Influences of Language Differences on Japanese Learners’
Anaphora Comprehension

MINOWA, Misato

I Introduction

In the process of L2 (second language) reading, some learners claim that they
cannot get a general idea of the meaning of a passage even though they can
understand every sentence in the passage. Such learners can translate every
English sentence into Japanese, but they cannot make connections between or among
sentences. In other words, they cannot understand relationships between or among
sentences expressed by co-referential devices such as connectives and personal
pronouns.

To understand cohesion is necessary to recognize coherence of texts. There are
several “cohesive devices”; reference, ellipsis/substitution, and conjunction. Reference
includes pronouns, demonstratives, the article the, and items like such a. Ellipsis is
the omission of the items which are usually required by the grammar. Substitution
is performed with words like one(s), do, so/not, and same (McCarthy, 1991). Among
those cohesive devices, the most frequent one might be “reference.” To be more
specific, pronouns are quite perpetual as well as the article the. In high school
classes of English, students are often asked to point out antecedents of personal
pronouns. It is noticeable that they are not always able to indicate antecedents for
personal pronouns although they can translate the sentences into Japanese. Why
such a phenomenon occurs? What makes students difficult to find out the
antecedents of personal pronouns?

There seem not to be many studies for directly searching the reasons of this
phenomenon. There are two possible phenomena. The first one is lack of
understanding of words and structure of the sentences. The second reason might be
a misunderstanding of the systems which personal pronouns have. To give a clear
example for the second reason, a chart often seen in the textbooks for 7t grade
students in junior high school is cited below in Table 1.

As explained in the chart, the pronoun “they/their/them” can refer to both human
antecedent (%) and non-human antecedent (£ 5). However, the frequency of
these two antecedents seems to be different; human antecedents are probably used
a lot more than non-human ones. This gap in frequency might affect the recognition
of learners about antecedents of personal pronouns. For instance, when Japanese
learners of English see the pronoun “they” in the text, they may first interpret it as
referring to a human antecedent.



Table 1: Description about cases of personal pronouns

FHE (~28 - 13) i (~D) B (~% - 12)
N I my me
HE (Rt - 13) (B) (B - 12)
1 AR
i we our us
(FA7z2H A5+ 13) (Fh72H D) (F7zb % - 12)
B you your you
(B772h « 1F) (B2 T-D) (BHlz% - 12)
N
Ty you your you
(Bhllzbd 1) (Bl bD) (Bl b% - 12)
he his him
(A% - 1%) (D) (% - 12)
- she her her
R (g w) (W& D) k% 1)
3 A it its it
(N2t - 1%) (Fho) (Fh#w - 12)
they their them
B (52 - 1) ES5D) sz - 12)
(FNSHD% - 13) (ZNbHo) (g - 12)

The present study investigates the knowledge of Japanese high school students to
point out the non-human antecedent of pronoun “they.”

This study focused on the

question: does the language difference affect learners’ understanding of antecedent of
English personal pronoun “they”? This question merits investigation for two reasons:
(1) if the students replace the non-human antecedents with human antecedents, it
means there should be proper instruction to emphasize the fact that the pronoun
“they” can indicate not only human antecedents but also non-human antecedents, (2)
if such a tendency of the inadequate knowledge about the characteristic of the
pronoun ‘they” exists among high school students, there may be something that can
be done in earlier part of the education, for example, in the introduction of personal
pronouns.

I Background

Several studies have been conducted, examining the effects of L1 (first language)
These studies focused
mainly on the learners’ production of personal pronouns. Flynn (1987) examined the
Flynn compared
Spanish is a ‘“head-initial” or “right

transfer on finding the antecedents of personal pronouns.

influence of L1 on the acquisition of English personal pronouns.
Spanish learners with Japanese learners.



branching” language, in which complements follow the head noun and it is the same
as English. On the other hand, Japanese is a “head-final” or “left branching”
language, in which complements precede the head noun. In this study, there was
an investigation into the influence of the difference in head-direction of L1 on the
acquisition process of anaphor in L2 (second/foreign language). Flynn expected that
Spanish learners might benefit from their L1 structure when learning English
anaphors. Both production and comprehension of English anaphors were examined.
The result showed that L1 background significantly affected L2 acquisition of
personal pronouns in complex sentences.

Williams (1988) examined the use of “zero anaphora” in the English production of
three speaker groups: native speakers, second language learners, and speakers of
non-native institutionalized variety (people in nations previously under (primarily
British) colonial rule and their dominant language is English). “Zero anaphora” is one
feature of the non-use of subject pronouns. According to Williams’ definition, “zero
anaphora” is different from “pronoun omission.” In the use of “zero anaphora,” the
referent is potentially recoverable either from prior discourse, the context of the
conversation, or general knowledge. One of the interesting results of this study was
that second language learners and non-native learners of English preferred to use
“zero anaphora” to refer to further nouns compared with native speakers. However,
the influence of L1 structures was not investigated in detail. Moreover, this study
was an investigation of the production of “zero anaphora” and did not investigate its
comprehension.

