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Abstract 

In line with recent multifactorial work by Gries and Deshors (Deshors, 2016; Gries & Deshors, 2014), 

we investigated the effects of various semantic and syntactic factors and their interactions on article 

misuse in the Russian sub-corpus of the International Corpus of Learner English (ICLE). In this paper, 

we report the results of a pilot study of article omissions that is a common problem for English learners 

coming from article-less backgrounds. We identified 153 instances of correct use of the zero article and 

93 instances of article omissions, annotated them based on the factors from previous research, and 

analyzed the data using multilevel logistic modeling. The results of univariate logistic mixed effects 

modelling showed that adjectival pre-modification (OR = 0.31, 95% CIs [0.13, 0.75], p = .009), animacy 

(OR = 17.61, 95% CIs [2.27, 136.75], p = .006), and number (OR = 0.05, 95% CIs [0.02, 0.17], p < 

.001) affected omissions in the Russian sub-corpus of ICLE. Much like the results of Garnier and Schmitt 

(2015), we used these results to develop a pedagogical list. 

Key words: SLA, learner corpus, Russian, article omissions, multilevel logistic modeling, pedagogical 

list 

 

 

Second language acquisition (SLA) of the English article system has drawn the attention of many 

researchers over the years (Crompton, 2011; Jarvis, 2002; Liu & Gleason, 2002; Robertson, 2000; Shin, 

Cortes, & Yoo, 2018; Tarone & Parrish, 1988; Trenkic & Pongpairoj, 2013; Umeda, Snape, Yusa, & 

Wiltshier, 2019). The article system is considered one of the most challenging aspects of English to 

acquire (Liu & Gleason, 2002), specifically for those second language (L2) learners who come from 

article-less first language (L1) backgrounds (Chrabaszcz & Jiang, 2014; DeKeyser 2005; Huebner, 1983; 

Snape, Mayo, & Gürel, 2013; Thomas, 1989). Instruction often fails in the long term and many advanced 

Corpus-based evidence of article omissions by Russian speaking English learners: A 

new pedagogical list 
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learners still struggle with English articles (Trenkic & Pongpairoj, 2013; Umeda et al., 2019). Various 

researchers have investigated the role of linguistic context in explaining this issue: some researchers 

emphasized a lack of consistency in article misuse in identical noun phrases (Robertson, 2000), whereas 

others suggested that factors such as adjectival pre-modification of nouns (Trenkic, 2007, 2008) and 

definiteness/specificity (Ionin, Ko, & Wexler, 2004; Ionin, Zubizarreta, & Maldonado, 2008) affect article 

misuse. 

The development of English learner corpora has made it possible for researchers to take a broader 

perspective on usage patterns in a L2 (Granger, 2003). In line with recent multifactorial work by Gries 

and Deshors (Deshors, 2016; Gries & Deshors, 2014), we investigated whether different semantic and 

syntactic factors and their interactions can predict article misuse by Russian-speaking English learners. 

This pilot study focused on article omissions, one of the most common mistakes made by Russian-

speaking learners of English (Chrabaszcz & Jiang, 2014; Pavlenko & Jarvis, 2002; Rozovskaya & Roth, 

2010). In line with the work by Garnier and Schmitt (2015), these findings were used in the development 

of a pedagogical list. 

 

Literature Review 

SLA of Articles: Common Problems 

The English article system functions at the interface of syntax, semantics, and pragmatics 

(Crosthwaite, 2016); it is highly complex and ubiquitous, which makes it even more challenging for L2 

learners (Liu & Gleason, 2002). Articles along with classifiers, grammatical gender, and verbal aspect 

have been considered some of the most challenging aspects to acquire for speakers of L1s that do not 

include these grammatical categories (DeKeyser, 2005). When learners acquire articles in a L2, they 

adopt different strategies that often result in errors and inconsistencies in article use (Moore, 2004). These 

strategies include overgeneralization of articles such as ‘the-flooding’ (Huebner 1983; Thomas 1989); 

‘determiner drop,’ ‘recoverability,’ and ‘lexical transfer’ (Robertson 2000); and fluctuation in parameter 

setting (Ionin et al., 2004; Ionin et al., 2008). We will discuss these strategies in detail in the next section. 

Among the most common mistakes that English learners coming from article-less languages 

make is the overuse of the with indefinites and/or overuse of a with definites (Cho & Slabakova, 2014; 

Huebner, 1983; Thomas, 1989). Article errors can also be grouped together as omission, addition, and 

misinformation (Shin et al., 2018). Omissions are considered one of the most common problems for both 

child and adult L2 learners of English coming from article-less backgrounds, including Russian speakers 

https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=cuuQrqkAAAAJ&hl=en&oi=sra
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who tend to omit the definite article the more often than the indefinite article a (Shin et al., 2018; 

Rozovskaya & Roth, 2010). Even though English learners from article-less L1 backgrounds omit more 

articles than speakers of languages that do feature articles, the difficulty of article use often depends on 

the semantic and syntactic properties of the context (Chrabaszcz & Jiang, 2014; Trenkic, 2007, 2008), 

which should also be considered in teaching articles (e.g., teachers can use lexical bundles such the 

absence of a or in addition to the; see Shin et al., 2018). 

