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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1. Background of the study 

 Relative clauses (RCs) in English are adjectival postnominal modifiers, which 

often pose problems for learners not only in English as a second language (ESL) but 

also in English as a foreign language (EFL) contexts. Even those who have learned 

English for several years are found not to be able to fully master English relative 

clauses (ERCs), thus producing certain types of persistent errors in their speech as 

well as writing (Doughty, 1991, 2003). Celce-Murcia and Larsen-Freeman (1999), in 

discussing the work of Schachter (1974), identify three major aspects which probably 

cause troubles for second language learners when acquiring target RCs. The first and 

foremost aspect deals with the position in which the RC occurs in relation to the head 

noun, i.e. the noun being modified. For instance, learners whose native language is 

Japanese are accustomed to prenominal RCs, so they are inclined to have problems 

with the different branching in English. Second, how RCs are marked differs from 

one language to another. If the learners’ first language (L1) marks RCs in a way 

different from English, they could be easily confused about learning how to mark RCs 

in English. Third, the presence or absence of a pronominal reflex1 plays a significant 

role. In English, pronoun retention and the existence of a relative pronoun are 

mutually exclusive. This may cause difficulties for non-native speakers whose L1 has 

a pronominal reflex. 

 The position of RCs is a very important factor that influences the L2 

acquisition of RCs. ERCs are right-branching. This means RCs follow their head 

                                                 
1 A pronominal reflex or a resumptive pronoun is a pronoun  used after a noun to refer to that noun 
(Gass and Selinker, 2001), e.g. the pronoun her in “He cannot remember the lady whom he danced 
with her the other night.”. 
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nouns in English. This is also true of most RCs in European languages such as 

French, German, Spanish, etc. Not all languages, however, adhere to this syntactic 

structure. Some Eastern languages like Japanese, Chinese, and Korean require that the 

RC precede the head noun. Not surprisingly, a number of studies have revealed that 

English learners who are native speakers of these Eastern languages really have a 

problem in processing this ordering difference (Yip & Matthews, 2000, 2006; Ozeki 

& Shirai, 2007; Jeon & Kim, 2007). 

 Another problem involves the way RCs are marked. Different languages mark 

RCs differently. For English, relative pronouns, e.g. who, whom, which, are used to 

mark ERCs. Different relative pronouns are used depending on the preceding head 

noun. For instance, the relative pronoun who is applied when the head noun is human, 

whereas which is obligatory for a non-human head noun (Master, 1996). Some other 

languages, such as Persian, Arabic, French, also employ similar markers between the 

head noun and the RC (Comrie, 1989). These speakers are therefore likely not to have 

much difficulty using the markers in English. In other words, to these speakers, the 

concept of marking an ERC with a relative pronoun should not cause undue hardship 

in learning ERCs (Cook, 1993). 

 In contrast, speakers of some other languages mark RCs in a different manner. 

According to Yabuki-Soh (2007), Japanese, for example, does not have an overt 

marker like a relative pronoun. Instead, it uses particles in the RC itself to mark its 

function. For this reason, Japanese learners of English may require additional practice 

with English relative pronouns so that they will become comfortable in using RCs in 

English. 
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The other area of difficulty proposed by Celce-Murcia and Larsen-Freeman 

(1999) lies in the existence of a pronominal reflex. In English the relative pronoun 

substitutes for the identical noun/NP in the embedded clause.  

 

(1) Brian came across the girli whomi he admired ti. 

 

For instance, in (1) the relative pronoun whom is equal to and replaces the NP 

the girl at the end of the embedded clause. It is then moved upwards to mark the RC 

and link this RC to the preceding proposition, leaving its trace (t) behind (Letourneau, 

2001). Here the subscripted i indicates coindexation. This means all the elements 

marked with i have the same reference. However, ungrammaticality will come up if 

the NP the girl is retained as in (2). 

 

(2) * Brian came across the girli whomi he admired the girli. 

