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Applvlhg,Re e

by Margaret M. Van Naerss.en
. * . i R

I will not presume to give an absolute answer to the question

in the title, but will suggest some guidelines, based on‘;eseafch,
that you might follow in making your own decision. The title may

suggest a rather narrow focus but my real purpose is to explore

what research in linguistics (tHeoretical, socio- and.psycholinm. ...

guistics) has to say in general that might be useful to the ESL
teachers, by using the research concerning the relative clause as
an example. ‘Ixfeelithat similar iﬁplications might be drawn from
research on other structures. Some of what,I say may be new to

you;»you may find yourself saying, "yes, of course, that's common

.sense; any English teachrknows that!" Perhaps éll this article will

~do will be.to re-enforce, with“scientific studies, what your intui-

S

tion tells you, giving you more céonfidence in your own judgements,
But I Hope it will also illustrate how interesting and complex
language learning/acquisition can—bé and suggést a few ways in which
we, as ESL teachers, can provide the most appropriate and effectgve
ESL classroom énvironment.‘ ' A

First, to make sure there is a common understgnding of the
relative clauses being discﬁssed, I'd 1ike to briefly reiqtroduce
the relative(clausex
Most‘blder ESL texts do not seem to use the term relativé
clause‘ but refer to- it by such terms as adjective clause or post-
nominal modifier. Labels are then given thse clauses based on‘
what they modify in the main sentence, See the following sentencesz

-1. The man that I saw yesterday is over there,

The relative clause "that I saw yesterday' ' modifies "thé

.. man” which is in the subject position of th in sentence
"the man is over there.,"
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2. The boy was playing the game which he got for his birthday.
| The relative clause "which he got for his birthday"
! * 'modifies "game" which is in the object position of the
. main sentence "The boy was playing the game,"
Now I“wfil ask you to change your perspectivez look at the

grammaticalfat$§§iure éf the relative clause itself in the following

sentences: _
3. She. speaks alittle Italian which is her father's native B
language, |
The relative proﬁoun.is in the subject osition of the
relative clause, or the noun phfase g,in the subject

position, is being relativized on,

4, I saw the pefson that they chose, -

The relfitive pronoun is in thé Direct Object position of
the relative clause, or the NP,In the Direct Object posi-
tion is being relativized on.

5. I saw the boy that Paul sold the book ta.

The relative prohbuh i1s in the Indirect Object position “
in the relative clause, or the NP In the Indlrect Object -
position,is being relativized on,

- 6. Individuality is a difficult thing to find here among the
: people that I am familiar with. .

of a preposition other than indITrect object and genltive);

- The relative pronoun is in the Obligue 5031€ion (object
o or the NP in the Oblique position is being relativized on.

7. Carolyn is a freshman from Gardena whose major right now
i1s communications. o | _

The'reiativéfpronoun iz a Genitive'(poséessive) and is
part of the subject of the relative clause; or the .
Genitive  in the subject position, is being relativized on.

: .\\/;ﬁ'sqw the man'ﬁhohe-hpufe Mrs. Jackson sold. . s

The relative pronoun iﬁ.a-Gcnitixe (posaessivej and is
art of the direct object of the :glat&ve clause; or the:
enitive, in the direct object position)being relativized on.

8, Fred goes with the girl who Judy is taller than. (Object
"of Comparison) .. . . , \

&

e - The rclaéivnﬂp&ohqun 1s the Object of Comparison position o
; o . of therelative cla tcgoi&tibﬁ;*or the NP, in the Object SN
e - of,Comparinon"pBlitloq;_n being rdlat@vtzad on, . Ly

[N B .




23 .
. ; '

Two linguists, Edward Keenan and Bernéﬂd Comrie, who are especially
interested in looking for universals among 1anguages:nhave done some
research on relative clause formation in 49 1anguag;s.- Such
researchers realize that there are probably few absolute statements
one can sy are true of every lariguage. However, théy are 1obk1ng
for what. - the most common tendencies 'among languagesafgnd are
trying to understand why these are most common. What is there about
the human mind, about social interactions, etc. -that cause certain
tendencies to be most é%mmon? For relative clauses they found tﬁat

-4

languages vary $ith respect to the NP b{fitfons that can be rela-

‘tivized--but this variatien is not random. They then proposed a
"pattern which they calléd the Accessibility Hierarchy.