Factors Affecting Article Misuse 

Various SLA researchers have collected written and oral corpora to investigate article misuse 

(e.g., Robertson, 2000; Thomas, 1989; Zdorenko & Paradis, 2008). For example, Thomas (1989) used a 

referential picture description task to create a corpus of 2,265 article environments comprised of oral 

production samples by learners from various L1 backgrounds. The researcher found that English learners 

tend to misuse the when a is required and suggested the impact of L1 transfer in this process. Another 

notable study was conducted by Robertson (2000) who built a corpus of 18 English dialogues produced 

by nine pairs of native speakers of Mandarin Chinese. The instances of article misuse found in this corpus 

can be explained by three principles: ‘determiner drop,’ ‘recoverability’ and ‘lexical transfer,’ or as 

Moore (2004) put it “one syntactic, one pragmatic, and one that maps pragmatic functions in LI 

[interlanguage] to syntactic categories” (p. 131). As for the omissions, Roberson (2000) suggested that 

“not only are articles omitted, but, more strikingly, there is a lack of consistency in whether articles are 

used with NPs [noun phrases] which are identical in form and in their semantic and pragmatic properties” 

(p. 137). 

Article misuse can also be explained by fluctuation in parameter setting, as was suggested by 

Ionin and colleagues (e.g., Cho & Slabakova, 2014; Ionin et al., 2004; Ionin et al., 2008; Snape et al., 

2013). This semantic explanation of article misuse is based on the idea of settings: specificity (knowledge 

belonging to the speaker) and definiteness (knowledge shared by the speaker and hearer). According to 

the Fluctuation Hypothesis, L2 learners tend to overgeneralize the in indefinite specific situations (e.g., “I 

went to the movie theater yesterday” instead of “I went to a movie theater yesterday”) and a in definite 

non-specific situations (e.g., “A bear is a mammal” instead of “The bear is a mammal”) (Ionin et al., 

2004). Interestingly, Ionin et al. (2004) found that the number of article omissions produced by L1 

Russian and Korean speakers was low and rarely exceeded 15%. Another important finding was that L2 

learners coming from very different L1 backgrounds appeared to adopt similar strategies such as the 

overgeneralization of the, which is surprising, considering that English textbooks tend not to include a 

detailed explanation of articles (Ionin et al., 2004). 
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Zdorenko and Paradis (2008) compared how children from various L1 backgrounds that do not 

have article systems acquired English articles. Using a longitudinal corpus of narratives, the researchers 

suggested that L1 played a limited role in the children’s article acquisition. However, the learners coming 

from article-less backgrounds omitted articles in oral production more often than the learners coming 

from L1 backgrounds that have articles. Zdorenko and Paradis (2008) found that child L2 learners from 

various L1 backgrounds used a in indefinite specific contexts and were more accurate with the in definite 

contexts than with a in indefinite contexts. The researchers pointed out that all learners showed a 

fluctuation pattern in article use with little L1 transfer. In ‘Ionin et al.’s’ (2008) terms, for L2 learners 

with [+article] L1s, fluctuation overruled L1 transfer and not the other way around. However, Zdorenko 

and Paradis (2008) suggested that these findings may be primarily related to the fundamental differences 

between child and adult L2 acquisition. 

Other researchers have also emphasized the role of context in explaining article omissions (e.g., 

Chrabaszcz & Jiang, 2014; Shin et al., 2018; Trenkic, 2007, 2008). For example, Trenkic (2007) 

investigated the acquisition of English articles by native speakers of Serbian and Turkish. According to 

Trenkic (2007), L2 learners coming from these article-less backgrounds tend to omit articles more in 

adjectivally pre-modified contexts (Article + Adjective + Noun) than in non-modified contexts (Article + 

Noun) both in spoken and written production, including at higher proficiency levels. Trenkic (2008) 

suggested that article omissions may be related to general cognitive mechanisms including syntactic 

misanalyses of articles as adjectives. According to the researcher, omission patterns may be predicted at 

all proficiency levels with more articles omitted in more demanding contexts (e.g., adjectivally pre-

modified contexts). Another potential problem is that advanced English learners from article-less L1 

backgrounds may understand syntactic aspects of articles, but struggle with their semantic properties 

(Chrabaszcz & Jiang, 2014, p. 374). Therefore, both syntactic and semantic factors should be considered 

in a study of article misuse. 

