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Abstract

Definiteness with Arabic learners has been explored by many researchers such as Jaensch and Sarko (2009) and
Sarko (2009). The majority of previous studies have used an offline task and focused on identifying the types of
errors which learners were committing. Conversely, the present study will use an online reaction time task to
investigate the learners’ accuracy in judging [+definite and +specific] in a series of sentences. The aim of the study
is to ascertain the accuracy of participants in judging grammatical and ungrammatical sentences in terms of
definiteness and specificity in English, and also to identify which factors have the greatest effect on this accuracy.
The study will examine the process of article acquisition from the perspective of universal grammar using the
following hypotheses: The Representational Deficit hypothesis (RDH) by Hawkins and Chan (1997), the Feature
Reassembly hypothesis by Lardiere (2009) and the bottleneck hypothesis by Slabakova (2008, 2009, 2015).
Thirty-two Saudi learners have completed a grammatical judgment task that was designed using OpenSesame to
incorporate a reaction time test along with two vocabulary tests (Yes/No and Lex30) and a proficiency test. The
results showed no effect on definiteness and specificity with the Saudi-Arabic learners. Moreover, the findings
demonstrated that there is no difference in reaction time which could be attributed to [+definite and £specific].
Receptive vocabulary knowledge and proficiency affected the learners’ accuracy in judging article use in English,
but no such effect was found for the learners’ productive vocabulary knowledge. Additionally, L1 negative
transfer has been observed in Saudi-Arabic learners of English particularly with low-level learners.
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1. Introduction

Studies such as Al-qadi (2017), Albalawi (2016), Albaqami (2017) and Alhaysony (2012) have investigated the
acquisition of the English definiteness system by Saudi-Arabic learners of English. These studies have focused on
the errors that learners made while using English articles and the potential causes of these errors. Albalawi (2016)
argued that article system usage errors were due to the effects of L1. Furthermore, Alhaysony (2012) argued that
not only was L1 affecting the participants’ article acquisition abilities, but the complexity of the English
definiteness system had adverse effects, marking the issue as both interlingual and intralingual. This study will
examine whether there is a difference between the time spend judging the definite and indefinite article, and what
factors might affect this judgment. The study will first highlight the differences between Arabic and English in
regard to definiteness and specificity to reveal how the languages differ in their article system, followed by the
establishment of a theoretical framework and methodology, and finally, will provide results and further discussion.

2. Feature Differences Between Arabic and English

Definiteness in English have two articles (definite and indefinite). These could be denoted as ‘definite and
indefinite noun phrases, in that the definiteness or indefiniteness stems from the presence of the article, which has
as its essential semantic function to express this category’ (Lyons, 1999, p. 2). Definiteness is considered to be part
of the functional morphology of all languages and is a universal semantic feature (Slabakova, 2013). There are
many hypotheses concerning definiteness in the literature of semantics. Some of these theories include: the
familiar and novel, the presupposition of existence, uniqueness and specificity and genericity. The indefinite
article (a, an) is felicitous within novel contexts as expressed in (1). In contrast, the definite article (¢ke) indicates
that both the speaker and the listener have the same knowledge and are familiar with the same referent.
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1) I visited a school (novel context). The school facilities were organized (familiar context).

In summary, the English language uses two articles (the indefinite and the definite) to express definiteness,
specificity and genericity.

Definiteness in Arabic is affix that used to mark definite and indefinite in nouns (Lyons, 1999). The definite
article uses the prefix (al-) as shown in example (2). The indefinite article is indicated by the nunation (-n),
which is attached as a suffix as demonstrated in example (3) (Fassi Fehri, 2012). However, the indefinite article
occurs in Modern Standard Arabic morphology in writing only (Awad, 2011). The indefinite article also occurs
phonologically in Modern Standard Arabic exclusively (Abudalbuh, 2016). Arabic speakers with different
dialects commonly drop the indefinite article. Al-Malki, Majid, and Mohd Omar (2014) found that most Arabic
dialects tend to drop the indefinite article (nunnation), except in the cases of a few Bedouin dialects. Saudi
Arabic speakers tend to drop the indefinite and the absence of the definite article (al/-) by using bare nouns to
indicate the indefinite context in Saudi Arabic. Dialects such as Syrian Arabic (Sarko, 2009) and Moroccan
Arabic (Fassi Fehri, 2012) use the bare noun to denote the indefinite context. Therefore, definiteness in Arabic
entails using the prefix (a/-) for the definite context and bare nouns for the indefinite context.

