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The Indefinites: Parallels between L1 and L2 Acquisition of English Articles 
Heejeong Ko (MIT) 

 
Investigation of parallels between adult second language (L2) and child first language 
(L1) acquisition has been at the center of intensive research in current acquisition studies. 
The shared assumption underlying this research program is that parallels between L2 and 
L1 acquisition can deepen our understanding of the general human ability to acquire 
language. Adult L2 data reveal the process of language acquisition uninfluenced by the 
concurrent cognitive growth of child L1 learners. Child L1 data reveal language 
acquisition patterns unaffected by L1-transfer. Parallels between adult L2 and child L1 
data, thus, constitute strong evidence that the course of language acquisition is partly 
determined by genetically built-in linguistic principles, known as Universal Grammar 
(rather than by extra-linguistic factors like cognitive growth and L1-transfer). In this talk, 
I investigate such L1-L2 parallels in the domain of English article usage, and argue that 
there is a close parallel between L1 and L2 acquisition of article semantics.  
 
In particular, I discuss L2 acquisition of English articles by L1-Korean speakers. Since 
Korean lacks articles, L1-transfer can be ruled out as an explanation for L2-English 
article usage by Korean learners. On the basis of my experimental results, I argue that L2 
learners’ article errors are not random, but systematically reflect the role of a semantic 
feature: partitivity (a partitive noun denotes an individual that is a member of a set 
introduced by previous discourse). Drawing from well-established observations in the 
literature, it is argued that partitivity also plays a significant role in L1 acquisition of 
English articles. The current findings on L1-L2 parallels in acquisition of articles imply 
that ‘the’ overuse by L1- and L2-learners is tied to a semantic factor rather than to 
children’s egocentricity. This study also shows that L2 learners’ errors that are not 
induced either by L1-transfer or by L2 input reflect learners’ systematic knowledge on 
semantic features in Universal Grammar. 

 