Demystifying Linguistic Phenomena Using Learner Corpora 

The development of learner corpora allowed researchers to bring a new fine-grained perspective 

to L2 learner data and cross-linguistic influences (Granger, 2003). As Gries and Deshors (2014) pointed 

out, the domain of SLA has become one of the most important areas of corpus linguistics research. With 

regards to cross-linguistic influences, various corpus linguists have also emphasized the role of context 

(Deshors, 2016; Gries & Deshors, 2014). An important question that corpus researchers address is ‘what 

would a native speaker do?’ Gries and Deshors (2014) investigated the use of the modal verbs may and 

can in native and learner English. The researchers analyzed the data from native speakers of English as 
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well as speakers of French and Chinese Mandarin, for whom the data were extracted from the French and 

Chinese Mandarin sub-corpora of ICLE. The data extraction was completed using R and then the data 

were annotated based on the following variables: verb type (achievement/accomplishment, process, and 

state), verb semantics (abstract, general action, action incurring transformation, action incurring 

movement, perception, etc.), and animacy of the subject. The regression analyses revealed fundamental 

differences between the native and non-native speakers in terms of how they use may and can. The factors 

included in the model predicted 94% of variance between the native and non-native speaker data (R2 = 

0.94; F = 359.6; df = 64, 1,432, p < .001). According to the researchers, “this level of precision is 

impossible to come by without the kind of multifactorial regression with interactions” (p. 124). 

The results of corpus research can also be used in the development of teaching materials. For 

example, Garnier and Schmitt (2015) developed a pedagogical list of the most used phrasal verbs and 

their meanings. According to the researchers, corpus-based frequency studies can provide deep insights 

into language use and inform the decisions regarding what content should be taught. Making pedagogical 

decisions in this case is specifically challenging as phrasal verbs are ubiquitous and highly polysemous. 

Articles are also considered one of the most frequent words in English; the article rule system is complex. 

Unsurprisingly, article instruction often fails, including in the long term (Umeda et al., 2019). Therefore, 

the development of new corpus-based article teaching materials would be beneficial. 

Demystifying Article Misuse Using Learner Corpora 

In line with previous research, specifically the work by Spoelman (2013), Osborne (2015) in his 

overview paper on transfer research using corpora stated that linguistic questions at the interface of 

morphology, syntax, semantics, and pragmatics depend on various contextual factors. To address these 

questions, a large number of observations is needed. Considering that English articles function at the 

interface of syntax, semantics and pragmatics (Crosthwaite, 2016), learner corpora may provide a more 

fine-grained view of article misuse in a larger sample (e.g., Chuang & Nesi, 2006; Crosthwaite, 2016; 

Diez-Bedmar, 2015; Rozovskaya & Roth, 2010). According to Crosthwaite (2016), “the difficulties (and 

success) of L2 English article use by speakers of article-less languages can now be quantifiably 

determined” (p. 94). For example, the researcher found evidence that L2 learners struggle with article use 

more in generic contexts (e.g., “Elephants have trunks”). Crosthwaite (2016) also suggested that the 

extent to which learners from article-less backgrounds struggle with a, the, and zero articles may vary as 

he found that Mandarin L2 English learners had less article errors than native speakers of Korean and 

Thai. Another variable that needs to be considered is L2 learners’ proficiency. Diez-Bedmar (2015) 

analyzed article use at various proficiency levels and how it was affected by context. One of the findings 



6  MSU Working Papers in SLS 2019 Vol. 10 
      Pastushenkov & Cornell – CORPUS-BASED EVIDENCE OF ARTICLE OMISSIONS BY RUSSIAN SPEAKING  

             ENGLISH LEARNERS: A NEW PEDAGOGICAL APPROACH 

 

was that the upper intermediate learners tend to use zero articles correctly in non-referential contexts (e.g., 

“Foreigners would come up with a better solution.”). Considering these deep insights into the problem of 

article misuse, further research in this area is needed, including a study of multiple syntactic and semantic 

factors and their interactions (Gries & Deshors, 2014). 

Present study 

Building from several works from SLA and corpus linguistics research, we explored the role of 

different syntactic and semantic factors, their combinations, and interactions in article omissions by 

Russian-speaking English learners. Our goal was to use a large corpus (i.e., ICLE), go beyond 

frequencies, and build a model including multiple factors and interactions (see Gries & Deshors, 2014; 

Deshors, 2016). In this pilot study, we tested the findings of Trenkic (2007, 2008) and investigated the 

effects of adjectival pre-modification on article omissions. Moreover, we explored the effects of two 

semantic factors (animacy and number), which were adopted from the work by Gries and Deshors (e.g., 

Gries & Deshors, 2014; Deshors, 2016). Much like the results of Garnier and Schmitt (2015), the results 

of this pilot study were used to develop a  pedagogical list. The list is based on significant main effects 

and interactions rather than frequencies. In this pilot study, we addressed the following research questions 

(RQs): 

RQ 1. To what extent does adjectival pre-modification affect article omissions by Russian speaking 

learners of English in written production? 