2) al-kitab-u
The book

3) Kitab-u-n
“book — NOM-Nunation”

A book

As for specificity, lonin, Ko, and Wexler (2004) suggested that the distinguishing of the article in the language is
based on definiteness or specificity. Ionin et al. (2004) provided a table that illustrates article choice distribution

(1.

Table 1. The article choice parameters distribution by Ionin et al. (2004, p. 13)

Article distinguishes on definiteness

+definite -definite
+specific
-specific
Article distinguishes on specificity
+definite -definite
+specific
-specific

So, the language article system could be distributed according to definiteness or specificity. English uses
definiteness to distribute the articles as does Arabic, and both languages follow the same distribution pattern.
Which indicated that Arabic and English differ in their article system where Arabic use the definite article only
but the English use both the definite and indefinite but both languages have the same distribution of definiteness
and specificity.

3. Hypotheses of Second Language Acquisition

There have been many hypotheses that have focused on how L2 is acquired. Chomsky’s universal grammar theory
(1965) argues that all humans acquire language in the same manner. Many studies have investigated the legitimacy
of universal grammar in regard to L2 learners and how L1 would affect the acquisition, such as the
Representational Deficit hypothesis by Hawkins and Chan (1997), the Feature Reassembly hypothesis by Lardiere
(2009), and the Bottleneck hypothesis by Slabakova (2008, 2009, 2015). The Representational Deficit hypothesis
by Hawkins and Chan (1997) argued that once the parameters of a first language are acquired, these parameters
become fixed and are unable to be altered in the acquisition of a second language.

On the other hand, hypotheses such as Feature Reassembly by Lardiere (2009) suggest that learners are able to
acquire features even if they were already fixed in their L1. Lardiere (2009) argued that learners possessed the
ability to remap features from L1 to L2. The hypothesis suggests that learners go through two stages when
acquiring language features, the first of which is mapping the features between L1 and L2 and the second is the
reassembling of these features. Lardiere (2009) also argued that if learners had any difficulties or errors while
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using their L2 due to a feature being previously fixed in their L1, they would have to redistribute the feature to
acquire it in their L2.

The Bottleneck hypothesis by Slabakova (2008, 2009, 2015) suggests that functional morphology is the most
difficult part of a language to acquire, since it differs between languages and the feature is tied to a variety of
syntactic and semantic features. The findings indicate that the key to mastering the functional morphology of a
target language is continual practice, suggesting that learners could acquire the feature even if it was already
fixed in their L1. The Bottleneck hypothesis suggests that learners are able to obtain new language features, but
some of these features (article use) would be much more difficult to acquire than others (semantics).

Feature Reassembly by Lardiere (2009) and the Bottleneck hypothesis by Slabakova (2008, 2009, 2015) indicate
that learners would still have access to the universal grammar and could acquire L2 features which have already
been fixed in their L1. Moreover, the Bottleneck hypothesis suggests that learners can acquire the morphological
features of L2. Feature Reassembly suggests that learners would be required to redistribute the feature in the
target language if there were any difficulties or errors in their use of L2, a notion which runs contrary to the
Representational Deficit hypothesis by Hawkins and Chan (1997). Representational Deficit hypothesis argues
that learners would not be able to acquire a feature once it had been fixed in their L1.

4. Research Questions and Predictions
1) How accurately Saudi-Arabic learners would be in judge definiteness and specificity in English?
a- How accurately would they be in judge definiteness and specificity in English?
b- How accurately would they be in identify grammatical and ungrammatical sentences?
c- Would the Reaction Time (RT) differ according to definiteness and specificity?
d- Would Saudi-Arabic learners’ accuracy and RT differ from native speakers of English?

2) What would affect the learners’ accuracy in judging definiteness and specificity in English would it be
vocabulary, proficiency or L1 transfer?

According to RDH, it is challenging for Saudi learners to acquire certain L2 features (such as definiteness) since
they are already present and fixed in L1. As the definite article in L1 is the prefix (a/-) (as in al-kitabu), learners
need to acquire the L2 article (the). The indefinite article is the suffix (-n) (as in Kitab-u-n), but it is often
omitted from speech and writing. In English, the indefinite article (a or an) is obligatory, unlike in Arabic and
would not be able to acquire it in English.