 

This NP is sometimes retained in a form of a pronominal reflex as in (3). 

  

(3)  * Brian came across the girli whomi he admired heri. 

 

 Although such pronoun retention is not permitted in standard English, it is 

common in many languages, e.g. Welsh, Hebrew, Persian. Also resumptive pronouns 

or pronominal reflexes are extensively used in some Romance languages, e.g. French, 

Italian, Spanish, and even in some non-standard dialectal varieties of English 

(Comrie, 1989). This is why some English learners natively speaking these languages 

or dialects are prone to the use of pronoun retention in their ERCs. 
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 In the study of second language acquisition (SLA) of RCs, language universals 

also come into play. Typological universals are claimed to affect the development of 

learners’ RCs. The universals in question are implicational in the sense that if a 

language has feature x, it will also have feature y (Greenberg, 1963). The most well-

known typological universal regarding RC acquisition is the Noun Phrase 

Accessibility Hierarchy (NPAH) proposed by Keenan and Comrie (1977). The basic 

principle is that it is possible to predict the types of RCs in a language on the 

following hierarchy: 

 

subject (SU) >  direct object (DO) > indirect object (IO) > object of 

preposition/oblique (OPREP) > genitive (GEN) > object of comparison (OCOMP)2 

 

 Two claims are worth being discussed here. First, all languages have subject 

relative clauses. Second, predictions can be made such that if a language has a relative 

clause type x, then it will also have any relative clause type higher on the hierarchy or 

to the left of type x. For instance, since Thai is a language that allows relativization of 

indirect objects (IO), it also allows relativization of direct objects (DO) and subjects 

(SU) – the less marked types on the left of the hierarchy (Gass, 1980). However, the 

reverse is not true. If a language can relativize IO, it will not necessarily allow 

relativization of NPs on the more marked end of the hierarchy. 

There have been further claims that the NPAH reflects the relative 

psychological ease of relativization. To put it in a nutshell, relativization at positions 

on the right or lower on the hierarchy is claimed to be more difficult to process than 

that at positions higher on the hierarchy (Comrie, 1989). 

                                                 
2 > means ‘more accessible or less difficult than’ 
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 A second important aspect of the NPAH is the implication concerning the use 

of resumptive pronouns or pronominal reflexes in RCs. Keenan and Comrie (1977) 

remark that pronoun retention is unmarked, while pronoun deletion is marked, as in 

English. There is an inverse relationship between the hierarchy and resumptive 

pronouns in such a way that resumptive pronouns are more likely to be used in the 

lower or more marked positions than in the higher ones in the hierarchy. The fact that 

in languages all over the world there are more speakers whose mother tongues allow 

resumptive pronouns indicates that the speakers can be expected to have problems in 

learning RCs in English (Celce-Murcia & Larsen-Freeman, 1999; Braidi, 1999) 

 Many studies on first language acquisition of ERCs have found support for the 

NPAH (e.g. Tavakolian, 1981; Romaine, 1984; Bates, Devescovi & D’Amico, 1999; 

Diessel & Tomasello, 2000, 2005). Likewise, much research on ERC second language 

acquisition have also supported the NPAH (e.g. Gass, 1979, 1980, 1982; Pavesi, 

1986; Doughty, 1988, 1991; Hamilton, 1994; Izumi, 2000, 2003, 2004). 

 In spite of the fact that findings of a considerable amount of research seems to 

support the NPAH, there are also some researchers who report their findings against 

this hierarchy (e.g. Maxwell, 1979; Gass, 1979, 1980; Hamilton, 1995), presenting 

orders of difficulty and acquisition different from what the NPAH suggests. Many 

recent studies, furthermore, on L2 acquisition of East Asian languages, namely, 

Japanese, Chinese, and Korean, all of which have prenominal RCs, report findings 

against the NPAH. That is, the predictions of acquisition and difficulty order proposed 

in the NPAH do not hold true in these studies (e.g. Hsiao & Gibson, 2003, Hasegawa, 

2005; Ozeki, 2005, Ozeki & Shirai, 2007; Yip & Matthews, 2006, 2007; Jeon & Kim, 

2007). Thus, the NPAH, though well accepted in the RC acquisition of English and 
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many other European languages, should not be applied to the acquisition of RCs in 

East Asian languages, most of which have different linguistic aspects. 

