80% of the
whole tagset is discovered at that point. For the other languages, the discovery of
new tags does not proceed as fast. For instance, after the first 2K tokens of the
text are processed, more than 90% of the Czech tagset are still unknown.

From the tables and the graphs presented thus far, it is evident that languages
such as Czech, Russian, and Polish will require a larger training corpus in order to
learn the information about the occurrences of a significant subset of all possible
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Figure 1: The number of distinct tags plotted against the number of tokens for the
detailed tagset.

tags. To a lesser extent than the Slavic languages, Spanish, Portuguese, and Cata-
lan also show the same pattern. They are also more data-sparsity prone compared
to English. More training data will be needed for these languages as well.

6 How much training data is necessary?

The next questions to ask are whether it is indeed necessary to see all the possible
tags and how much data can be covered just by a set of the most frequent tags.
To explore these issues, the first five most frequent tags for each language were
selected and the percentage of the corpus which would be covered by such a set
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Figure 2: The number of distinct tags plotted against the number of tokens for the
reduced tagset.

was calculated. Figures 5 and 6 illustrate the results. The results for the detailed
tagsets (Figure 5) are comparable — a range of 30-50% coverage of the corpus
seems to be constant across languages and independent of the size of the corpus
(e.g. compare the results for 500 tokens, 1,000 tokens etc.). For Czech, for in-
stance, only 30% of the corpus is covered by the five most frequent tags. For the
reduced tagset, the coverage is better, as much as 80%, but generally, the graph
shows that the increase in the text size does not affect the text coverage of the five
most frequent tags.

Entropy H(Y ) of the tagsets was also measured using the formula in (1),
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Figure 3: The percentage of the tagset covered by the number of tokens for the
detailed tagset.

where Y denotes a random variable over Tagset and y ∈ Tagset.

(1) H(Y ) =
∑

y∈Y

p(y)log
1

p(y)

Intuitively, entropy is a measure of the size of the ‘search space’ consisting
of the possible tags and their associated probabilities. The higher the entropy, the
larger the ‘search space’. Tables 5 and 6 give the results of the entropy calculations
for each tagset and language. These entropy scores provide an additional piece
of evidence that Czech, Polish, and Russian, followed by Catalan, Spanish, and
Portuguese, are the most challenging languages for tagging (if we use detailed
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Figure 4: The percentage of the tagset covered by the number of tokens for the
reduced tagset.

tagsets).
The discussion above suggests that a large tagset creates a larger ‘search space’.

In addition, the figures show that even though the tagsets for morphologically rich
languages are larger than the English tagset, the percentage of the corpus covered
by the five most frequent tags is only slightly higher for English (see Figure 5).
To investigate this further, the accession rate for new tags, i.e. the rate at which
new tags are discovered as more text is processed was examined (see e.g. Krotov
et al. (1999) for further explanation of accession rates). One might expect that as
more text is processed, the number of new tags added per text will be smaller. The
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Figure 5: The percentage of the corpus covered by the 5 most frequent tags for
the detailed tagset.

accession rate is measured for both the detailed and reduced tagsets. The results,
plotted in Figure 7 and Figure 8, show that tag accession drops significantly after
the first 100-200 tokens of the text are processed, but then proceeds at a relatively
constant rate throughout processing of the remaining 2K tokens corpus. Given
that the accession rate is measured on rather small corpora, strong claims cannot
be made as to whether the accession rate becomes constant after processing the
first 1,500 tokens of text (for the detailed tagset) or the first 800 tokens (for the
reduced tagset). Clearly, it slows down significantly, which means that the dis-
covery of new tags does not grow with the size of the corpus. This fact suggests
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Figure 6: The percentage of the corpus covered by the 5 most frequent tags for
the reduced tagset.

that even though a large tagset requires more training data, it is unclear how much
data is actually needed to discover the full tagset.

7 Data sparsity, context, and tagset size

How much context contributes to reducing the ‘search space’ and how much the
uncertainty about tagy is reduced due to knowing about the preceding tag tagx

was also measured. For that, the mutual information I(X; Y ) is calculated as in
(2), where X denotes a random variable over the set of tags that occur in the first
position of all tag bigrams in a corpus, and Y denotes a random variable over the
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Figure 7: Accession rate for the detailed tagset.

set of tags that occur in the second position of all tag bigrams in the same corpus.
The results of the mutual information calculations are summarized in Tables 5 and
6.

(2) I(X; Y ) =
∑
x,y

p(x, y)log
p(x, y)

p(x)p(y)
.

The higher the I(X; Y ) score is, the more dependent the current tag is on the pre-
vious tag. Comparing the mutual information scores for the detailed and reduced
tagset for the inflected languages clearly shows that the dependence is greater in
the case of the detailed tagset. This means that by reducing the tagset for inflected
languages, important information is lost about agreement features (gender, num-
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Figure 8: Accession rate for the reduced tagset.

ber, case, etc.), which might, in turn, bring about the reduction in overall tagging
accuracy (as is indeed reported in Elworthy (1995)). Among these five inflected
languages used in the experiments, Portuguese is the one for which the knowledge
about the preceding tag helps the least. This fact suggests that a tagging approach
which relies on the preceding context will be less efficient for Portuguese than for
the rest of the languages. For the reduced tagsets, the greatest dependency be-
tween two tags is for English, a morphologically poor language. For the other five
languages, a preceding tag is not as helpful for predicting the current tag when the
reduced tagset is used.
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8 Summary

This paper investigated some properties of Slavic and Romance languages and
their tagsets. These properties were compared with those of English, a well-
known and studied case. The comparison suggests that the data sparsity prob-
lem for the languages with a large tagset seems to be real. This is observable in
the relationship between the corpus size and the number of new tags discovered.
This is an expected observation. The surprising outcome of the experiments is
that for Catalan, Czech, Polish, Portuguese, and Russian, the knowledge about
the preceding tagn−1 reduces the uncertainty about tagn if the detailed tagset is
used. Recall that the detailed tagset contains the information about case, gender,
number, and other important agreement features. But when the tagset is reduced
to the size of the English tagset (eliminating the detailed information), the mutual
information score drops significantly for the inflected languages. Compared to
the English case, it seems that the two reduced adjacent tags for the Slavic and
Romance languages are relatively independent of each other. This fact suggests
that using a detailed tagset for languages such as Czech or Portuguese is beneficial
and that reduction in the tagset will not necessary lead to better tagging results.
In addition, even though the inflected languages are considered to be relatively
word-order free, the adjacent information seems to be helpful for reducing the
tag/token ambiguity. This another interesting result of the investigation supports
the existence of a relatively fixed order of syntactic constituents in so-called ”free
word order” languages and provides an additional argument in favor of using the
n-gram techniques for tagging these languages.

Here, we will not repeat experiments described in Hana et al. (2004); Feldman
et al. (2006b,a); Hana et al. (2006) that deal with tagging the languages discussed
in the present paper and with cross-language annotation transfer. The tagging ex-
periments used the TnT (a tri-gram) tagger (Brants (2000)) and the results reported
in that work prove that the predictions made in the current paper are correct.
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