The feature reassembly hypothesis predicts that learners would be able to acquire these features but would face
difficulties with the indefinite article in L2 because of differing usage compared to L1, resulting in the indefinite
article being dropped in L2 as in L1. For the indefinite article, learners would be required to remap the feature
from L1 to the new feature in L2. Advanced learners would employ greater accuracy than beginners, but both
would be capable of acquiring the feature.

According to the Bottleneck hypothesis by Slabakova (2008, 2009, 2015), the acquisition of English articles by
Saudi-Arabic native speakers would be hindered by the functional lexicon. Confusion might result from a
mismatch of functional morphology between L1 and L2. The Bottleneck hypothesis predicted that even
advanced learners would have difficulties in assessing the sentences in the judgment task as well as add or omit
articles unnecessarily because the functional lexicon of the English language. The predictions that the indefinite
article would be more difficult for learners to employ than the definite article, since Saudi-Arabic omits the
indefinite article. Consequently, it would be harder to gain a feature that is dropped in L1 according to the
bottleneck because learners would not be able to map L1 features to L2.

These principles might also extend to reaction time (RT) (i.e., the amount of time taken to read the sentences),
with times varying depending on which article was used in the sentence. Saudi-Arabic learners might spend
more time on sentences using the indefinite as it is usually dropped in their L1.

5. Methodology

This section will introduce the participants, the instruments, the procedure and the data analysis. The methodology
consisted of four tasks, and participants were required to finish all four in order to qualify for study participation.

5.1 Participants

The participants consisted of 32 Saudi-Arabic learners of English currently residing in the United Kingdom and
studying at either the master or doctoral level. The group composition included 22 females and 10 males ranging in
age from 25 to 37 years.
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The participants are students studying different fields, including biology, English language studies, English
literature, translation, computer science, health care, and nursing. They were divided into two different English
proficiency levels (a high-level group of 16 learners and a low-level group of 16 learners). Ten native speakers
took part in the study to form a baseline.

5.2 Instruments

The primary instrument used in this study was a grammatical judgment task designed using the program
OpenSesame by Mathoét, Schreij and Theeuwes (2012). The task consisted of 36 sentences (24 focused on articles
and 12 fillers) adapted from Atay (2010) and Lee (2013). Having the conversations adapted from previous studies
to rise the reliability and validity of the test. Twelve conversations focused on articles; these sentences were
repeated twice, (once in the grammatically correct form and once in the incorrect form) resulting in 24
conversations in total as in the appendix A. The Yes/No test by Meara and Miralpeix (2015) measured the
receptive knowledge of the participants using the website
‘http://www.lognostics.co.uk/tools/V_YesNo/V_YesNo.htm’. The test is intended to measure vocabulary size; it
was designed using the methodology established by Meara and Jones (1990) (the Eurocentres Vocabulary size
test). The Yes/No test consisted of 200 words divided into two categories: real English words (hits) and imaginary
English words (false alarms). The test would give the vocabulary that learners have up to 10,000 words which is
suitable for advance learners. The Lex 30 vocabulary task by Meara and Fitzpatrick (2000) was used to measure
the productive vocabulary knowledge of the participants. The website was
‘http://www.lognostics.co.uk/tools/Lex30/index.htm’. Learners were required to provide the first four words that
came to mind when presented with a stimulus, resulting in 120 (30 x 4) words in total. The test was a free
productive task where learners could write any words which they deemed to be related to the stimulus. The
Standardized Oxford proficiency test used in the studies of Jensen (2016) and Slabakova and Garcia Mayo (2015).
This test consists of 100 fill-in-the-gap sentences. I selected 40 sentences, each of which has a gap as in the
appendix B using the program OpenSesame to design the task. The learners would be classified into two levels
according to their score in Standardized Oxford proficiency test. The participants also completed a questionnaire to
collect their personal information.