 In addition to language universals, second language acquisition of ERCs is 

also influenced by learners’ native language. According to Odlin (1989, 2005), first 

language transfer has more tendency to be observed in the interlanguage of low 

proficiency learners. With regard to ERC acquisition, Chiang (1981) discovered L1 

interference in ESL Chinese learners’ writing. Similarly, Chang (2004) also found in 

his study that the ERCs used by Chinese learners reflect some influence from their 

native language. That is to say, Chinese learners commit errors that seem to be caused 

by major differences between Chinese and English. First, a RC in Mandarin Chinese 

occurs to the left of the head noun, whereas that in English follows the head noun. 

Such difference in the ordering of RCs could lead Chinese learners to confusion when 

using ERCs.  

Second, in Chinese, RCs are always marked by the invariable relative marker 

de (Lau, 2006). English, by contrast, has many relative pronouns, such as who, whom, 

which, and whose, and also the complementizer that serving as another relative 

marker. The difference in how to mark RCs in the two languages can explain the 

difficulty with which Chinese learners are confronted. The third difference concerns 

the presence or absence of a resumptive pronoun. This kind of pronoun is commonly 

found in Mandarin Chinese in all RC types except subject RC (Yip & Matthews, 

2007). On the other hand, an existence of such a pronominal reflex is considered 

ungrammatical in standard English. It is probable that EFL/ESL Chinese learners will 

transfer pronoun retention in their L1 to their ERC acquisition. 

 Even though there have been several studies investigating ERC acquisition by 

learners of various L1 backgrounds (e.g. Gass, 1979, 1982; Pavesi, 1986; Hamilton, 
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1994, 1995; Izumi, 2003, 2004), research conducted with Thai learners is relatively 

rare. One of the very few studies was undertaken by Gass (1979), who examined the 

acquisition of ERCs by learners of nine different native languages, including Thai. 

She discovered that the unmarked positions in the NPAH are produced with more 

frequency and more accuracy than the marked ones. The study also revealed the use 

of resumptive pronouns by learners whose L1s allow them and even by those whose 

L1s prohibit pronoun retention. Thai learners are also found to produce pronominal 

reflexes although their native language does not allow them. 

 However, the above study only provides a broad overview of how L2 learners 

acquire RCs in English, focusing on two groups of participants: speakers of languages 

with pronoun retention and those without this feature. In this case, Thai is included in 

the latter together with French, Portuguese, Italian, Korean, and Japanese. The study 

places emphasis on reporting the overall findings from the two groups rather than 

paying attention to how learners from each L1 background acquire the ERCs. 

 Another study examining the use of English structures by Thai learners of 

English is Lekawatana et al (1969), which concentrated on a contrastive analysis of 

Thai and English. The research project indicated that RCs in English is among other 

complex structures that cause problems for Thai speakers. Nevertheless, this study did 

not pay attention to how the interlanguage ERCs of Thai learners of English was 

developed over time. 

 Satayatham and Honsa (2004) also studied Thai medical students’ errors in 

writing. The participants were asked to translate sentences and a paragraph from Thai 

into English and to write an opinion paragraph in English on medical ethics. The error 

analysis showed that relative clauses in English seemed to trouble the students most in 

the sentence-level translation, followed by the paragraph-level translation and the 
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paragraph writing respectively. One of the significant errors is the overgeneralization 

of the relative pronoun that to non-restrictive RCs, as in (4), which leads to 

ungrammaticality in the target language. 

