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Acquisition of the Zero and Null Articles in English

Peter Master
San José State University

 
           This paper analyzes spoken interlanguage data from 15 non-native speaker (NNS) 
at three English interlanguage levels representing five native language (L1) backgrounds 
(Chinese, Japanese, Russian, Spanish, and German) to describe the acquisition of the zero 
and null articles, the first of which occurs in indefinite and the second in definite noun phrases. 
The lack of a marked difference in the acquisition of the two forms suggests that learners 
are generally not aware of the distinction between the zero and null articles.

For many years, the zero article was ignored in article research because it 
was invisible or thought to require some kind of (potentially biased) judgment to 
determine whether or not it was present. For example, two well-known studies, 
Brown (1973) and Dulay and Burt (1974), failed to consider the acquisition of 
zero articles. Pedagogical materials followed suit in requiring students to de-
termine whether or not an article (a, an, or the) was required in a passage. It is 
common practice now, however, to treat the zero article as an article in its own 
right, a practical solution as it allows the contrast of Ø and a in countability and 
number distinctions. This practice is also justified in light of the fact that the zero 
article is the most frequently occurring free morpheme in the English language 
(Master, 1997). A study of the zero article in interlanguage analyses does have a 
methodological limitation, however, in that there is no a priori  means of determin-
ing whether the zero article was used deliberately, or whether an overt article was 
simply left out by mistake. Nevertheless, for the purposes of this paper, I refer to 
the subjects “use” of the zero article as if it were an overt morpheme like a or the. 
         The zero article has two forms, which Chesterman (1991) labeled the zero 
and the null article.1 He  described the following continuum between zero and 
null (p. 182):

 most indefinite           most definite 
           zero (Ø1)--some--a--the--null (Ø2)

 

The zero and null articles are thus maximally opposed in the article schema. 
The zero article (Ø1) occurs most frequently with indefinite noncount (e.g., milk) 
and plural count nouns (e.g., eggs). It is also the preferred means of describing 
generic or nonspecific nouns, especially in the plural count form.2 The types of 
nouns that occur with the zero article are summarized in Table 1 (examples from 
Master, 1997).
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The null article (Ø2) is the most definite of the articles. The null article 
occurs most frequently with bounded singular proper nouns, that is, entities with 
“an exterior boundary that ...is limited a priori” (Chesterman, 1991, p. 86). It also 
occurs with certain singular count nouns. The types of nouns that occur with the 
null article are summarized in Table 2 (examples from Master, 1997). 

The zero and null articles can be readily distinguished by their paraphras-
ability by either an indefinite or a definite article, respectively (Master, 1997). 
The following sample sentences based on the NP lunch exemplify Chesterman’s 
continuum:

 
a. People should never go without (Ø1) lunch. Indefinite zero ar-
ticle with an indefinite noncount noun. Paraphrasable by “a meal.”  
b. Did you have some lunch? Indefinite determiner some with an indefi-

Table 1. Noun Types with the Zero Article (Ø1)

Noun Type                      Example                                      
Mass (vs. Count)             The boys ate chicken. 
              The locals shot boar. 
              Mice like cheese. 
Abstract (vs. Concrete)            Prison dehumanizes people. 
              My brother is in bed. 
              Herbert traveled by car. 
              They communicate by radio. 
Intentional vagueness            Replication of cells takes place over several hours. 
              Animals in underground caves are often blind 
    and colorless. 
“Adjective” (vs. Noun)            He was man (i.e., manly) enough to accept his fate.

        [Note: The zero article occurs in front of each underlined noun.]

Table 2. Noun Types with the Null Article (Ø2)

Noun Type    Example                                        
Bounded Proper    Italy is a fascinating country.   
Rank, Position, or Post  Mr. Jones was appointed chairman. 
    She was hired as special assistant to the president. 
Familiar (vs. Unfamiliar) 
 Time    After dinner, we’ll see a movie. 
     It usually snows in winter. 
     I’ll call you next week. 
 Place    I left it at home. 
  And-coordinated NP  Brother and sister were inseparable.
       