Thomas (1989) examined how Spanish learners and Chinese learners interpreted
antecedents of English reflexive pronouns. Spanish has almost the same system of
reflexive pronouns as English, and Chinese does not. This study aimed to investigate
whether learners transferred their L1 rules into L2, or whether they followed the
developmental process of L1 learners. The results could prove neither of the
hypotheses. However, a notable point of this study was that there was a tendency
among Chinese subjects to transfer their L1 system when they interpreted English
reflexive pronouns, Spanish subjects did not seem to do so. Thus, it is possible that
there is L1 transfer in understanding antecedents of pronouns if L1 and L2 have
different grammatical systems. In addition, it is interesting to examine whether or
not this result can be applied to Japanese learners of English.

It may be taken for granted that the crosslinguistic differences affect Japanese
learners’ acquisition of English pronouns. However, it has not been cleared out
whether cross-linguistic differences really influence on Japanese learners’
understanding of English pronouns. Experimental studies on this topic will give
much beneficial information to the field of L2 education and acquisition.



I Method
1. Purpose
The purpose of the present study is to investigate the following research question:
Does the language difference between Japanese and English personal
pronouns affect learners’ understanding of antecedents of English personal
pronoun “they”?

2. Participants

148 high school students in one of the public high schools in Tokyo participated in
the present study. One class in the 10% grade and three classes in the 11% grade
are randomly chosen; 39 of them are freshmen and the rest, 109, are juniors. The
derails of the subjects are described in Table 2.

Table 2: The number of the participants

male female sum

class1l (10th grade) 21 15 36
class2 (11th grade) 17 18 35
class3 (11th grade) 19 19 38
class4 (11th grade) 19 17 36
total 76 69 145

3. Material

A test to investigate the ability to point out antecedents of pronoun “they” was
made by the researcher. This test consists of two parts; first part includes a
practice quiz in order to make the participants understand the test material, and the
second part includes the test itself. In this test, a passage with 149 words was
presented. Within the passage, there were five pronouns underlined. All of them
were personal pronoun “they”; either nominative case “they” or objective case
“them.” In those five pronouns °‘they’, three of them had non-human antecedents,
and two of them had human antecedents. Subjects were also instructed to translate
sentences including those five pronouns.

A questionnaire was also made to check the subjects’ experience of living abroad
and their knowledge about reference of pronouns, in other words, what kind of
antecedents each personal pronoun can refer to.

The whole passage is cited as follows:

This book is called “Message Book.” There are messages from the
Internet in it. Children in many countries of the world wrote (77) them.




For example, a boy from Japan said, “We use a lot of water every day. Our
rivers and seas are not very clean now. Trees are cut down, too. We
should think about these problems now.” Many children read his message
in the Internet. All of (4) them joined the “VOTE (Voice for the Earth)”
Project. Children in the “VOTE" Project can talk about many problems in
the world. (77) They are about world peace, nature of the world, and so on.
Young people should talk to each other and should learn a lot from their
friends in other countries. People can think and work together if (I) they
use the Internet. There will be more problems around the world. The
Internet will become more important to work on (#) them.

4. Procedure and data analyses
4.1 Procedure

All the experiments were carried out in charge of the researcher, and also in the
same manner with all four classes. The procedure is as follows: (1) a brief instruction
for the experiment, (2) distribution of the test material (a sheet of paper), (3) practice
quiz, (4) check the answer of the practice quiz, (5) test, (6) collecting test sheets, (7)
distribution of the questionnaire, (8) answering the questionnaire, (9) collecting the
questionnaire sheets.

In (1), the participants were not told what kind of ability was going to be
investigated. In (3), approximately two minutes were given to the subjects. In (5),
the subjects were told that they were going to be given fifteen minutes to solve all
the questions, and they were also told to try their best to answer all of the
questions. Moreover, the subjects were instructed to circle any words of which they
did not know the meaning.

4.2. Scoring

All the markings were conducted by the researcher. When a participant
successfully indicated what a personal pronoun in the text referred to, he or she got
one point.

4.3 Data analyses
The analyses were conducted as follows:
(1) In all the participants, the following subjects were excluded before the analyses
were carried out.
(a) Participants who have experience living abroad.
(b) Participants who could not answer all the five questions.

(2) Answers of each participant were analyzed with the aspect whether they were
one-sided (all human antecedents or all non-human antecedents).



(3) The numbers of participants who could correctly indicate the antecedents in each
question were compared, with the aspect of whether there was any difference
between pronouns ‘they/them” with non-human antecedents and those with human
antecedents.