 

(4) Bill, that had a great sense of unconventional morality… 

     (Satayatham and Honsa, 2004, p. 176) 

 

 As it is shown above that there has been almost no research to date that aims 

to investigate in depth the interlanguage of Thai learners of high and low proficiency 

in relation to the ERC acquisition, it was for this reason that the present study was 

carried out to do so. A cross-sectional study was conducted to compare and contrast 

the acquisition by a high-proficiency group and a low-proficiency one, coming up 

with the typical acquisition pattern of each group. The research methodology in the 

present study involved two major tasks: a descriptive essay and a descriptive speaking 

task. The former focused on eliciting written ERCs that the learners used, whereas the 

latter was intended to elicit spoken data of ERCs. The two tasks yielded substantial 

data, which would subsequently form a learner corpus. The spoken data of ERCs 

probably made this research project academically outstanding since few interlanguage 

studies on the ERC construction in relation to Thai learners have investigated oral 

ERCs. 

It was found that the information from the Thai EFL learner corpus revealed 

their characteristics of ERC acquisition, many of which conformed to those of 

learners from other L1 backgrounds, while some exhibited special traits unique to 

Thai learners. The study also aimed at examining the common problems Thai learners 

had when dealing with ERCs. These problems, apparently, resulted from learning 
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strategies and first language transfer. The findings are expected to shed lights on the 

ERC acquisition by Thai as well as other EFL learners and help them surmount the 

difficulties found in their interlanguage development.  Also the results would provide 

EFL teachers with a basis for ameliorating their instruction of ERCs. 

 

1.2 Research questions 

 The research questions addressed in the study were: 

(1) What are the types of ERCs on the NPAH (Keenan & Comrie, 1977) used by 

Thai EFL learners? 

(2) What is the evidence of transfer found in the ERCs in Thai EFL learners’ 

interlanguage? 

(3) What are the similarities and differences in the interlanguage of Thai EFL 

learners of high and low proficiency levels with respect to ERC acquisition? 

(4) What are the problems underlying the use of ERCs for Thai EFL learners? 

 

1.3 Objectives of the study 

 The objectives of the study were: 

(1) To examine the ERCs used by Thai EFL learners. 

(2) To investigate the transfer in the ERCs used by Thai EFL learners. 

(3) To compare and contrast the interlanguage ERCs between Thai learners of 

high and low proficiency levels. 

(4) To identify and explain the problems of Thai EFL learners in using ERCs. 

 

1.4 Statement of hypotheses 

 The formulated hypotheses were as follows: 
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Hypothesis 1: 

The subject relative (SU) is the most common in the interlanguage of Thai 

EFL learners. Furthermore, the learners avoid using marked ERC types. Resumptive 

pronouns are also employed, especially in the marked types, to clarify the ERC 

meaning although these pronouns are allowed neither in the learners’ native language 

nor in the target language. 

 

Hypothesis 2: 

 Transfer facilitates and hampers the ERC acquisition of Thai EFL learners.  

 

Hypothesis 3: 

 The ERCs produced by high-proficiency Thai EFL learners comprise more 

marked ERC types on the NPAH than those used by low-proficiency ones. 

Additionally, the learners with low level of proficiency produce more ERCs 

introduced by that and who, the salience of which is remarkable in English; 

furthermore, more resumptive pronouns are found in the interlanguage of low-

proficiency learners. 

 

Hypothesis 4:  

 The problems with which Thai EFL learners are faced are attributed to 

transfer, avoidance, and overgeneralization. 

 

1.5 Scope of the study 

1.5.1 Bound relative clauses 
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The present research covered only bound relative clauses. According to Baker 

(1989), relative clauses are of two major types: free relative clauses (F-Rel) and 

bound relative clauses (B-Rel). A free relative clause does not have an antecedent 

right before it, as in (4). 

 

(4) Karen ate [what Fred offered __ to her]. 