5.3 Procedure

The study was conducted online, and the participants were required to complete all four tasks. The students took up
to one and a half hours to finish the tasks (some took less time). All participants commenced the study
simultaneously. First, they were presented with the grammatical judgment task. The participants had to read 36
conversational sentences and judge them as being 1 (correct), 2 (incorrect) or 3 (I do not know). Second, in the
Yes/No test, the subjects were given a word and a were asked if they knew it meaning; they could answer either Yes
or No, and the test would conclude once 200 words. Third, in the Lex30 test, participants had to write out the first
four words that came to mind when given a word to read. This task was completed under a 30 second-per-word
time limit (with an absolute time limit of 15 minutes). Lastly, in the Standardized Oxford proficiency test,
participants were given 40 sentences, each with blank space, and were instructed to choose between three options
to fill the blank space with.

5.4 Data Analysis

The data collected were analysed in terms of three parameters: First for definiteness (definite and indefinite article),
next for specificity (+specific, +definite, +specific, -definite, -specific, +definite and -specific, -definite), and
finally by sentence type (either grammatical or ungrammatical or filler).

As for reaction time, the results were captured with OpenSesame in milliseconds and have been converted into
minutes. The data is presented according to definiteness (definite and indefinite article) and specificity (+specific,
+definite, +specific, -definite, -specific, +definite and -specific, -definite) in order to demonstrate any differences
in time spent reading.

6. Results

The results illustrate the judgement responses for the high-level, the low-level and the native speakers of English
for definiteness and specificity according to the research questions of the study.

For (1a), the high-level and low-level groups demonstrated their ability to judge definiteness based on article use
as shown in Figure 1.
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Definiteness

100% 87% 85%

= 68%
5 80% 64% —— . — B Low-level(n=16)
£ 60% 47% — 48% —
% 40% —— I High-level(n=16)
X ——
3 20% . . — = Native speakers(n=10)

0% —

Definite Indefinite

Articles type

Figure 1. Definiteness judgement scores for all three groups

High-level learners scored 64% with the definite article and 68% with the indefinite article, whereas low-level
learners scored 47% with the definite article and 48% with the indefinite article. Both high-level and low-level
learners judged both the definite and indefinite articles without significant differences between articles. The native
speakers were more accurate with the definite and the indefinite articles (87% and 85% receptively) as shown in
Figure 1. As for specificity, Figure 2 illustrates the differences of the four types within and among the three groups.

Specificity
_ 100% 88% 82% 87% - (y88%
S 80% 0/67—°/= 066%= 66%—= 0 — R Low-level(n=16)
S 60% = A= s ASYIE A
g-’D 40% — — I} H1gh-leve|(n=16)
= — —
3 20% — — = Native speakers(n=10)
0% — —
+specific , +specific - -spedific, -spedcific, -
+definite definite +definite definite

Specificity types

Figure 2. Specificity judgement scores for all three groups

For the high-level group, the results were: 62% for +specific, +definite; 66% with +specific, -definite; 66% with
-specific, definite and 70 for -specific, -definite. For the low-level learners, +specific, +definite was 52%;
+specific, -definite was 49%; -specific, definite was 45%, as was -specific, -definite. The results for the four
items in each group were not significantly different. Again, the high-level group was more accurate than the
low-level group.

For (1b), Figure 2 demonstrates the judgement accuracy of grammatical and ungrammatical cases between the
three groups.
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Grammatical and ungrammatical
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Figure 3. Grammatical and ungrammatical judgements for all three groups

The high-level learners judged the grammatical context with 67% accuracy, the ungrammatical with 72% and 80%
for the filler statements. Comparatively, the low-level group was 53% accurate for grammatical statements, 35%
accurate for ungrammatical statements and 47% for the filler. Recognition of the grammatical context was high
with both the high-level and low-level groups, but for both the ungrammatical and the filler statements high-level
students were more accurate than low-level students. The native speakers scored highest with the grammatical
context (91%). They also identified 82% of both the ungrammatical and filler statements. Regarding RT, learners
in both the high-level and low-level groups showed no demonstratable difference according to article type (4).
Low-level learners spent more time reading than high-level learners; the low-level group spent 92 minutes for the
definite article, 94 for the indefinite and 99 for the fillers. As for the high-level learners, they spent 76 minutes with
the definite article, 69 minutes with indefinite article and 76 minutes with the fillers. Surprisingly, the high-level
learners spent less time with indefinite article than with the definite article. Native speakers spent the least time
reading with 21 minutes for the definite article, 19 for the indefinite and 18 for the fillers.