RQ 2. To what extent do semantic factors (animacy and number) affect article omissions by Russian 

speaking learners of English in written production? 

Methodology 

International Corpus of Learner English 

ICLE is comprised of “argumentative essays written by higher intermediate to advanced learners 

of English from several mother tongue backgrounds,” including Bulgarian, Chinese, Czech, Dutch, 

Finnish, French, German, Italian, Japanese, Norwegian, Polish, Russian, Spanish, Swedish, Tswana, and 

Turkish (The International Corpus of Learner English, 2019). The data for the Russian sub-corpus of 

ICLE were collected at Moscow State University (Russia). We contacted a professor from Moscow State 

University to learn more about the collection of data for the sub-corpus. She mentioned that the topics 

were suggested by the coordinators of the entire project: Sylviane Granger and her colleagues. The list 

included 15-20 topics and the members of the national teams were able to choose their own topics from 

https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=cuuQrqkAAAAJ&hl=en&oi=sra
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that list, which was an important differentiating factor for the sub-corpora. The topics used in the Russian 

sub-corpus included attitudes towards military service, the prison system, and the media. The essays were 

written by third-year university students who had already passed several important exams, including in 

English. All of them were majoring in English (literature, linguistic theory, etc.). However, no grading 

thresholds were used to restrict inclusion in the Russian sub-corpus. 

The Phases of the Study 

Our research methodology included five phases: (1) identification of the factors affecting 

language misuse within the existing literature; (2) isolation of correct and incorrect instances in a learner 

corpus; (3) annotation of correct and incorrect instances; (4) mixed effects modelling; and (5) building 

pedagogical materials based on the significant main effects and interactions. The five stages for the 

present study are shown in Figure 1. Because native speakers of English tend not to misuse articles, we 

did not compare native and non-native speaker data, which was done previously by various corpus 

linguists (e.g., Gries & Deshors, 2014). For the purposes of our study, we used correct and incorrect uses 

of articles produced by native speakers of Russian. Examples of correct and incorrect instances of article 

use are shown in Table 1. 

 

Figure 1. Phases of the study. 

  

Identify factors 
affecting article  

misuse from previous 
literature

Identify instances of 
articles misuse and 
instances of correct 

article use in the 
Russian sub-corpus of 

ICLE

Annotate the 
instances of article 

use according to 
different contextual 

factors

Identify contextual 
factors and their 
interactions that 

predict article misuse 
using mixed effects 

modelling 

Build a pedagogical 
list based on the 
significant main 

effects and 
interactions affecting 

article misuse
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Table 1. 

Examples of correct and incorrect article use 

Pre-context Articl

e used 

Post-context Correctness 

One must remember  Zero fantastic novels, further development science and 

technology is not good at all. 

Yes 

I believe it is 

impossible to imagine 

A state without prisons or any other organs of 

punishment. 

Yes 

What missions should  The prison system fulfill? Yes 

This is what takes place 

in the case with  Zero human psyche. 

 

No (omission) 

In such  A conditions people can be rehabilitated. 

 

No (incorrect 

use of a) 

He is glorified on The 

screen; he is pursued by the press and paid vast sums 

of money for his "memories". 

 

No (incorrect 

use of the) 

 

 After we identified correct and incorrect instances of article use, we started the annotation process 

based on multiple semantic and syntactic factors that were previously used by SLA researchers and 

corpus linguists. We analyzed the data in R using multilevel logistic modeling (for review, see Sommet & 

Morselli, 2017). The significant effects were used in the development of a pedagogical list. These phases 

are discussed in detail in the next sections of the paper. 

Factors under Investigation 

 After exploring various studies on the L2 acquisition of articles and learner corpus research, we 

identified two main categories used for annotation: syntactic and semantic factors. Each category included 

multiple variables with two to three levels each (see Table 1). The definiteness/specificity variables were 

adopted from the work by Ionin and colleagues (e.g., Cho & Slabakova, 2014; Ionin et al., 2004, 2008). 

The adjectival pre-modification variable was adopted from the work by Trenkic (2007, 2008). 

Considering that nouns can also function as adjectives, we added the pre-modification part of speech 

variable. The other syntactic and semantic factors (animacy, number, negation, sentence type, and clause 

type) were adopted from the work by Gries and Deshors (Gries & Deshors, 2014; Deshors, 2016). In this 
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pilot study, we focused on two syntactic factors (adjectival pre-modification and pre-modification part of 

speech) and two semantic factors (animacy and number). 

Table 2. 