 [Note: The null article occurs in front of each underlined noun.] 
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nite noncount noun. Some lunch is less indefinite than lunch because it is 
partitive (Greenbaum, & Quirk. 1990; p. 124 call unstressed some a “parti-
tive indefinite”), suggesting a limited amount. Paraphrasable by “a meal.” 
c .  It  was a  lunch of  uncommon qual i ty . Indef ini te  deter-
miner a with an indefinite count noun; because of its countabil-
ity, a lunch is more definite than some lunch. Paraphrasable by “a meal.” 
d. The lunch consisted of bread and cheese. Definite determiner the 
with a definite count noun (a specific, identified lunch, e.g., the one that 
was served to the exhausted fire fighters). Paraphrasable by “the meal.” 
e. Thanks for (Ø2) lunch! Definite null article with a definite count noun (a 
specific, identified lunch, e.g., the one we have just finished). More definite 
than the lunch in that it presumes that the party being thanked has detailed 
knowledge of the entire shared (familiar) experience. Paraphrasable by “the 
meal.”
 

Thus, sentence (a) People should never go without (Ø1) lunch may be paraphrased as 
“People should never go without a meal” but not as “*People should never go with-
out the meal.” Likewise, sentence (e) Thanks for (Ø2) lunch! may be paraphrased 
as “Thanks for the meal!” but not as “*Thanks for a meal!” The distinction between 
zero and null is thus determined entirely by the context in which it occurs.

Master (1987) studied the spoken acquisition of the English article system, 
including the articles a(n), the, and Ø, the zero article, although this work did not 
consider the null article or articles with proper nouns. The 1987 study analyzed 
recorded interlanguage (IL) data from 20 learners who spoke five languages at four 
interlanguage levels, each determined by the negation criteria described by Cazden, 
Cancino, Rosansky, and Schumann (1975) to approximate the rough interlanguage 
levels of basilang and low, mid, and high mesolang (the terms basilang and mes-
olang in the interlanguage continuum parallel the terms basilect and mesolect in 
the creole continuum, basilect being the farthest away from the acrolect, which is 
closest to the standard variety of a major international language). As four learners 
at successive levels rather than a single individual together described the full IL 
continuum, the data constituted five pseudolongitudinal studies, three for languages 
with no article system, Chinese, Japanese, and Russian, or [-ART] languages, and 
two for languages with article systems, Spanish and German, or [+ART] languages. 
The learners included nine males and eleven females with an age range of 13-93 
years. The amount of time they had been in the U.S. ranged from three weeks to 32 
years, and the level of education ranged from elementary to university level.

The data were taken from tape-recorded informal interviews that were con-
ducted between 1980 and 1986. The topic of the interviews was general informa-
tion about the learners, including what life was like in their home countries, how 
they had come to the U.S., what their feelings were about the U.S., etc., and every 
effort was made to make the learners feel relaxed and comfortable so as to provide 
an optimally natural speech sample. The majority (15/20) of the interviews were 



conducted by students from John Schumann’s Contrastive Analysis classes (English 
241K) at UCLA during the years mentioned, the remaining five by the author. Each 
of the learner’s interviews was transcribed and analyzed by the original interviewer 
in terms of verb phrase morphology (tense, aspect, number) and negation as well 
as certain aspects of noun phrase morphology (plural and possessive markers), but 
not for article use. A prediction was then made as to the learner’s interlanguage (IL) 
level. In selecting the participants for this study, I considered the learner’s nega-
tion characteristics, the interviewer’s stated IL level, and the learner’s morpheme 
acquisition at the 20%, 50%, and 70% accuracy levels in order to be sure that the 
learners had the desired native language at the appropriate IL level. The accuracy 
of each transcript was carefully double-checked against the original tape-recording, 
and a record was kept for every uh that may have been mistaken for the article a  
(these accounted for 2.6% of the data at the basilang level and diminished to zero 
by the mid-mesolang level and were thus not considered a serious problem). The 
final form of the data was a series of entries for each learner indicating the number 
of the utterance, the page and line number from whence it came in the transcript, 
the noun phrase being considered plus minimal attendant context to justify its clas-
sification, the article used, the article required, and the classification code.

Analysis of the data revealed continuous improvement in the accuracy of 
use of the system as a whole (in contrast to accuracy with specific articles or us-
ages), suggesting that a simple test of general article usage might serve as a valid 
predictor of English proficiency, as was also found by Oller and Redding (1972). 
The validity of these results was also supported by patterns of individual article 
acquisition that paralleled three published studies of  article acquisition (Andersen, 
1977; Hakuta, 1976; and Huebner, 1983). Based on these results, it was assumed 
that the individual learners adequately represented the interlanguage level with 
which they were associated. 