(4) Error analysis was carried out in order to see the cause of the incorrect answers.
Translations written by the subjects were used to investigate their errors.

NV Result
1. Elimination of the participants

As a result of the elimination, the number of the subjects for the analysis is
described in Table 3.

Table 3: The number of the subjects for the analysis

male female sum

classl (10th grade) 17 13 30
class2 (11th grade) 15 18 33
class3 (11th grade) 14 18 32
class4 (11th grade) 14 15 29
total 60 64 124

2. Descriptive statistics
The answers of the participants are summarized in the following table.

Table 4: The numbers of subjects who got correct answers

classl class2 class3 class4 sum %
(7) them 12 13 15 9 49 39.5
(1) them 24 25 28 22 99 79.8
(7) They 11 19 15 20 65 52.4
(L) they 24 29 27 24 104 83.9
(+) them 16 19 15 13 63 50.8

* Total number of the subjects analyzed was 124.
% Pronouns (7), (%), (&) refer to non-human antecedents. Pronouns (A1),
(x.) are with human antecedents.

As shown in this table, “they” or “them” with non-human antecedents seems to be
more difficult for the participants to understand.



When answers of each participant were analyzed, only three participants out of 124
were one-sided type, which means they chose only human nouns as antecedents of
the personal pronoun “they/them” in the passage. These three participants
answered in their questionnaire that the personal pronoun “they” could refer to both
human and non-human antecedents. The gap exists between their knowledge and
performance.

In spite of their knowledge about duality of the personal pronoun “they,” many of
the subjects still made mistakes to point out the non-human antecedents of the
pronoun ‘they,” as shown in the Table 4 (7), (v7), (}#). There is still a room to
consider the difference on humanity of antecedents as one of the causes that make
readers confused. =~ What was the reason for fewer subjects grasping correct
antecedents for pronoun “they” with reference to non-human nouns? In order to
answer this question, detailed analysis with each question was conducted.

3. Comparison between human antecedents and non-human antecedents

In order to investigate whether humanity or animacy of antecedents influences
learners’ understanding of personal pronoun “they,” the participants in this study
were divided into four groups: 1) those who successfully indicated antecedents of
personal pronoun ‘they/them” regardless of humanity or animacy of its antecedents,
2) those who performed better in indicating antecedents of personal pronoun “they”
with human antecedents than in doing so with non-human antecedents, 3) those who
performed better in indicating antecedents of personal pronoun “they” with non-
human antecedents than in doing so with human antecedents, and 4) those who
completely failed to indicate what personal pronoun “they/them” in the passage
referred to. To make the difference among each group clearer, 15 participants who
performed equally with both human and non-human antecedents were eliminated.
The following table shows us the result.

Table 5: Cross-tabulation table

Non-human
Answered correctly Failed
Answered correctly 20 79
Human
Failed 9 1

In order to examine whether the differences of distribution in this table is
statistically significant, Fisher’s exact test was conducted. The result indicated that
the difference was statistically significant (» < .01). This brought us an insight that
comprehending personal pronouns with non-human antecedents is more difficult for



Japanese learners than with human antecedents.

4. Error analysis
Responses to the personal pronoun ‘they” with non-human antecedents were
analyzed to explore the reasons for its difficulty.

Table 6: Answers to (77) them
(Children in many countries of the world wrote (7) them.)

Answers | Correct Wrong

Antecedents| messages children Message Book this book message  the Internet

Total 49 5 56 2 7 5

The most frequent wrong answer is “Message Book” - 56 subjects considered
“Message Book” as the answer. The possible reason for this phenomenon is
inadequate understanding of the plural feature of the pronoun “they.” 1In their
translations, 31 subjects used a Japanese word (£ 11 5) indicating plural noun, though
they chose the singular word “Message Book” as their answers. 15 subjects used a
Japanese word (£ #1) indicating singular noun. 8 subjects used a Japanese word
(A) indicating “a book.” All of those subjects seemed to fail to pay attention to
plurality of the pronoun “they.”

Table 7: Answers to (77) They
((%7) They are about world peace, nature of the world, and so on.)

Answers | Correct Wrong
Antecedents| problems children VOTE many project  project  message book
Total 65 36 19 1 2 1

The most perpetual wrong answer was “children.” The first possible reason for
this consequence was the unknown word. 25 subjects stated they did not know the
meaning of “and so on.” 15 of them could answer the question correctly and the
rest 10 could not. Therefore, it seemed the unknown word could not explain the
result in Table 6 by itself.

To search for another reason of errors made by those 36 subjects, an analysis on
their translations was performed. 19 of them could not complete their translation
and 15 could complete their translation by adding some words which are not
indicated in the original sentence, namely, they made up the sentence so that the
subject “children” made sense. What could be seen from this phenomenon is that
there is possibility the nominative case “they” is considered, by the subjects, to refer



to human antecedent. In other words, when the subjects see the form “they,” they
might take it for granted that the word refers to something human.