Definiteness RT

150 ~
aLow-level(n=16)
3 100
= TR m High-level(n=16)
§ 50 ‘ 19 = Native speakers(n=10)
0 o

Definite Indefinite filler
Articles types

Figure 4. The reaction time for definiteness

As for specificity, Figure 5 illustrates the time spent with each of the four types. Again, the low-level group spent
more time than the high-level group. The low-level group spent 42 minutes with +specific, +definite; 45 with
+specific, -definite; 51 with -specific, definite and 46 with -specific, -definite. Comparatively, the high-level
group spent, 33 with +specific, +definite; 38 with +specific, -definite; 36 with -specific, definite and 35 with
-specific, -definite. The native speakers spent 10 minutes with +specific, +definite; 10 with +specific, -definite,
and 9 for both -specific, definite and -specific, -definite.
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Specificity RT
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Figure 5. The reaction time for specificity

For definiteness and specificity, native speakers were more accurate than both high-level and low-level leamers.
Also, the native speakers scored higher on grammatical context with 91%. As for the ungrammatical contexts,
the native speakers got 82% which is quite close to the high-level learners with 72%. The fillers also were
similar between the native speakers and the high-level learners with 82% and 80% respectively.

The difference in reading time is high between the three groups. High-level and low-level learners spent much
more time on reading than the native speakers.

As for the second research question, the mean and SD for the two-vocabulary test and the proficiency level test are
presented in Table 2.

Table 2. The descriptive analysis for the vocabulary and proficiency tests

Yes/No Lex30 Proficiency
Valid 32 32 32
Mean 4270 79.19 22.75
SD 1681 21.44 7.466
Minimum 1433 16.00 10.00
Maximum 7427 111.0 34.00

The correlation between these three measurements and the three sentence categories (grammatical, ungrammatical
or filler) is presented in Table 3.

Table 3. Pearson’s correlation between the measurement tasks and the grammatical judgment task (n=32)

Person’s r P
Grammatical conversations -Proficiency 0.402* 0.022
Ungrammatical conversations -Proficiency 0.724%** <.001
Fillers -Proficiency 0.738%%* <.001
Grammatical conversations -Yes/No 0.451%* 0.010
Ungrammatical conversations -Yes/No 0.635%** <.001
Fillers -Yes/No 0.784%** <.001
Grammatical conversations -Lex30 -0.005 0.979
Ungrammatical conversations -Lex30 0.260 0.151
Fillers -Lex30 0.501%** 0.004

Note. * p<.05, ¥* p<.01, *** p <.001.

The results revealed that there was a correlation between the respective vocabulary knowledge (Yes/No) and the
proficiency level. No correlation was found between the grammatical judgment task and the productive vocabulary
task (Lex30).
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Table 4. Pearson’s correlation between ungrammatical conversations and the measurement task with high-level
learners (n=16)

Person’s r P
Ungrammatical conversations -Proficiency 0.650%* 0.005
Ungrammatical conversations -Yes/No 0.568%* 0.017
Ungrammatical conversations -Lex30 0.329 0.197

A correlation which only applies to the high-level learners was also found, that being the correlation between the
ungrammatical conversations and receptive vocabulary knowledge and proficiency level as shown in Table 4.

7. Discussion

The aim of this study was to investigate the Saudi-Arabic learners’ accuracy in judge definiteness and specificity
using an online task and to determine which variables would affect the accuracy of their judgements.

As for (1a), the learners were able to judge definiteness and specificity. The high-level group was more accurate
than the low-level group, but all learners demonstrated an ability to correctly judge definiteness and specificity in
English. The predictions of the Representational Deficit hypothesis by Hawkins and Chan (1997) were
contradicted by our results, as the learners were able to judge the sentences in terms of [+definite and + specific].
The aforementioned hypothesis suggested that the learners would be unable to reset the L2 parameters and would
consequently be constrained to the syntactic features of L1, but the participants were nonetheless able to gain the
syntactic feature (definiteness) as seen in our judgment task results. The Saudi-Arabic learners of English were
able to judge sentences in terms of definiteness and specificity, a feature which varies between Arabic and English,
and the participants were able to acquire L2 parameters despite established fixation in L1. The high-level got 64%
for the definite and 68% for the indefinite article although the indefinite article is dropped in Arabic. The results
are similar to those of Judy, Guijarro-Fuentes, and Rothman (2008), who discovered that native speakers of
English were able to acquire Spanish DP features not present in L1, which also goes against RDH.