 
BACkgROUND TO ThE PRESENT STUDy

The present study reanalyzes the zero article data from Master (1987) in 
terms of both zero article (Ø1) and null article (Ø2) usage to determine if there is 
a distinction in the way the zero and null articles are acquired in spoken discourse. 
Because the null article occurs primarily with proper nouns, which were ignored 
in Master (1987) since the rules of article usage were thought at the time to be dif-
ferent for proper nouns, the gathered but rejected 1987 data on proper noun usage 
are included in the reanalysis. The present study constitutes a functional analysis 
of language development (see e.g.,  Andersen, 1990; Bates & MacWhinney, 1982; 
Correman & Kilborn, 1991; Dietrich, Klein, & Noyau, 1995; Klein, 1990; Pfaff, 
1987; Tomlin,1990) concerning an aspect of syntax that is, like word order, relative 
clauses, and verb phrases, subject to cross-linguistic influence (Odlin, 1989).

Because it was clear from Master (1987) that real progress on the article 
system did not occur until the low mesolang level and beyond, data from the 
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five basilang (i.e., beginning level) learners in the 1987 study are ignored in 
the present study as the learners at this level appeared to be grappling with the 
grosser distinctions between Ø and the and could not be expected to have any 
sense of the subtle differences between zero and null (indeed, the bulk of the Ø  
usage at this level was probably by omission). With the deletion of the basilang 
group, 15 learners remain, three for each of the five language groups. Although 
there are only 15 learners, which is too small a number to allow for anything 
but a descriptive statistical analysis, the present study provides data regarding 
the spoken acquisition of the two zero articles that may aid future research. 

ANALySIS Of ZERO AND NULL ARTICLE USAgE

One of the potential problems of including proper nouns in the data set is 
that, because their use is controlled by context rather than lexical and discourse 
rules (e.g., if you tell a story about a trip to various countries, you will probably 
use more proper nouns than if you tell a story about walking through the woods, 
presuming your companion is not a botanist), the occurrence of Ø is likely to be 
inconsistent. However, the percentage of undifferentiated Ø tokens in the data set 
is essentially the same (42.8% accuracy for the [-ART] group and 42.9% for the 
[+ART] group), so their comparison is justified, even though the percentage of 
required Ø2 (null) with proper names was 92.8% for the [-ART] group and 80.3% 
for the [+ART] group. 

The interlanguage data were analyzed in two ways: 1) all the learners in the 
[-ART] group vs. all the learners in the [+ART] group to compare the performance 
of the two groups, and 2) the three interlanguage levels of each language group 
considered separately. The articles were studied in terms of accuracy (i.e., the 
correct use of an article when an article was required, also known as supplied in 
obligatory context, or SOC) and usage (i.e., the use of any article in any context, 
which Master (1987) labeled used in obligatory context, or UOC, and used as a 
replacement for the more traditional target-like usage (TLU), that has been used 
to account for overusage of a particular morpheme; these distinctions are further 
discussed on pp. 11-13).

The following research questions guided the analysis:    
1. What are the differences between the [-ART] learners vs. the [+ART] 

learners in terms of
 a. the accuracy of Ø1 and Ø2 usage?
 b. the overuse of Ø?
 c. the use of Ø1 in indefinite contexts?
 d. the use of Ø2 with proper nouns?
2. What are the tendencies of each language group within the [-ART] and 

[+ART] categories in the spoken acquisition of Ø1 and Ø2 in terms of 
the accuracy of Ø1 and Ø2 usage?

It was expected that the [-ART] and [+ART] groups would show different acquisi-
tion patterns for zero and null.
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[-ART] VS. [+ART] PERfORmANCE

The first analysis examined the 3,347 noun phrases produced by the [-ART] group, 
which consisted of nine learners, and compared it with the 1,848 noun phrases 
produced by the [+ART] group, which consisted of six learners.

Ø1 vs. Ø2 Accuracy
The accuracy of Ø1 usage for the [-ART] group was 88.6%, whereas the 

accuracy of Ø2 usage was 90.2%. The small difference (< 2%) suggests that 
the [-ART] speakers may not differentiate between the Ø1 and Ø2 articles.