        (Baker, 1989, p. 165) 

 

 The function of the F-Rel in (4) is like that of a NP. That is, it serves as a 

direct object of the verb ate. Inside this F-Rel, there is a blank indicating the position 

of the missing noun phrase, which is equal to what. Apart from what, the only other 

two wh-words which can introduce free RCs are where and when. Where is joined to a 

sentence with either a missing locative phrase as in (5a) or a missing motion phrase as 

in (5b), while when is used to introduce a sentence with a missing time phrase as in 

(5c). 

 

 

(5) a. Nathan put the money [where Billy told her to put it __ ] 

 b. The admiral goes [where he wants to go __ ] 

 c. The concert started [when the bell rang __ ] 

        (Baker, 1989, p. 168) 

 

 Another requirement for an occurrence of a F-Rel is that it needs to be in a 

finite clause. Although (6a) and (6b) are similar in meaning, only the bracketed 

structure in (6a) is considered a F-Rel since its relative structure is finite. 
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(6) a. Jacob always knows [what he should wear __ ]. 

 b. Jacob always knows [what to wear ___ ]. 

                (Baker, 1989, p. 169) 

 

 In contrast, the bracketed structure in (6b) is just an indirect question, not a  

F-Rel, because it contains an infinitival phrase. 

 It should be noted that the previously discussed constructions are specifically 

called definite free relative clauses. The other subcategory of F-Rels is an indefinite 

F-Rel, which always has the suffix -ever attached to the wh-word, e.g. whatever, 

whichever, whoever, etc. Here (7a)-(7c) are examples of indefinite F-Rels. 

 

(7) a. Fred will say [whatever you tell hm to say ___ ]. 

 b. Keith will read [whichever book you leave __ for him]. 

 c. Rhoda dances with [whoever __ asks her to dance]. 

                (Baker, 1989, p. 170) 

 

 The present study, however, did not deal with free relative clauses. Rather, it 

aimed to investigate the other type of RCs defined by Baker (1989) as bound relative 

clauses (B-Rels). A B-Rel refers to and modifies the antecedent that precedes it. This 

kind of RC can be introduced by three types of element: wh-words as in (8a), that as 

in (8b), and zero or nothing as in (8c). 

 

(8) a. The journalists [who __ exposed the fraud] are being sued. 

                (Baker, 1989, p. 236) 
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 b. We read the article [that Smith recommended __]. 

                (Baker, 1989, p. 235) 

 

 c. The problem [  you told us about __ ] has been resolved. 

                (Baker, 1989, p. 235) 

 

 These three examples, (8a)-(8c), also show that B-Rels, like F-Rels, also have 

missing NPs inside. Additionally, the relative structure of B-Rels must be finite as 

well. B-Rels, as opposed to F-Rels are in fact what people in general refer to as 

relative clauses or adjective clauses modifying their preceding heads. For this reason, 

when this study mentions the term relative clause, it always refers to a bound relative 

clause. 

 

 1.5.2 Relative clauses introduced by relative pronouns 

 English relative clauses can begin with two main types of relative words: 

relative pronouns and relative adverbs. A relative pronoun is defined as a pronoun 

that links a RC to the head being modified (Richards, 2002). A relative pronoun, in 

addition, is coreferential with the particular head which the ERC modifies (Master, 

1996). English has five relative pronouns, i.e. who, which, whom, whose, and that, to 

be thoroughly discussed with examples in 2.1.2.1. 

 It is also found that nouns denoting a place, a time, or a purpose can be 

followed by OPREP (object-of-preposition) RCs, as illustrated in (9). 

 

(9)  a. That’s the gas station at which I am working now. 
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 b. How well I remember the day on which he was born. 

 c. I have forgotten the reason for which the trust fund was established. 

                 (adapted fromCowan, 2008, p. 434) 

 

 The combinations of the preposition and the relative pronoun which in (9a), 

(9b), and (9c) can be replaced by where, when, and why respectively, as shown in 

(10). 

 

(10)  a. That’s the gas station where I am working now. 

 b. How well I remember the day when he was born. 

 c. I have forgotten the reason why the trust fund was established. 