Factors under investigation 

Category Variable Level 

Semantic 

factors 

Definiteness Definite 

Indefinite 

Specificity Specific 

Non-specific 

Animacy Animate 

Inanimate 

Number Singular 

Plural 

Syntactic 

factors 

Adjectival pre-

modification 

Pre-modified 

Non-modified 

Pre-modification part 

of speech 

Noun 

Adjective 

Negation Affirmative 

Negative 

Sentence type Declarative 

Interrogative 

Clause type Main 

Subordinate 

Coordinate 

  

Annotation 

 We populated our data table with 250 examples of correct article use and 250 of incorrect use in 

raw data (the essays) from ICLE. We input the immediate pre-context and post-context. It is important to 

note that with predictors like definiteness and specificity, more than just the immediate context (i.e., the 

sentence) is informative, but because the essays were short, we were able to easily revisit and reference 

the essay itself for additional context when required. The size of the pilot data (40 short essays) afforded 

us the opportunity to check each other’s work in entirety. In cases of disagreement between the coders, 
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we discussed to consensus (which occasionally involved deferring to the second author who is a native 

speaker of English). In the case of incorrect uses, we noted what article type should have been used 

(according to the “what would a native speaker do?” benchmark). We were careful not to leave any blank 

spaces and aimed for consistency in our coding (e.g., y v. yes). We encountered an expected amount of 

challenge in our coding. For example, it took more time to identify and annotate 250 instances of 

incorrect article use than correct uses because it required verification of the nature of the misuse. 

Additionally, the Russian style of writing within this sub-corpus tended to be abstract and cyclical, 

featuring very long sentences. We thought this particular writing style might lend itself to certain types of 

learner errors. The variable specificity is much less straightforward than it first seems in the literature, and 

we were forced to revisit and annotate additional instances to ensure accuracy. Finally, there were also 

cases that we classified as “ambiguous.” In these cases, we were not sure whether the instance reflected 

correct or incorrect use because there was not enough context given in learners’ essays (these instances 

were not includes in the 250 correct and 250 incorrect cases).   

Analyses 

The syntactic and semantic factors were used as the independent variables or predictors. The 

predictors used in the pilot study were categorical and mostly included two levels (e.g., 

animacyanimate and inanimate, with one of the levels used as the baseline). For the only categorical 

variable with more than two levels (clause type), we created “dummy” variables (n-1 dummy variables 

for each variable with n categories). The dependent variables were the types of correct/incorrect article 

use: correct/incorrect use of the zero article, correct/incorrect use of the definite article the, and 

correct/incorrect use of the indefinite article use a. This pilot study focused on the correct and incorrect 

uses of the zero article (correct uses and omissions). Considering that each dependent variable was 

dichotomous (incorrect/correct), using linear regression analysis was not an option. We consulted 

Michigan State University Center for Statistical Training and Consulting (CSTAT) who suggested that 

using logistic regression would violate the independent observations assumption as each essay was 

written by one author (40 essays by 40 authors and not 40 essays by one author). Therefore, we performed 

generalized linear mixed modelling using the logit link function “to estimate the odds that an event will 

occur (the yes/no outcome) while taking the dependency of data into account” (Sommet & Morselli, 

2017, p. 203). The goal was to identify significant main effects and interactions (see Gries & Deshors, 

2014), which we used in the development of a pedagogical list. The R code and data used in the analysis 

are available through the website of Author 1 (http://pastushe.msu.domains/data-r-scripts/).  

http://pastushe.msu.domains/data-r-scripts/
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Results 

Among the 250 instances of incorrect article use, we identified 93 omissions, 134 incorrect uses 

of the definite article, and 23 incorrect uses of the indefinite article. In this pilot study, we focused on the 

correct uses of the zero article (153 instances) and the omissions (93 instances). The number of 

observations based on the four predictors is shown in Table 3. We performed generalized linear mixed 

modelling using the logit link function to analyze the relationship between the four predictors (number, 

animacy, adjectival pre-modification, and adjectival pre-modification part of speech) and the 

dichotomous outcome variable that has two possible values depending on whether the instance was 

correct or not (correct use/omission). We used these predictors as fixed effects and considered a random 

intercept for each essay. 

Table 3. 

Correct and incorrect uses of the zero-article based on the syntactic and semantic factors 

Correctness Adjectival pre-

modification 

Pre-modification 

part of speech 

Animacy Number 

 Non-

modified 

Pre-

modified 

Adjective Noun Inanimate Animate Plural Singular 

No (93) 38 55 29 12 86 7 10 76 

Yes (153) 79 74 54 13 119 34 84 55 

 

Tables 4-7 present univariate logistic mixed effects model analyses for each predictor. Table 8 

shows an example of a model with an interaction term (adjectival pre-modification*pre-modification part 

of speech). The final model, adjusted logistic mixed effects model, is shown in Table 9. A key statistic in 

the analyses, the odds ratio (OR), is a “multiplicative factor by which the predicted probability of an event 

occurring rather than not occurring (i.e., “P(Yi = 1)/1 – P(Yi = 1)”) changes when the predictor variable 

Xi increases by one unit” (Sommet & Morselli, 2017, p. 205). When an OR is higher than 1, it indicates 

an increased chance of the occurrence of an event. When an OR is lower than 1, it indicates a decreased 

chance of the occurrence of an event. Another key statistic, the intraclass correlation coefficient (ICC) 

“quantifies the degree of homogeneity of the outcome within clusters” (Sommet & Morselli, 2017, p. 