The accuracy of Ø1 usage for the [+ART] group was 88.4%, whereas the accu-
racy of Ø2 usage was 94.3%. The slightly greater difference (almost 6%) between Ø1 
and Ø2 accuracy for the [+ART] group could indicate that the [+ART] speakers differ-
entiate to some extent between the Ø1 and Ø2 articles as they do in their first languag-
es. However, the percentages suggest there is little differentiation between the two. 

Indeed, upon closer analysis, it was found that it was the Spanish speakers 
(82.1%) rather than the German speakers (94.7%) that accounted for the lower 
figure. The Spanish learners in this study appear to have had more difficulty with 
the multi-layered nature of the article system (which simultaneously shows defi-
niteness, countability, and number) and could not deal with all the layers at the 
same time. The low-mesolang Spanish speaker, for example, uttered noun phrases 
such as “I live on *a four floor” and “We are having laundry in *a same building” 
(showing correct number and countability but not definiteness) in the data set, 
even though the definite article would be used in this case in Spanish just as it is 
in English. Schumann (1978) also found a native speaker of Spanish to say in his 
low-proficiency English “*Picture is very dark” even though in Spanish (El cuadro 
es muy oscuro) the definite article would be present, while Andersen (1977) found 
a surprisingly low accuracy with the article a for some of his Spanish learners (in 
areas of contrast between English and Spanish) despite the fact that an indefinite 
article with a similar function exists in Spanish. The German learner at this level 
used more German vocabulary in her speech than did the Spanish learner but did not 
evince a similar strategy. However, I recently encountered the following sentence in 
a Danish student’s essay: “I was once a substitute in a first grade,” which suggests 
that the strategy is not limited to Spanish speakers. This usage by [+ART] speakers 
may be an example of what Zobl (1982) described as his developmental complexity 
restraint, in which “L1 influence may modify a developmental continuum at that 
point at which a developmental structure is similar to a corresponding L1 structure 
and where further progress in the continuum amounts to an increase in complexity 
beyond that of the L1 structure” (p. 180), leading to an extension of the scope of the 
current developmental structure. In general, however, he found that [+ART] speakers 
achieve target-like control more quickly than [-ART] speakers, as did Master (1987).
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In any event, barring this effect in the Spanish learners, there is little differ-
ence between the accuracy of Ø1 and Ø2 performance in either the [+ART] group 
or the [-ART] group.
 
Ø  “Overuse”

Ø “overuse,” the use of zero or null in contexts where another article is 
required, is considered first in definite and then in indefinite contexts. 

Ø Overuse in Definite Contexts
The [-ART] group used Ø in obligatory contexts requiring the 19.4% of the 

time, whereas the [+ART] group did the same only 9.5% of the time. Table 3 shows 
the breakdown in specific common noun contexts that require the in English. The 
greatest difficulty for the [-ART] group was with implied postmodification (e.g., 
“after swimming I go to *office”) and shared knowledge (e.g., “I read *newspa-
per”), whereas the least difficulty was with subsequent mention (“when I worked 
in *military college”), ranking adjectives (e.g., “*next state is Chicago”), and 
postmodified NPs (e.g., “if I use *Japanese standard of marriage”). 

In other words, article rules of thumb (ignoring the exceptions) such as “Always 
use the when an NP is referred to again, when it occurs with a ranking adjective, 
and when a noun is postmodified” appear to be easier for [-ART] learners to apply 
than rules for situations in which article usage is determined by context, such as 
implied postmodification and shared knowledge. This finding is supported by a 
comment from a Japanese nonnative speaker of English cited in Master (1995):

[Y]our explanation of the articles that are not influenced by contexts 
 (the next or the following) were very helpful and I always remember  
 those rules when I write. However, the articles which are determined 
 by the contexts in which they are in are still hard for me to distinguish  
 because I am not competent enough to apply your discussion to other 
 contexts (p. 198).

