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L2-English article choice has attracted much attention in the literature. While previous 
analyses have concentrated on overuse of the with indefinites (e.g., Huebner 1983, Thomas 
1989, Ionin 2003), we show that L2-English learners also overuse a with definites. We trace 
both error types to one source: the role of specificity as speaker knowledge in L2-English.  

Fodor and Sag (1982) argued that speaker knowledge of the referent is the crucial 
determinant of specificity in indefinites: a book is [+specific] in (1a) and [-specific] in (1b).  
1. a)  Sarah read a book – Jane Eyre. 

b)  Sarah read a book – I have no idea which one. 
A similar distinction was proposed for definites by Donnellan (1966): the winner is specific 

in (2a), and [-specific] in (2b). 
2. a)  I am looking for the winner of this race – her name is Mary. 

b)  I am looking for the winner of this race – whoever that is.  
Putting these proposals together, we see that DPs can be grouped along the [±definite] 

dimension (3a), or along the [±specific] one (3b). English uses the system in (3a): the is 
[+definite] and a is [-definite]. Samoan uses the system in (3b) (cf. Mosel and Hovdhaugen 
1992). We hypothesized that in L2-learners’ article choice, there is fluctuation between the 
two systems in (3), so that the is sometimes specified as [+definite], and sometimes, as 
[+specific]. 
3. a) Article grouping by definiteness      b) Article grouping by specificity 
 +definite -definite   +definite -definite 
+specific  +specific  
-specific 

  
 -specific  

 
Our hypothesis was confirmed in an elicitation task with 26 L1-Russian and 39 L1-Korean 

adult L2-English learners. The L2-learners had to supply articles in contexts such as (1) and (2), 
eight items per context type. As shown in (4), overuse of the was higher with [+specific] than 
with [-specific] indefinites, and overuse of a was higher with [-specific] than with [+specific] 
definites. Both definiteness and specificity had significant effects on use of the vs. a (p<.001) for 
both L1 groups, with non-significant interactions. (The higher accuracy of the L1-Korean 
speakers is due to their higher L2-proficiency.) 
4. Articles in L2-English: %the vs. a across all instances of use 
a)  L1-Russian  b) L1-Korean 
 +definite  

(Target: the) 
-definite 
(Target: a) 

  +definite  
(Target: the) 

-definite 
(Target: a) 

+specific 91%the, 9%a 40%the, 60%a  +specific 96%the, 4%a 22%the, 78%a 
-specific 63%the, 37%a 8%the, 92%a  -specific 85%the, 15%a  4%the, 96%a 

 
Our results show that the L2-learners’ errors are not random: overuse of the is tied to the 

feature [+specific], and overuse of a, to [-specific]. The pattern of L2-English article use argues 
for UG-access in L2-acquisition: L2-learners have access to definiteness and specificity, features 
underlying article choice in natural language. We further support our conclusion with naturalistic 
production data of L2-English articles. 
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