The Feature Reassembly hypothesis states that learners can use features in L1 to restructure their internal
features. It also argues that the feature does not have to be transformed directly to L2, instead, it can be
reassembled for use with L2. Learners demonstrated this flexibility by responding correctly to the sentences in
the judgment task. Learners were able to reject ungrammatical sentences, which is evidence of acquisition of the
feature. According to the Feature Reassembly hypothesis, learners would be able to gain the feature even if it
was absent in their L1. This was demonstrated by Saudi-Arabic learners who acquired new features despite the
differences between English and Arabic. The learners revealed their ability to use the nominal morphosyntax in
L2 French and to fix and reset their L1 feature by reassembling between L1 and L2 as Lardiere (2009) suggested.
The findings of Lardiere’s study suggested that feature reassembly is essential in the acquisition of definiteness in
Russian, and learners of Russian were similarly able to acquire new features. Other studies that support the Feature
Reassembly hypothesis include Gil and Marsden (2013), Gil, Marsden and Whong (2011) and Herschensohn and
Arteaga (2015).

The third hypothesis which I examined in the study is the bottleneck hypothesis by Slabakova (2008, 2009,
2015). This hypothesis predicted that learners would be able to map their L1 definiteness with their L2
definiteness, but some difficulties would occur. First, definiteness is part of the functional lexicon which is,
according to Slabakova, the bottleneck of second language acquisition. Even with advance learners, there might
be some errors and difficulty resulting from the bottleneck. In this case, persistent practice is key to overcoming
this hurdle. Our results indicated that students were similarly accurate with both the definite and the indefinite
article.

As for (1b), the learners were able to judge grammatical correctness, but specificity had no effect on their accuracy.
The learners were more accurate with the grammatical sentences than with the ungrammatical. The low-level
learners were less accurate in identifying the ungrammatical context.

Our results contradict with the Representational Deficit hypothesis by Hawkins and Chan (1997). The learners
were able to correctly select between the definite and the indefinite article and between the grammatical and
ungrammatical sentences. Both high-level and low-level learners noticed the omission or the substitution of the
correct article. Therefore, it can be ascertained that article use was established in their L2 syntactic system. The
high-level learners have got 72% with the ungrammatical conversations and 82% with the native speakers which is
quite close. As for the fillers the high-level got 80% and the native speakers got 82%.

These results have confirmed the predictions of the Feature Reassembly hypothesis by Lardiere (2009), as the
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learners showed their ability to correctly judge the sentences. While the high-level students were more accurate,
both groups distinguished between the grammatical and ungrammatical contexts despite the differences between
L1 and L2.

Notably, low-level learners rejected only 35% of ungrammatical sentences, which might indicate persisting
difficulties with definiteness and specificity which would likely be because of these three possible reasons:

1) The difficulties they are facing in the re-mapping between the indefinite article in L1 and L2.
2) Their L1 negative transfer caused by the difference between L1 and L2.
3) Learners are focusing more on the meaning than on the grammatical forms.

For the first case, Lardiere (2009) has suggested that learners might have difficulties in re-mapping items that
differ between L1 and L2. The learners are facing problems in reconfiguring features between L1 and L2. The
low-level learners demonstrated lower accuracy using the definite and indefinite article and in judging between
grammatical and ungrammatical sentences.

The second reason is negative transfer. Ortega (2009) has shown, that there is negative and the positive transfer
during the acquisition of L2. As there are differences between L1 and L2, negative transfer might occur when
learners are relying on their L1 to acquire the new feature, a process which (Lardiere, 2009) refers to as
re-mapping.

The third explanation for low accuracy is that learners are relying on the suggestions of Input processing (IP)
(Vanpatten, 1990, 1996, 2007). This theory introduces principles aimed at highlighting the process of second
language comprehension by proposing principles which might occur during comprehension. The principle
relevant to our low-level learners’ group is as follows: Learners will seek to derive meaning from the lexical items
that are presented in the sentences before anything else. They tend to focus on the content lexical items of a
sentence (girl, sleep) before the non-content lexical items (the, and, is). Definiteness is considered non-content,
and learners would likely pay it less attention if they were trying to extract lexical content to form meaning.
Attempting to process non-content words might lead them to ignore the information, which is not yet useful,
preventing acquisition of the feature.