For the [+ART] group, on the other hand, the greatest difficulty was ranking 
adjectives (e.g., “it is*same to my country”) and postmodified NPs (e.g., “one of 
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Table 3. Incorrect Use of Ø1  in Contexts Requiring the (in % errors)

Category         [-ART n = 162]       [+ART n = 46]     [±ART n = 208] 
Subsequent Mention 11.6     8.7              11.0 
Shared Knowledge (S.K.) 20.2  13.0              18.7 
Ranking Adjectives  11.6  23.9              14.2 
Postmodified NP  10.4   21.7              12.8 
Implied Postmodification 27.2  15.2              24.7 
S. K. of Uniqueness 19.1  17.4              18.7 
Total                100.1  99.9            100.1



*big rivers around the world”), whereas the least difficulty was subsequent mention 
(e.g., “Gretel is in *house”) and shared knowledge (e.g., “I am go to *opera”). The 
problems with ranking adjectives may have been due to the interference phenom-
enon mentioned earlier as ranking adjectives also take the  definite article equivalent 
of the in German and Spanish. On the other hand, the relatively fewer errors with 
subsequent mention and shared knowledge probably result from the transference 
of a more general principle in the L1, which also applies in English: mark nouns 
that are known through prior mention or shared knowledge with the.
 
Ø Overuse in Indefinite Contexts

Ø1 was used correctly 88.6% of the time by the [-ART] group and 88.4% of 
the time by the [+ART] group. The breakdown into categories is shown in Table 
4. Table 4 shows that the [+ART] group was more accurate in the use of a with 
singular count nouns, making less than half the Ø1-for-a  errors (15.1%) of the 
[-ART] group (34.2%). 

Note: Italicized percentages represent correct usage; percentages in plain 
type represent % errors.

The [+ART] group had slightly more difficulty with plural count nouns, whereas 
the [-ART] group had slightly more difficulty with noncount nouns. The latter 
result is supported by Hiki (1989), who found that Japanese students had greater 
difficulty assigning the correct article to noncount (his term was nonbounded), 
particularly abstract, nouns. 
 
Ø2  with Proper Nouns

The accuracy of Ø2 + proper noun use was quite high for both groups, with 
90.2% accuracy for the [-ART] group and 94.3% accuracy for the [+ART] group. 
The high percentage for the [-ART] group was no doubt partially due to the high 
used in obligatory context (UOC) figure for this group (see below). However, the 
[+ART] group used Ø2 incorrectly with proper nouns requiring the more frequently 
(27.0% of Ø-for-the  usage) than did the [-ART] group (19.6% of Ø-for-the  usage).  
This may have been due to the confusion arising from the fact that some proper 
nouns with Ø2 in English take the definite article in Spanish and German (e.g., 
Peru is El Peru with the definite article in Spanish; Switzerland is Der Schweiz 
with the definite article in German).

The categories of proper nouns in which Ø2 was used when the was required 
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Table 4. Accuracy of Ø1  in Specific Indefinite Contexts (in %)

Category           Used  Required [-ART] [+ART] [±ART] 
Singular Count  Ø1     a     34.2     15.1    27.6 
Plural Count         Ø1    Ø1     91.2     87.8    90.1 
Noncount          Ø1    Ø1       86.5     89.4    87.5 
a  = one          Ø1     a        7.1     0     3.1



are shown in Table 5. Both groups had the greatest number of errors with political 
divisions, which includes the names of countries, states, cities, etc. However, every 
error that the figures represent was either Ø2 + United States (20 errors) or Ø2 + 
Soviet Union  (3 errors). 

Many learners overgeneralize the name of a political division such as Ø2 + Panama 
to the title of a political division such as the + Republic of Panama. Thus, many 
learners say United States instead of the United States. The problem is no doubt 
exacerbated by the fact that the full title (The United States of America) is less 
commonly heard than the U.S., the States, or America and also that the adjective 
form, as in United States (or more likely U.S.) policy, does not take the unless the 
headnoun requires it (e.g., the U.S. Post Office).

The most common correct use of Ø2 with common nouns was after preposi-
tions (e.g., at home, in class) and with sequence adjectives showing relationship 
to the present (e.g., next week, last year). These uses both lie within the “familiar” 
category of Ø2 usage. The “name”  type, e.g., He was named captain of the team, did 
not occur in the data set, which is not surprising given its rather limited utility. 

ACqUISITION TENDENCIES IN ThE TWO gROUPS

The second analysis examined each language group within the [-ART] and 
[+ART] language groups for potential tendencies in the acquisition of the zero 
and null articles.
 