SU> DO > I0 > OBL > GEN > O COMP

\ Subj‘ct position NPs are more“accessible
(probably easier) to relativize than those
%n Direct Object positions; NPs in Direct
bject positions easier than those in
Indirect Object positionsj those in Indirect
Object positions easier than those in Oblique
positions; those in Oblique positions easier
than those in the Genitive position; Genitives
easier than those in the Object of Comparison
osition.

Not* all languages distingpish all of these grammaﬁical categories.
| Keeﬂan/Cémrie'then proposed some conditions (or constraints):
1. A laﬁguage must be able to relativize on subjecys.
2. Any RC forming strategy must apply to a continuous segment‘
of the AH (can't skip). - ~ N T
3., .Strategiea that apply at ;ne point of the Aﬁ-may'in p%iﬁﬁ-"
’

‘ ciple cease to apply at any 1owe:zpoint..
They note @hat 1anguages may have more than oncstrategy for forming -

ralative clauuc:. - R

'. ) ‘s. . . . 4 : g
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In the following chart are eleven examples from Keenan/

Comrie's study of howelative clauses are formed.
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Selected RelativeAglauae Formation Strategies

Language
Relative Clause
Forming Strategy

......I,._..,

Arabit (Classiocal)

from Keenan/Comrie o

{

SU D.0, I1I.0. OBL. GEN. O COMP

+ . 3

<

‘postnom, -case - - - - -
2) postnom, +case 7 -+ + + + +
2. Chinese (spoken Pekingese) o
l) prenom, =case + + - <if - -
2) prenom, +case - + + -+ + +
| - ‘
3. English ‘
1) postnom, -case + + - - - -
2 postnom, +case - - + + + +
4, French . L J
1) postnom, +case o+ o+ + + + -
5. German ' - -
1% postnom, -case + + + + + -
2) postnom, +case& + - - - - - -
6. Hausa , /
lg postnom, -case . + + - - -
2) postnom, +case - - + + +
7. Japanese .
1) prenom, -case ° i + + + +/= /- -7
prenom, +case - - = - - +/- -?
8. Korean ¢ .
lg prenom, -case + 4+ + + - -
2) prenom, +case N - - - - Nt | -
9. Persian \ : \' \\¢,
1) postnom, =-case o+ o+ - - - *
2) postnom, +case \ - 4+ o+ + N+ ST ow .
10. Spenish e o o -
. lgapostnom, -case . + + + L=y = - S
po:tnpm, +case - - - 4 + - -
11. Tagalog | | |
- .1) postnom, ~case . + - - - - - .
1) prenom, -case , . 4+ - - - - - SR

Key: * This position does not exist but

is encoded by another category.

+ means that the strategy generally applies to that NP position ° _
s = means it does not. ’ ' _ . SR
ft does not apply although the result is not juéged too bad

«? means

y informants

T puistic Ingui
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eg and those for 38 other

B

| languages can be found in: Keenan,
erpard Comrie. "Noun Phrase Accessibility and Universal
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Let us look briefly at the English example.
English SU DO I0° OBL GEN O COMP
1% Postnom, -case +  + - - - -
2) Postnom, +case - | - + + + + .

Postnominaiwmeans the relative pronoun follows the noun being.
modified. ~The case description assumes a diaiect of English in
which whom is not used; who is used for Direct Objects and after -
}reoositionssghgg is not obligatory for the Direct Object. If
vhom were used, the +for DO would be moved down to the + case
strategy. While the case markings may not be cleaw to non-linguists,
whatgis important to note is that the two strategies do follow :
the conditions‘Keenan/Comrie-proposed The other 1anguages are
\gor reference in case you wonder what strategies®some of your. ,/
students use in their native languages, -
\geenan/Comrie's study Vas primarily based on asking native
speakers to pngide specific types of structures; then they tested
out various possibilities. But how releVant to real language usage

{

is all of this?
o~
v ‘First let us look at acquisition.
Lo ' ("14;)
Menyuk observeg. that the first appearance of some types of

L ]