                (adapted from Cowan, 2008, p. 435) 

 

 In (10), the wh-word relative markers, referred to as relative adverbs, fulfil 

adverbial functions. That is, they modify the verb phrases within the RCs. In (10a), 

the relative adverb where modifies the verb phrase am working. Likewise, the relative 

adverbs when in (10b) modifies the verb phrase was born, whereas why in (10c) 

modifies the verb phrase was established. 

The RCs which relative adverbs introduce are known as adverbial relative 

clauses. Relative adverbs differ from relative pronouns in that while the functions of 

relative pronouns in RCs are like those of nouns in general (e.g. a subject, a direct 

object, an indirect object, or an object of preposition), relative adverbs, used to 

reinforce the meaning of the preceding head, cannot have these functions within RCs 

(Crystal, 2004). Rather, relative adverbs modify the following verb phrases in the RC. 
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It is worth noticng that, regarding ERCs, such adverbial functions are unique to 

relative adverbs as opposed to relative pronouns (Cowan, 2008). 

 

1.5.3 Descriptive essays and descriptive speaking task 

 The type of writing used to elicit data from the participants was a descriptive 

one. As experimented by plenty of researchers (e.g. Gass, 1979; Doughty, 1991; 

Sadighi, 1994; Sakamoto & Kubota, 2000; Izumi, 2003; Chiang, 2004; Yip & 

Matthews, 2007), this sort of writing, in comparison with others, is the most capable 

of making learners come up with RCs. In writing descriptive essays, the participants 

were supposed to define, modify, or identify someone or something, so they should 

find it useful to incorporate RCs in their work. Furthermore, in the present study, a 

survey was also made to find out which type of writing could elicit the highest 

number of RCs (to be discussed in 3.2.1). The result was in line with the previous 

studies’. That is, the RCs used in descriptive essays selected from online English 

articles outnumber those in narrative and argumentative ones. This should confirm the 

idea that descriptive writing is the most appropriate tool for the present study of ERCs 

(see more details in 3.2.1). 

Apart from the writing task, a speaking task was also used in the present study. 

The type of speaking task used in eliciting data from the participants was descriptive 

in nature. The topics controlled and assigned in the study corresponded to those used 

for descriptive writing so that as many ERCS as possible would be elicited. Assigning 

the same topics for the writing and the speaking tasks should facilitate the participants 

in the sense that they would be familiar with the topics they had written and then 

capable of talking about such topics with less difficulty. Details of the speaking task 

will be supplied in 3.2.2. 
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1.6. Limitations of the study 

 Even though the present study aimed at investigating the use of ERCs by Thai 

learners and providing a clearer picture of their ERC acquisition, there are some 

limitations as follows: 

 

 1.6.1 Because in the present study the data were collected from the learner 

corpus derived from the descriptive essays and stories about which the learners could 

write and speak freely with no worry about being assessed, it was highly probable that 

they would use the ERC types to which they were most accustomed, e.g. the subject 

relative, which is the most basic and least marked. Extremely marked types were 

hardly found. In other words, using descriptive writing and speaking tasks, which 

were aimed at eliciting naturally-occurring linguistic data of ERCs, might not have 

reflected the learners’ entire knowledge of ERCs. Only the RC types they were used 

to showed up, while more marked types tended to be avoided. 

 

1.6.2. With respect to the descriptive essays, the participants were allowed 

two-week time to produce each of their work outside class. This means they could 

consult dictionaries or others to improve the quality of their writing. Probably their 

production of ERCs might not represent entirely spontaneous language use as they 

had time to reconsider and revise their essays before submission. 

 

1.7. Definition of terms 

 1.7.1 English as a foreign language (EFL) 

 Learning EFL refers to English language learning in a country where the 

population does not speak English as the mother tongue, and where learners have few 
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opportunities to use English outside the classroom. English is not an official language, 

nor is it used widely for communication among the people in the country. An EFL 

situation is common in a country where there is only one official language, such as 

Thailand, Japan, or Korea. Therefore, in this study, Thai learners are considered EFL 

learners. 