Undifferentiated Ø UOC and SOC for Each Specific Language Group

TLU has been used in interlanguage studies as a more realistic alternative to 
report simple accuracy of use than SOC. The TLU measure attempts to rectify any 
inflated indication of accuracy of use by adding the number of uses of a morpheme 
supplied outside an obligatory context to the denominator, effectively reducing the 
accuracy rate (e.g., 5/10 = 50%; 5/10+1 = 45%). Without this adjustment, the SOC 
measure only applies to performance within obligatory contexts. For example, the  
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Table 5. Incorrect Use of Ø2  with Proper 
Nouns Requiring the (in %errors)

Category      [-ART] n = 44     [+ART] n = 17  [±ART] n =61 
Business Names  27.3         11.8  23.0 
Political Divisions  31.8         52.9  37.8 
Geographical Names 11.4           5.9    9.8 
Persons     4.5          11.8    6.6 
Time     6.8               0   4.8 
Other   18.2          17.6  18.0  
Total                   100          100                   100



is required in front of superlative adjectives; thus, any use of a superlative is an 
obligatory context for the. If one looked only at the use of articles with superlatives, 
the SOC score would accurately reflect performance within this context, but if the 
learner mistakenly used the in front of comparative structures as well (e.g., “He 
bought *the smaller house than I did”), SOC would ignore such errors. TLU, on 
the other hand, acknowledges errors such as these, though it does not differentiate 
between what is accurate within obligatory contexts and what occurred outside 
obligatory contexts.

The UOC measure was described in Master (1987) as an alternative to the 
TLU measure. The UOC measure adds the number of morphemes supplied outside 
an obligatory context to the numerator (hence the term used in obligatory context 
as opposed to “[correctly] supplied in obligatory context”) and is presented along-
side accuracy, which may be directly compared because SOC and UOC share the 
same denominator (number of obligatory contexts). It is thus a little more precise 
than TLU, although it is still only an approximation. A native speaker has a UOC 
of 100%, i.e., uses a morpheme whenever it is required, as well as an SOC of 
100%. A comparison of TLU, SOC, and UOC is shown in Figure 1, which shows 
the Spanish learners’ use of the. 

A high UOC figure suggests that an article is frequently being used outside 
of obligatory contexts and is therefore not under control to the extent that a lower 
UOC figure would suggest.  

12   Master
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Keeping in mind that the ideal SOC and UOC is 100%, Figure 1 shows that 
accuracy (SOC) for these learners was quite high at the BA level, diminished at the 
LM level, but then rose at the MM level to become almost 100% at the HM level. 
The UOC, on the other hand, is quite high at the BA level, suggesting that part of the 
reason for the high SOC number is that the learner was using the in many contexts 
where it was not required (a characteristic of BA [+ART] speakers), and thus was 
not the result of high control of the article. There is still some overusage (UOC) at 
the HM level for these learners, but the distance between UOP and SOC is much 
less, suggesting greater control of the article. The TLU numbers, in comparison, 
which have been conventionally reported in place of SOC, do not provide nearly 
so much information; they merely represent a “penalized” accuracy figure. This is 
why I made the decision to replace the TLU with the SOC/UOC figures.

UOC for the [-ART] group was considerably higher (120.3%) than for the 
[+ART] group (105.9%), presumably because the [+ART] group has an article 
system and thus some notion of the differentiation between the and Ø. The [-ART] 
group, on the other hand, often used Ø in place of any article at all (a possible 
transfer from L1), which accounts for the higher figure. UOC can only be supplied 
for the undifferentiated Ø article because there is no way to label the article out 
of context as Ø1 or Ø2.

Article UOC for each specific language group is shown in Table 6. Table 6 
shows that for all learners but the Japanese LM3, Ø UOC decreases with increas-
ing IL level (though this is not true of the and a). This consistency suggests that 
increasing proficiency is associated with increasing control (or perhaps “reining in”) 
of the zero article (See Table 6). Table 6 also shows that the [+ART] group over-
uses Ø to a substantially lesser extent (105.9%) than the [-ART] group (120.3%). 
Note also that, while the and a are not the focus of this study, the SOC and UOC 
figures are closer for the, and even closer for a. The latter finding suggests that a 
is not “experimented with” to the extent of the and Ø, perhaps because learners 
tend not to use a until they have sufficiently acquired the notion of countability, 
as suggested in Master (1987).
 
Ø1 vs. Ø2 Accuracy for Each Specific Language Group
Accuracy (SOC) for each L1 group in the use of the zero and null articles is shown 
in Table 7. The first two columns indicate Ø1 and Ø2 accuracy while the third (Ø2  
PNU and Ø2 PNR) indicates Ø2 accuracy with  proper nouns, which account for 
over 98% of Ø2 usage for the entire group.