(“relabiva clause constructiqeﬂmgeem to be charactagmstic of the/
language acquisition (at 1east in English-speaking children) of
tha pre-school age itarting about 3 years or. just under. This
would put the beginnings of relative‘clause formation at about the
midpoint in the acquisition process in terms of acquiring the

~ basic structurel of‘English ‘ _

Comprahension of relative clauses by children has been tested
- by a number of studies and tha results basically sﬁpport.Keanan/
- Comrie's hypothesilz that is, the relative clauses that are the
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easiest to uﬂ!!rstand/procasa are the highcst o;\tho q;ararchy (Not all of these

studies were designed to test this particular hypothcaisz Brown, 1971} Cook, 1975;

Keenan/Hawkins, 1974; Legum. 19753 valli, 1972 clted in Koenan/Comrio. 1977.)

¢ e N“ m"j“k FULEA
According to an NCTE Research Report ( ¥ on the syntax

of school-age children, relative clauses, though learned tend to

» be avoided or substituted for by reduced relative clauses or other
structures at a later Gtage. The relative clause is more frequently
used by kindergarten children than by 7th graders!

Now let's look at adult usage of relative clauses.

Elinor Ochs Keenan sué;ests that "adultmepeech tehavior takes
on many of the.characteristics of chiid 1angu&ge when communication
is spontaneous and relatively unpredictable." (1977) This includes

.. relying on earlier acquired structures more thfin the later acquired
_< onest | |

.in a study of the differences between relativeiy planned and .
unplanned speech by native English speaking college students
(van Naeggsen, 1977) it was found that .'. |

1. In planned speech (where. students had a chance to think

ahead of time) there was a significantly higher number
of relative clauses than in unplanned speech.

2. That generally the more difficult types of relative

I clause% (lower on the hierarchy) were found in higher
proportions in_Elanued speech than in unplanned speech,

Now let us comﬁare.writteu to .spoken English, ﬁarbara Kroll
(1977) found that written narratives (relatively,mcre planned than
spoken'ﬁhrrdtives) contaihed u significantly highef percentage of
subordinate structures, including relative clauses than the spoken

.. narratiwves did. Of the subordinate types of constructions in

-

,
] . 1 v
—~
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written narratlves 327% were relative clauses; in the spoken oaly |
12%. — R \// \Kwr' :
£ A comprehension séudy (Cook; 19°:") of relative clauées by ’
adults also supports Keenan/Comrie's hiérarchy. ‘.
You are perhaps thinking, "but these studies are on native =~~~
) speakers‘of English, not second/foreign language learners." .But
should we demand more of second language learnmers than is normal
usage by native speakers? (And-maybe some of you may say "yes“

Fy

in oyder for students to compensate for having_an accent, to cover .
up for being‘a second ianguage'speaker. "But given ﬁhe needs of
ESL students in most clagses, this goal is, in my opinion, a
relatively lesser one.)- Furthermore, Georgette Ioup (1976), in
studying the use of relative clauses by adult ESL students, found
} tiiat Keenan/Comrie's hierarchy was also vali& in a second language
setting.
Some researchers have also looked at other variables that
might make some relative clause types easier to use than others. |
One such variable is that of non-ingerruption proposed by Slobin
@;nulen ‘D“P 9
(1973) and tested out by Kuno (* ) for rglative clauses. Below
is an eaxample of an interruption with a relative clause; it has a

‘ center-embédded clause:

The man that I-saw-yeste:dqg is over there,
" The following is an~ek§mpié-of noqrinégfruption. The clause is
-said to be right branching:
| The boy was playing the game Which he 39t for his birthdgz.

A number of researchers argue that an interruption makes a

antence harder to comprehend and produce although one researcher,

~ Sheldon (1974), did not find this supported significantly as a
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var%gble for rel ative clauses with children. Still in the
planned/unplannea\speech study (van Naerssen, 1977), this prin-
ciple of non-intetruption was also tentatively supported
Another principle studied by Sheldon (1974) 1s th-k
““*““”“““nf“para%iq}qfuhction7-Thiswaays~%hac~£n«awcomplaxwsentencewif«m"mmmww%_mM
coreferentf&l liPs have the same grammatical function as their
respective claﬁsés, then that sentence wiil be easier to process
than one in which the coreferential NPs have different grammatical

functions. Below is an example of a parallel pattern: ; ™y

I saw the person that they chose,

Both person and that are in Object position, ¢
The fOIIOﬁ}ng i{s an example of a non-parallel pattern:

She speaks alittle Italian which {s her father's native

language.