Table 8: Answers to (#) them
(The Internet will become more important to work on (%) them.)

Answers | Correct Wrong

Antecedents | problems | children  people The Internet VOTE world work

Total 63 3 18 3 4 31 1

31 subjects selected “world” as the antecedent of “them,” and the second frequent
wrong answer was people.” The reason subjects picked up the word “world” could
be the misunderstanding of the expression “to work on.” Seen from their translation,
most of them took “to work on” as “to work in the world.” The grouping verb “to
work on” meaning “to struggle” or “to wrestle” seemed not to be familiar enough
for the subjects to find out the antecedent of the pronoun “them.”

Moreover, there seemed to be the same tendency, seen in the analysis in Table 4,
of inadequate attention for plurality of the pronoun “they.” Even if the subjects do
not know the expression “to work on,” they can still get to the correct answer with
noticing that the pronoun “they” usually refer to something plural. However, the
39 subjects who chose wrong non-human antecedents seemed to fail in doing so.

VMl Discussion
1. Answer to the research question

The answer to the research question, “Does the language difference between
Japanese and English personal pronouns affect learners’ understanding of
antecedents of English personal pronoun “they”?” is “Yes.” since the participants
seemed to have difficulty in comprehending the personal pronouns with non-human
antecedents although they had an idea that the pronoun “they/them” could mention
both human and non-human antecedents. There are two possible reasons for this
phenomenon: (1) recognition of plurality and (2) nominative case ‘they” with non-
human antecedents.

In the analysis of question 1 ((7) them), 65 subjects can be considered to
understand the content of the sentence, if the regulation of plurality is eliminated -
56 subjects chose “Message Book,” 2 subjects chose “this book,” and 7 subjects
chose “message” as the antecedent for (7) them. Those 65 could be successful in
answering this question with a little more attention toward plurality of the pronoun
“they/them.”

As a result showed in the analysis of question 3 ((77) They), subjects who
selected “children” as their answers may have prejudice to relate normative case



“they” with human antecedents. When a careful watch was paid to translations of
those 36 subjects, there was an interesting feature that they attached some new
words by themselves in order to make sense out of their translations. There were
also subjects who could not complete their translations, but still chose the human
antecedent “children.” Moreover, among those 36 subjects, only three are the ones
who chose only human antecedents in all five questions. This fact may indicate
those subjects did not try to adjust their knowledge to non-human words even
though they knew the pronoun “they/them” could refer to non-human antecedents.

2. Suggestions for further studies

Several improvements in the materials and experimental procedures can be made
in order to obtain better results and implications.
(1) Will the same result come out with younger subjects, such as junior high school
students?
(2) To what extent the concept of plurality affects the understanding for the
antecedents of personal pronouns?
(3) Further investigation should be performed to clarify the prejudice of the subjects
about the relationship between nominative case “they” and human antecedents.

VI Conclusion

This study investigated the influence of humanity or animacy on Japanese learners
of English in understanding antecedents of personal pronoun “they.” This study
went along with a research question: does the language difference between Japanese
and English personal pronouns affect learners’ understanding of antecedents of
English personal pronoun “they”?

In order to find out the answer to the research question, an experiment was
carried out. 148 high school students studying in a public high school in Tokyo
participated in the experiment. Among them were 36 freshmen and 109 juniors. In
the first part of the experiment, a test to check the participants’ ability to indicate
antecedents of the pronoun “they/them” was carried out. This test included 149-
word-passage about an internet system in which children all over the world could
exchange their opinions. The passage contained five pronouns, either “they” or
“them.” Three of those pronouns referred to non-human antecedents and two of
them referred to human antecedents. After the test, a sheet of questionnaire was
passed out to each student. With this questionnaire, subjects were asked about their
experience living abroad, and about their knowledge of possible antecedents that
personal pronouns could indicate.

The results came out as follows: (1) only three among 124 subjects answered all
five questions with human antecedents. (2) In comparison among five pronouns, there
was a statistical difference between the numbers of the subjects who could point out



antecedents correctly and who could not. This result stated; (1) the subjects have
knowledge about duality in the characteristics of the antecedents of pronoun
“they/them.” However, (2) there seem to be some factors that confuse students in
finding out non-human antecedents of pronoun “‘they/them.”

To see the cause for the confusion, error analysis with careful look at translations
written by the subjects was carried out. The upshot of the investigation showed
that one of the conceivable causes for the puzzle of the subjects was the lack of
recognition on plurality of the pronoun “they/them.” Another possible cause for the
disorder was the belief of the participants that nominative case “they” tends to have
human antecedents.

Further investigation is needed to gain more concrete and general conclusion.
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