Table 7 shows that Ø1 accuracy increases continuously for the Chinese learn-
ers, but not for the rest of the learners. For Ø2 accuracy, the picture is somewhat 
different. Both the [-ART] and the [+ART] groups generally show continuous 
increasing Ø2 accuracy across IL levels. The exception is the Chinese HM learner, 
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who showed decreased accuracy at the HM level.
A closer analysis of Ø2 usage by the Chinese HM learner shows an interest-

ing phenomenon. In 49 uses of Ø2 usage with proper nouns, the HM learner got 
39 correct. The remaining ten errors are as follows:
 
  NP# Page-Line Context    
  70 5-4  during the Christmas 
  72 5-6  in the California 
  96 5-50  they lefted the Taiwan 
  102 6-5  to invasion--the southeast China 
  122 6-42  the mainland China 
  202 10-12  in the Singapore 
  216 10-38  in the Indonesia 
  305 16-26  like the Monterey Park

The patterns of occurrence of the proper NPs the Taiwan and the China are shown 
in Tables 8 and 9. 

Table 8 shows that the Chinese HM learner used Ø2 + Taiwan correctly four times 
prior and four times after the erroneous usage. Table 9 shows that the Chinese 
HM learner used the + China incorrectly twice, once just before using it correctly 
twice. Both of the incorrect instances are premodified (with southeast and then 
mainland), which may have caused the speaker to perceive the noun as being 
definite (or “identified”; see Master, 1990). This pattern is almost immediately 
broken, however, by the correct use of Ø2 with a premodified NP in NP #128. 

One explanation, which is consistent with the finding that learners appear 
to make little distinction between the zero and null articles, is that the Chinese 
HM learner may have overgeneralized the subsequent mention rule for com-
mon nouns (i.e., mark all subsequent mentions of the same referent with the) 
to proper nouns, but then failed to apply the rule consistently. In NP #122, the 
speaker used the + mainland China and then in NP #123 used Ø + China and 
then Ø + mainland China shortly thereafter in NP #128. There is then a consider-
able gap (approximately four pages of dialog) before the + China occurs again. 
As if introducing the NP after such a long hiatus, two NPs are marked with the, 
followed immediately by three uses in fairly close succession that are correctly 

Table 8. Pattern of Occurrence of Taiwan  in the Chinese hm Data
NP   #Page-Line Context   
2  1-6  I from Taiwan 
44  2-52  in Taiwan 
91  5-46  they used Taiwan as a base 
96  5-50  they lefted the Taiwan 
100  6-4  they want to use Taiwan 
104  6-6  in Taiwan 
123  6-43  Taiwan is a part of China 
221  10-43  with Taiwan
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marked with Ø. In Table 8, we can see a similar pattern in that NP #96 with the 
is followed by the use of Ø with the same proper noun four NPs later. In this 
case, however, there are earlier uses of the same NP with Ø. Perhaps the speaker 
has forgotten to apply the subsequent mention rule, thus appearing to use Ø to 
mark subsequent mentions. Master (1995) found the following in this regard: 

One example of what many advanced students with no article system in their 
L1s appear to do is to apply the correct shared knowledge article rules early 
in a paragraph but then fail to maintain the marking of the shared knowledge 
NP throughout the paragraph as English requires, perhaps reasoning that the 
reader must know by now what the writer is talking about so why should it 
require constant remarking? (p. 198)

 
On the other hand, there may be an interlanguage rule operating here that 

deliberately marks subsequent mentions with zero. Indeed, Mellow, Reeder, and 
Forster (1996) found that the zero article is often used to mark known NPs in the 
the discourse of [-ART] speakers. Furthermore, the pattern of marking a subsequent 
mention of a definite NP with Ø is not limited to English/[-ART] interlanguages; it 
also occurs in standard English when two or more definite NPs (marked with the  
or a possessive determiner) are followed by a unified subsequent mention as Ø2  
+ NP. This unified structure has been called a zero and-coordinated noun phrase 
(Master, 1988) and is shown in the following example:
 

The cowboy and his horse galloped off into the sunset. (Ø2) Horse and rider 
were later found dead by a poisoned well (Master, 1988, p. 174).

The pattern occurs relatively rarely and primarily in literary texts, but it does ex-
ist. 