212). In our case, ICC indicates how much of the variance can be explained by between-essay structures, 

which is crucial considering that our sample consists of essays written by multiple authors: “ICC = 0 

indicates perfect independence of residuals: the observations do not depend on cluster membership” and 

“ICC = 1 indicates perfect interdependence of residuals: the observations only vary between clusters” (p. 
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212). In our case, ICC = 1 would indicate that there is strong between-essay variation. Finally, we 

reported 95% CIs and p-values to check whether the ORs were statistically significant. 

Table 4. 

Results of univariate logistic mixed effects modelling (adjectival pre-modification) 

Predictors Odds Ratios 95% CIs p 

(Intercept) 0.16 0.01 – 2.33 .180 

Adj. pre-mod. 0.31 0.13 – 0.75 .009 

Random effects 

σ2 3.29   

τ00Essay 12.78   

ICC 0.80   

NEssay 40   

Observations 246   

Deviance 240.493   

AIC 246.493   

 

Table 5. 

Results of univariate logistic mixed effects modelling (pre-modification part of speech) 

Predictors Odds Ratios 95% CIs p 

(Intercept) 0.32 0.02 – 5.91 .440 

Pre-mod. POS 0.97 0.25 – 3.84 .967 

Random effects 

σ2 3.29   

τ00Essay 7.46   

ICC 0.69   

NEssay 31   

Observations 109   

Deviance 126.041   

AIC 132.041   

 

We conducted univariate logistic mixed effects model analyses for each predictor (see Tables 4-

7). With regards to the adjectival pre-modification OR = 0.31, indicating that the odds of using the zero 
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article correctly in an adjectivally pre-modified context were approximately three times less than in non-

modified contexts. The odds are statistically significant (p = .009); however, the 95% CIs were relatively 

broad (0.13 – 0.75), even though they were below 1 (see Table 4). This indicates that the results should be 

interpreted with caution. Considering that nouns can function as adjectives and modify other nouns, we 

investigated whether the pre-modification part of speech variable (noun/adjective) affected article 

omissions. The results (see Table 5) indicated that this factor did not affect omissions (OR = 0.97, 95% 

CIs [0.25, 3.84], p = .967). 

Table 6. 

Results of univariate logistic mixed effects modelling (animacy) 

Predictors Odds Ratios 95% CIs p 

(Intercept) 0.03 0.00 – 1.36 .072 

Animacy 17.61 2.27 – 136.75 .006 

Random effects 

σ2 3.29   

τ00Essay 17.79   

ICC 0.84   

NEssay 40   

Observations 246   

Deviance 232.55   

AIC 238.55   

 

Table 7. 

Results of univariate logistic mixed effects modelling (number) 

Predictors Odds Ratios 95% CIs p 

(Intercept) 1.41 0.21 – 9.72 .724 

Number 0.05 0.02 – 0.17 < .001 

Random effects 

σ2 3.29   

τ00Essay 8.89   

ICC 0.73   

NEssay 39   

Observations 225   
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Deviance 192.182   

AIC 198.182   

 

We also investigated the effects of semantic factors (animacy and number). Based on the results 

of univariate logistic mixed effects modelling (see Tables 6 and 7), both factors significantly affected 

article omissions. As for animacy, the odds of making an error when the noun was inanimate were 

approximately 18 times higher than with animate nouns (OR = 17.61, 95% CIs [2.27, 136.75], p = .006). 

Moreover, the odds of using the correct article when the noun was singular were approximately 20 times 

less than with singular nouns (OR = 0.05, 95% CIs [0.02, 0.17], p < .001). In other words, the learners 

were more like to make an article error with singular nouns. The p-values and 95% CIs indicated that 

these predictors were statistically significant. 

Table 8. 

Example of multivariate logistic mixed effects modelling with an interaction term (animacy*number 

interaction) 

Predictors Odds Ratios 95% CIs p 

(Intercept) 0.54 0.03 – 9.24 .672 

Animacy 8.43 0.25 – 289.84 .234 

Number 0.08 0.02 – 0.29 < .001 

Animacy*Number 0.47 0.01 – 39.03 .738 

Random effects 

σ2 3.29   

τ00Essay 12.12   

ICC 0.79   

NEssay 39   

Observations 225   

Deviance 189.153   

AIC 199.153   

 

We also explored all possible interactions of the syntactic and semantic factors (e.g., adjectival 

pre-modification*pre-modification part of speech, adjectival pre-modification*animacy, adjectival pre-

modification*number, etc.). None of these interactions were statistically significant. To illustrate this 

pattern, we included a table showing one of the interactions (animacy*number, see Table 8). These 
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findings indicated that the outcome variable (correct use of the zero article) was not affected by additive 

effects of any combinations of two independent variables (syntactic and semantic factors).  