The next principle is related to lexical items, and is called ‘the lexical preference principle’ (VanPatten, 2007, p.
116). This theory suggests that learners will prioritise processing lexical items before the grammatical forms when
they both carry the same semantic information. This results in reliance on the lexical items in a sentence to derive
meaning. Low-level learners might have been focused more on the meaning than the features, which would
explain why they accepted ungrammatical sentences more frequently than the high-level learners and the native
speakers.

As for (Ic), the high-level learners spent less time reading compared to the low-level learners. There was no
notable difference between definiteness and specificity or between grammatical and ungrammatical sentences.
These results run contrary to the predictions; I suspected that specificity or definiteness would influence RT.

The results of (1d) showed that the high-level learners performed similarly to the native speakers in their
detection of filler sentences, demonstrating that proficiency affects this ability. The results indicated that the
accuracy of both the high-level and low-level learners was lower than that of the native speakers. The high-level
learners showed accuracy in filler detection which was very close to the accuracy of the native speakers with 80%
and 82 respectively, but for definiteness, the high-level group scored notably lower than the native speakers as
predicted by Ortega (2009), who surmised that learners who were acquiring a different article system than their
L1 would face difficulties, even those who were intermediate or upper-level learners.

The high-level learners in the study also had difficulties with article use, but not to the same degree. As for the
low-level learners, their judgement accuracy was low compared to the native speakers and the high-level learners,
which could be (as (Choi, 2009) has indicated) due to differences between L1 and L2 which would make
mapping more difficult for low-level learners. This hypothesis was supported by the comparatively high
accuracy of the high-level learners. Slabakova (2013) has suggested that the more practice learners put in, the
more sufficient they will be in functional morphology (the category which contains definiteness). Low-level
learners require practice to be properly equipped for the difficulties of the mapping stage.

As for specificity, there was no differences between the four types (+specific, +definite; +specific, -definite;
-specific, definite; -specific, -definite) within each group. The native speakers achieved similar results to the
high-level and low-level groups. As in definiteness, native speakers scored higher than the high-level learners
and the high-level learners scored higher than the low-level learners. The results showed insignificant differences
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between the four items inside each group; the differences were between groups only. These findings align with
those of Jaensch and Sarko (2009).

Similarly, to the differentiation between the grammatical and ungrammatical context, the high-level group was
able to recognize the errors more frequently than the low-level group (the latter group rejecting only 35% of
incorrect sentences). This result was predicted by IP (VanPatten, 2007), that is, that low-level students would
have been more focused on the meaning of sentences compared to the grammatical forms, which is why they
were unable to reject many of the ungrammatical sentences.

So, as with the differences between the three groups, the native speakers and the high-level speakers were
similarly accurate in their judgement of the fillers and rejection of the ungrammatical sentences. As for
definiteness and specificity, the native speakers scored higher than both the high-level and the low-level learners.

Regarding the second research question, the learners performed differently regarding their judging of definiteness
and specificity based on their level. As for their vocabulary and proficiency level, low-level learners faced
difficulties recognizing and rejecting the ungrammatical contexts. Their low receptive vocabulary and proficiency
negatively affected their judgement compared to the high-level learners who were able to identify and reject the
ungrammatical contexts with similar accuracy to the native speakers. Also, the results showed a correlation
between the ungrammatical conversations, the proficiency level and the receptive vocabulary knowledge with the
high-level learners only. Additionally, the low-level learners identified only 47% of the filler statements. This
indicates that a lack of receptive vocabulary and proficiency affected the low-level group’s judgements of
definiteness and specificity. No such correlation was found in the productive vocabulary task. According to these
findings, learners require both a high receptive vocabulary level and a high proficiency level to accurately judge
definiteness. Conversely, productive vocabulary knowledge did not show correlation with grammatical or
ungrammatical contexts, only to filler contexts. This might be because the learners did not produce any articles, a
possibly vital element for establishing correlation between Lex30 and definiteness. It should also be noted that the
number of participants in the study was small, therefore, these results must be dealt with cautiously.