}

Italian is in the object position and which is in the
subJect position.

Thus the second one should be easier to processwthan the first er.
This principle of parallel functibn was also tentative1y }upported
. in the study gf adult planned and unplanned speech., There were
more.non—parallel'(preaﬁmably more difficult) patterned\;elative
clauses in plﬁnned speech than in unplanned speech,
N But what doés all of this research ha&e to say to ESL/EFL ]
‘tbacherg? Can and shou;d,re1;£ive clauses be Egught? First, the
studies suggest that relative clausgﬁﬁormation fJ‘a later A§quiréd
) construction for native Engiish speakers and tpat certain types
) of RCsFare more difficult than others. If the decisioq_is made, -
 in &;véloping ESL ma@eri&ls or in making lesson plans, to teach

relative clause forﬁation, tha principles and variables discussed

‘here probably should b¢1taken.in£o consideratibn,\eapeciallyfthqi__

i ) . . o - R
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Accessibility Hierarchy as there also éppears.to be cross-language
validity, suggesting fgmethu!t common about human cognition among

a large number of languages. Also, as some researchers suggest
(such as Burt/Dulay, d'Anglejan/Tucker and Krashen) adult second language acqui-

sition tends to parallel first language acqﬁiﬂ&ion for certain morphemes and

be taken into conaidqration in

structures in English. This tendency might also

creating second language acquisition and learming situations,

1In a survey of 11 ESL textbooks/textbook series, I found that
9 treated relative clauses., Except for two (one of which focussed
on writing) the average space devoted to ~elative Llauses was only
2.2%, and in only two were relative clauses introduced earlier than
half waK through the book or series. There appears to be a tendency
e

bably reflecting a concetrn for devel oping materials that more
closely match natural s eech, These observations may reflect
research based on relatf

intuitions, ¢

Thus, forECbnversatio!gl English, ESL Leachers probably need

>

What I've just discussed assumes that you decide to teach
- - at als
relative clause fprmgtion.- But Krashen¥(1417) suggests that
perhaps there age some ho:phemes; rules, or constructions that
are too difficult, for a varibty'df_reasons, to teach.to mAny
ESL students, Perhaps such rules,.helsugge;ts, can only be

. 4cquired byﬁﬁxpoaure:td appropria:ﬁ input., While we don't have

SRR I

ve clauses or they may reflect the developers'
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_absolute proof that relative clauae_formation.necesearily falls

"into this category, it does seem apparent. that they are later

acquired structures, and even‘children, once having-acquired them,

]

'tend to avoid'them'at a Iater stage‘ An adult ESL student probably

has the cognitive maturity to comprehend relative clauses better

than a pre-school child acquiring a first language. However; it

also seems apparent that even native English’ speaking adults'tend

to uye relative clauses primarily when they have time to plan

what they re going to say. Thus, relative clauses formation appears

to be a likely candidate for Krashen's category of a construction

that Ls "easier acquired than learned " And for your students,
who still ‘want a rule, perhaps the simplest approach would be to
use examples of ‘relative clauses that relativize the’ subject -
position since all of your students will at least have a similar
strategy in their ‘own language, and you.could make sure that the
examples are right-branching for easier perception. And the Rest
can be left to acquisition as the other types are more difficult
and are not that common anyway!

We need to heed the‘warning by Taro‘, Swain and Fathman (tT1L)

. regarding going too fast with the interpretation of research results.

case,

But research results are worth at least considering eepecially

3

when there is a convergence of tendencies from different research

areae.' The research on relative clauses appidars to be one such

L .
B
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Perhaps wHen more reaearch on other structures is compared -

\
aimilar sugfestions can be, made for t-aching Y(or not tedching .
ulso _ s LT - 7
them) ‘We*need to continue asking, as .- v Olsen .
‘ ' \ N > « N
) doep, "Do English teachers really taach what English speakers . T
2 .
. 1 say?" _ -
v : ' ] »_ 3 9
v -2
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