Table 9. 

Results of multivariate logistic mixed effects modelling 

Predictors Odds Ratios 95% CIs p 

(Intercept) 0.87 0.04 – 21.50 .933 

Adj. pre-mod. 0.22 0.07 – 0.72 .012 

Animacy 6.93 0.51 – 93.24 .144 

Number 0.07 0.02 – 0.25 < .001 

Random effects 

σ2 3.29   

τ00Essay 16.65   

ICC 0.84   

NEssay 39   

Observations 225   

Deviance 181.904   

AIC 191.904   

 

After adjusting the other predictors (see Table 9), the predictor adjectival pre-modification was 

statistically significant at the 5% level of significance (OR = 0.22, 95% CIs [0.07, 0.72], p = .012). The 

OR for the adjectival pre-modification predictor contributing to the outcome can be interpreted as 

follows: an instance that is adjectivally pre-modified was approximately five times less likely to be 

correct than an instance that is non-modified. With 95% confidence interval, the OR for the predictor 

adjectival pre-modification was greater than 0.07 but less than 0.72, which is still relatively broad, but 

less than 1. Even though the odds were still statistically significant, these results should be interpreted 

with caution. Likewise, the semantic factor of number was also statistically significant at the 5% level of 

significance after controlling the other predictors. However, animacy was not statistically significant at 

5% level of significance. In our final model, ICC was 0.84, almost reaching 1, suggesting that 84% of the 

total variance can be explained by between-essay structures. Similar patterns were observed in the 

univariate models.  
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Discussion 

General Notes 

 The results of this pilot study once again showed that English articles are challenging for L2 

speakers, specifically for learners coming from article-less backgrounds such as Russian. These findings 

remain consistent with previous research (e.g., Chrabaszcz & Jiang, 2014; Pavlenko & Jarvis, 2002; 

Rozovskaya & Roth, 2010). The most common mistakes that we identified in ICLE were incorrect uses of 

the definite article the (134 instances) and omissions (93 instances). Only 23 out of 250 instances of 

incorrect instances we indefinite article errors. However, as it was pointed out various researchers (e.g., 

Chrabaszcz & Jiang, 2014; Trenkic, 2007, 2008), not all contexts presented equal difficulty for learners. 

As was shown in this pilot study, various semantic and syntactic factors may affect article misuse and 

difficulties and success in article use can be quantifiably determined (see Crosthwaite, 2016). In line with 

the work of Gries and Deshors (Deshors, 2016; Gries & Deshors, 2014), we also explored all possible 

interactions between the factors. However, none of the interactions were statistically significant (see 

Table 8 for an example). Interestingly, the intraclass correlation coefficient (ICC), a measure of 

homogeneity of the outcome within clusters (see Sommet & Morselli, 2017), was relatively high for all 

the models in our analyses, with all of them almost reaching 1. These findings suggest that the total 

variance can be mostly explained by between-essay structures, which indicates that some learners struggle 

with articles more than others. Also, language proficiency may be an issue as ICLE is comprised of 

essays written by intermediate-high and advanced learners. Despite this issue, we still found some 

common patterns in article omissions. 

The Effects of Adjectival Pre-Modification on Article Omissions 

 In line with Trenkic (2007, 2008), we investigated whether adjectival pre-modification (Article + 

Adjective + Noun) can affect article misuse. The results of univariate logistic mixed effects modelling 

revealed that Russian-speaking learners of English tent to omit articles more in adjectivally pre-modified 

contexts (OR = 0.31, 95% CIs [0.13, 0.75], p = .009), remaining consistent with the findings of Trenkic. 

After adjusting the other predictors (see Table 9), adjectival pre-modification was still statistically 

significant (OR = 0.22, 95% CIs [0.07, 0.72], p = .012). These results indicate that Russian speakers are 

approximately five times more likely to make an error when the noun is adjectivally pre-modified (Article 

+ Adjective + Noun). We also investigated whether omissions were affected by the pre-modification part 

of speech variable (noun or adjective). However, it was not the case (OR = 0.97, 95% CIs [0.25, 3.84], p 

= .967). Based on these findings, we decided to consider adjectival pre-modification in the development 

of the pedagogical list (see Appendix A). 
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The Effects of Animacy and Number on Article Omissions 

 In this pilot study, we also investigated the effects of two semantic factors (animacy and number). 