Our results showed that definiteness and specificity are affected by the learners’ receptive vocabulary knowledge
and their proficiency level in English. Moreover, learners appear to need a high vocabulary level (greater than
4,000 respective vocabulary knowledge) and a high proficiency level in order to be able to identify ungrammatical
conversations and grammatical errors in sentences.

The results of Abudalbuh (2016) predicted that the level of proficiency would affect the Arabic-learners’ accuracy
with articles in English. Jaensch and Sarko (2009) also indicated that high-level learners would be more accurate
than low-level learners regarding English articles due to the latter experiencing mapping difficulties.

As for the L1 transfer, definite and indefinite judgement for the high-level learners was dissimilar to the native
speakers (with 64% for the definite and 68% for the indefinite 87% for the definite and 85% for the indefinite
respectively). As the high-level learners have high proficiency and a high receptive vocabulary, the impact on their
performance could be due to latent L1 differences that have yet to be overcome. Ortega (2009) has suggested that
upper-intermediate learners with an L1 article system that is different from English would face difficulties despite
their relative proficiency. Our results also coordinate with Snape (2008) who found that even advanced
Spanish-speaking learners of English had difficulties with plural mass due to difficulties in L1 transfer in a manner
akin to the problems encountered by the Arabic learners in the present study. Jarvis and Odlinc (2000) have shown
that Finnish speakers have similar difficulties with English article use due to L1 transfer.

Therefore, Saudi-Arabic learners require a high level of receptive vocabulary and proficiency to accurately
identify ungrammatical contexts and to properly judge definiteness and specificity. High-level learners face
similar but diminished difficulties compared to low-level learners, especially regarding definiteness and
specificity (due to L1 transfer).

Briefly, the results showed that learners were able to judge grammatical and ungrammatical contexts. As for the
roles of definiteness and specificity, the results did not show any notable differences in the learners’ accuracy.
The learners showed comparable accuracy using the definite and indefinite article. The only impact of the
learners’ level on the results was their proficiency in detecting ungrammatical contexts. Low-level learners found
it especially difficult to identify grammatical errors. The findings indicated that high-level Saudi Learners were
able to accurately judge the definite and indefinite article unlike the low-level learners who have been still
affected by the L1 negative transfer. The learners also need high receptive vocabulary knowledge to be accurate
in judging the ungrammatical conversations.
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8. Conclusion

This study has investigated the accuracy of Saudi-Arabic leaners of English in judging definiteness and specificity.
English and Arabic both have an article system, although these respective systems differ between languages. The
Arabic article system drops the indefinite article and solely uses the definite article, making different than the
English article system, which uses both. The 32 Saudi-Arabic learners were tasked with completing a grammatical
judgement task, two vocabulary tests and a proficiency test. The results showed that the participants were able to
identify both the definite and the indefinite article, and neither definiteness nor specificity affected their ability to
judge the correctness of sentences. The Saudi-Arabic learners’ proficiency and receptive vocabulary likely had
impact more than the degree of L1 transfer. There was no noteworthy effect on the productive vocabulary task. The
high-level learners were able to judge with more accuracy than the low-level learners. Additionally, the high-level
learners performed similarly to the native speakers in identifying the ungrammatical context and the fillers.
However, both high-level and low-level learners performed dissimilarly to the native speakers in terms of
definiteness and specificity as being less accurate, a result which might indicate L1 influence. Finally, there was no
difference in reaction time caused by definiteness or specificity, instead, RT was chiefly affected by sentence
length.
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Appendix A
Grammatical judgment task
1) grammatically correct.
A phone conversation
Susan: Hi, Mrs. Shepherd. Can I talk to Alice?
Mrs. Shepherd: Sorry Susan, but Alice is out. She went to the school library to work on her project.
2) ungrammatical context.
A phone conversation
Susan: Hi, Mrs. Shepherd. Can I talk to Alice?
*Mrs. Shepherd: Sorry Susan, but Alice is out. She went to school library to work on her project.

Appendix B

Standardized Oxford proficiency test

Fill the gap task with individual sentences.

1) Water at a temperature of 100° C.
is to boil
is boiling
boils

2) The history of is

airplane

the airplane

an airplane
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