 1.7.2 First language acquisition 

 The term first language acquisition, sometimes known as child language 

acquisition, is the process of learning and development of a person’s native language. 

In first language acquisition, children are claimed to subconsciously develop the rules 

of their mother tongue by being exposed to examples of the language and by using the 

language for communication. 

 

 1.7.3 Second language acquisition 

 The term second language acquisition, referred to in plenty of research as SLA 

or L2 acquisition, is the process by which one develops proficiency in a second or 

foreign language. It is acquisition of another language after the first or native 

language has been acquired. In this study, L2 acquisition refers to Thai learners’ 

acquisition of the English language. 

 

 1.7.4 Interlanguage (IL) 

 In this study, the term interlanguage refers to the linguistic system evidenced 

when adult L2 or foreign language learners try to express meanings in the target 

language (Selinker, 1992). It is the system created by the learners during their L2 

learning, and this system is clearly different from both the learners’ native language 

(NL) and the target language (TL) being learned. However, IL is linked to both NL 
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and TL by interlingual identifications in the perception of the learners. According to 

Corder (1981), the interlanguage rules, which merge from the stage of development of 

the learners, can be changed over time as the learners continuously revise them in 

their learning process. 

 

 1.7.5 English relative clause (ERC) 

 An English relative clause is defined as a subordinate or dependent clause that 

modifies a preceding noun within a noun phrase in the main clause. A relative clause 

is introduced and linked to the head noun, known as an antecedent, by a relative 

pronoun, such as who and which and the complementizer that (Cook, 1993). The 

relative pronoun can function differently in the RCs, such as subject, direct object, 

indirect object, etc. RCs are usually placed in subject or object positions (Swan, 

2005). In the present study, the terms relative pronoun, relative marker, relative 

word, and relativizer are interchangeably used. 

 

 1.7.6 Resumptive pronoun 

 A resumptive pronoun is a pronoun occupying the position that the NP 

replaced by the relative pronoun had before it was moved to the beginning of the RC 

(Cowan, 2008). For example, the pronoun it in “Usually they give you a thing that 

you don’t want it.” (adapted from Cowan, 2008, p. 426) is a resumptive pronoun, 

which is coreferential with the head a thing and the relative pronoun that. In the 

current study, the term resumptive pronoun is interchanegeble with resumptive, 

pronominal reflex, pronoun copy, and pronominal copy. In addition, the abstract noun 

referring to using resumptive pronouns is known as pronoun retention. 
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 1.7.7 Marked and unmarked features 

 In languages around the world, some linguistic features are marked, whereas 

certain others are considered unmarked. Unmarked features are more common, basic, 

and frequent than those referred to as marked features, which are rare, unnatural, and 

difficult to acquire (Richards, 2002). In second language acquisition of RCs, an 

example of an unmarked feature is a subject relative (SU), which is found in every 

language and easy to acquire. By contrast, an object of comparison (OCOMP) is an 

example of a marked feature since it occurs only in some languages and is much more 

difficult to acquire than SU. 

 

1.8. Significance of the study 

 The present study is significant for the following reasons: 

 

 1.8.1 There has been no study to date that examines in a thorough manner 

the ERC acquisition by Thai learners of high and low proficiency. Although Gass 

(1979) included Thais as her subjects of her study, she only presented her findings 

regarding the acquisition of L2 learners in general. It did not discuss in detail the 

characteristics of the acquisition by learners whose L1 is Thai. Neither did it show 

and fully analyze the arising problems pestering Thai learners. The present study 

therefore aimed to bridge these gaps. It was expected to investigate how native 

speakers of Thai acquired ERCs and how they used ERCs in authentic contexts such 

as descriptive writing and speaking. Additionally, the study demonstrated a list of real 

problems occurring in Thai EFL learners’ interlanguage, providing explanations for 

the major sources of errors and avoidance.  
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By far no study has been carried out to explore the acquisition of ERCs by 