These variables have been previously used by various corpus linguists (Deshors, 2016; Gries & Deshors, 

2014), but to the best of our knowledge have not yet been investigated in article misuse research using a 

learner corpus. Our assumption was that these two variables would help us better understand article 

omissions. Indeed, univariate logistic mixed effects modelling revealed that both factors significantly 

affected omissions: animacy (OR = 17.61, 95% CIs [2.27, 136.75], p = .006) and number (OR = 0.05, 

95% CIs [0.02, 0.17], p < .001). The odds of making mistakes when the noun was singular were much 

higher than when it was plural; likewise, the odds of making an error when the noun was inanimate were 

much higher than when the noun was animate. Even though the animacy factor was not statistically 

significant after adjusting the other predictors (see Table 9), we decided to consider this predictor along 

with number in the development of the pedagogical list (see Appendix A). 

Limitations and Future Directions 

Sample size is often an issue in SLA research, including this pilot study (153 instances of correct 

use of the zero article and 93 omissions). Due to this limitation, the results should be interpreted with 

caution. Considering that our ultimate goal is to build a model with multiple predictors and interactions, 

we will need to identify many more instances and potentially consider adding other L1 sub-corpora. Also, 

the number of individual observations should be approximately equal (e.g., the number of adjectivally 

pre-modified and non-modified contexts). This pilot study focused on only four factors (two syntactic and 

two semantic factors). Future research should consider more variables, including definiteness and 

specificity investigated by Ionin and colleagues (e.g., Cho & Slabakova, 2014; Ionin et al., 2004; Ionin et 

al., 2008; Snape et al., 2013). However, the number of factors that can be included in future models will 

still heavily depend on the sample size. 

The essays on the very specific topics of attitudes towards military, prison system, and the media 

in the Russian sub-corpus of ICLE were written by higher-intermediate to advanced learners from 

Moscow State University. As we also learned from one of the professors responsible for the data 

collection, no grading threshold was used in the collection of the sub-corpus. As we read the essays, we 

noticed that they were clearly written by students at different proficiency levels, which was also indicated 

by the high ICCs. Even though many advanced learners of English still struggle with English articles 

(Umeda et al., 2019), proficiency still plays a role in article use and should be considered in future 

research (Diez-Bedmar, 2015). For example, researchers may rate the essays and include the proficiency 

variable as a predictor in the analyses. 
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Conclusion 

 In this pilot study, we tested the following methodology: (1) identification of factors affecting 

article misuse based on prior research; (2) isolation of correct and incorrect instances of article use in a 

learner corpus (in this case, ICLE); (3) annotation of these instances based on the factors affecting article 

misuse; (4) mixed effects modelling; and (5) building pedagogical materials on the significant main 

effects and interactions. Using this methodology helped us better understand article omissions, one of the 

most common errors made by Russian-speaking English learners. We found evidence that article 

omissions can be affected by both syntactic (adjectival pre-modification) and semantic factors (animacy 

and number), which were used in the development of a pedagogical list. Finally, we outlined potential 

limitations and future directions for learner corpus research on article misuse, including the next steps of 

our study. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A 

Pedagogical List 

 This pedagogical list focuses on article omissions and was generated from a large collection of 

essays written by Russian-speaking English learners. When teaching articles, specifically to those learners 

coming from article-less L1 backgrounds such as Russian, it may be beneficial to pay special attention to 

nouns modified by adjectives. English learners tend omit articles when there is an adjective in front of the 

noun: remote control, better world, world market, better future, human mind, professional  army, nervous 

system, present time, successful business, ancient times, country cottage, social feature, death penalty, 

prison system, committed crime, draft board, higher position, military career, real world, ecological 

situation, high salary, most fundamental one, greatest progress, new level,  better way, expensive type, 

good school, last years, and combined system. 

 Here are some examples in context: 

 Could you pass me the remote control? 

 We need to build a better world for the next generations. Let’s hope for a better future. 

 There is still so much that we need to learn about the human mind. 

 What was the music like in the ancient times? 

  Teachers should also consider semantic factors such as animacy and number as they may also 

affect article omissions. Based on our findings, Russian learners of English often omit articles before 

inanimate and singular nouns. Here are some examples of nouns that were particularly challenging for 

this group of learners: opportunity, time, imagination, sphere, system, draft, years, offence, type, way, 

salary, level, progress, service, climate, ton, problem, TV set, reality, situation, shortage, threat, law, 

environment, tribe, career, position, draft, board, army, state, protection, penalty, crime, punishment, 

feature, society, prisoner, mind, education, place, weekend, cottage, and time. 

 Here are some examples in context: 

 This research project gave me the opportunity to be a better scholar. 

 Do you remember the time when you did not have to worry about reviewers’ comments? 

 Directors should use the imagination more in their movies. 
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 The sphere of Russian second language acquisition remains understudied. 

 