It is difficult to determine for sure what the speaker’s rules for Ø2 usage are, 
and it may be that the alternation is simply a product of IL variation that eventually 
gives way to the correct form, much as Huebner (1983) showed the use of she  as an 

Table 9. Pattern of Occurrence of China  in the Chinese hm Data

NP #Page-Line Context     
102 6-5  to invasion--the southeast China 
122 6-42  the mainland China 
123 6-43  Taiwan is a part of China 
128 6-51  are from mainland China 
205 10-22  don’t want to offend the China 
211 10-32  they will offend the China 
212 10-33  China will cause some agitation 
214 10-37  China launched a coup d’etat 
222 10-44  that will offend China
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object pronoun to gradually diminish over time in the interlanguage of his subject, 
Ge. However, it does show an interesting confusion of the two definite markers 
(the and null). It also suggests that the article rules for common nouns are not kept 
neatly separated from those for proper nouns and that the entire system must be 
considered in the developing interlanguage. Incorporation of the null article would 
allow article researchers to do this.

CONCLUSION

A few tentative conclusions may be drawn from the present study. For the most 
part, while [+ART] speakers have an advantage over [-ART] speakers in using the 
article system as a whole, the tendency of the latter to overuse Ø appears to serve 
them well in getting zero and null usage correct, with the caveat that there is no 
a priori mechanism for determining whether Ø was used deliberately or whether 
the article was simply deleted by mistake.

With Ø1 usage, the [-ART] group had more errors with implied postmodifica-
tion and shared knowledge, as was also found in (Master, 1995). The [+ART] group, 
on the other hand, had greater problems with ranking adjectives and postmodified 
nouns. This may be due to the layering of functions that article usage requires, 
causing difficulties when the same structure occurs in the L1. Ø1 accuracy alone 
does not increase regularly by IL level in this study. Ø2 accuracy, on the other hand, 
does show continuous increase by IL level (with the exception of the Chinese HM 
learner as explained).

A further conclusion is that articles with proper nouns, which are usually 
ignored in interlanguage article analyses because they are thought to be arbitrary 
(e.g., Ø2 occurs with parks, while the occurs with rivers), can be included in a 
principled fashion by means of the null article. In this regard, Chesterman (1991), 
arguing that Ø2 occurs with parks because they have clear natural boundaries, while 
the  is required with rivers because they do not (i.e., rivers have a point of origin but 
sometimes varying courses of flow and vague mouths and deltas), said, “It is surely 
a weakness of [the] standard description that proper nouns are not incorporated into 
the description in any systematic way” (p. 7, emphasis in original).

The existence of the zero and null articles with their diametrically opposed 
significations adds yet another layer of difficulty in the acquisition of the article 
system, especially for [-ART] learners of English. However, the lack of a marked 
distinction between either the accuracy (SOC) of the two forms or the differential 
performance of the [±ART] groups analyzed in this study raises the possibility that 
the null and zero articles were learned 1) as a single application (e.g., use Ø with 
noncount and plural count nouns, both common and proper) rather than as a rule-
governed system with differential applications for Ø1 and Ø2, 2) as lexical items, 
i.e., learned as chunks or lexical phrases, as was also suggested in Master (1995), or 
3) as a mixture of the two. The confusion that the HM Chinese learner evinced may 
be the product of an intersection between lexical knowledge (e.g., known chunks 
such as Taiwan and China) and other rules for article selection (e.g., subsequent 
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mention). On the other hand, it may be an indication of the dawning (unconscious) 
realization that Ø functions as both an indefinite and a definite marker.

While the majority of null usage is in fact removed by the general tendency 
to ignore proper nouns in article research, without null there will always be some 
uses of the zero article with common nouns that are misclassified. It is therefore 
hoped that article researchers will take the zero-null distinction into account in 
future research. 

ENDNOTES
 

1Despite the recency of this description, the distinction was actually first proposed by 
Palmer (1939). 
2In the 5736 instances of the undifferentiated zero article in the 16 research articles 
mentioned in Master (1997, Table 2, p. 221), 51.7% occurred with plural count nouns, 
40.5% occurred with noncount nouns, and 7.9% occurred with singular count nouns). 
3The Japanese LM learner flooded heavily with the (the UOC = 141.2%, almost 50% 
more than any other learner), which brought about a concomitant decrease in Ø UOC. 
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