Thai learners with high proficiency in comparison with low-proficiency ones. Chang 

(2004) observed that Chinese learners differing in English-proficiency levels 

exhibited different ways of ERC acquisition. According to Liu (1998), who studied 

the ERCs produced by low-proficiency learners, L1 interference was perspicuous and 

accounted for several errors. By contrast, Chiang (1981) and Yip and Matthews 

(1991) reported different findings that their advanced learners’ ERC acquisition 

corresponded to the universals that account for other L2 learners’ acquisition. Little 

L1 evidence was observed. 

 However, the above observation was made across studies. There has probably 

been no single research work that compares and contrasts in depth the ERC 

acquisition by Thai EFL learners of different proficiency levels. This was why the 

present study was aimed at examining such ERC acquisition by high and low 

proficiency learners whose L1 is Thai. It is hoped that the findings of the study will 

really benefit English teachers in Thailand, who need to know how differently high 

and low proficiency learners acquire ERCs. With the findings of the present study, 

they can prepare their lessons or materials which best suit each type of learners. 

 

1.8.2 Not only does the present study reveal the acquisition of ERCs by Thai 

learners, but it also helps pinpoint the major problems that confront them in learning 

the RC system in English. The errors found in the learners’ speech are real problems 

which teachers should take into consideration in ERC instruction. Once they are 

aware of what the real problems look like, they should be more capable of focusing on 

coping with these problems and finding the best exercises or some other solutions to 

enhance their students’ linguistic competence in relation to ERC. 
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 

 In the previous studies on L2 ERC acquisition, there were attempts to identify 

the causes of problems L2 learners have. It has been claimed that such difficulty is 

created as a result of the followings. First, the degree of markedness of RC types 

proposed in the NPAH (Keenan & Comrie, 1977) determines the degree of difficulty 

of each RC type. Second, the center-embedded RC is said to be more difficult for 

learners to comprehend and use than the right-embedded one (Kuno, 1974). Third, 

transfer of some linguistic features or properties of learner’s L1 also plays a role in 

leading learners to commit some kinds of errors. 

 In order to clearly understand the SLA of ERCs, it is advisable that the first 

language counterpart be taken into account as well. Furthermore, the RC systems in 

Thai and English should also be discussed in detail. The interlanguage concept is 

important to be reviewed as well. In short, the literature review will be divided into 

three major parts: 

 

 i.  Relative clauses in English and Thai 

 ii. Interlanguage 

 iii. First and second language acquisition of English relative clauses 

 

2.1 Relative clauses in English and Thai 

 

 2.1.1 Definition of relative clauses 

 A relative clause (RC) is a subordinate or dependent clause which modifies a 

noun, a noun phrase (NP), and a pronoun. In English and Thai, relative clauses follow 
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the head noun or head NP they modify. Because of this noun or NP modification 

function, relative clauses are sometimes known as adjective clauses (Letourneau, 

2001). Occasionally a RC can also modify a sentence that precedes it (see more 

details in 2.1.2.4). RCs in English and Thai are introduced by a relative pronoun 

which helps link them to the main or matrix clause. 

  

 2.1.2 English relative clauses 

  2.1.2.1 Relative markers in English 

 A relative marker or relativizer is an element that introduces and links a 

relative clause to a main clause. There are eight relative markers in English: who, 

whom, which, whose, where, when, why, and that (Richards, 2002). 

 Specifically, English relativizers are of two types: 

 

(11) Relative pronouns: who, whom, which, whose, and that 

 a. A man who is concerned about global warming is doing his research in  

    Poland. 

 b. The students whom he met yesterday attend Durham University. 

 c. The dog which is sleeping near me belongs to Alex. 

 d. I know the boy whose bicycle was stolen. 

 e. Angels and Demons was a book that aroused considerable interest many  

    years ago. 

 

 Who and whom are the relative pronouns for persons, whereas which and that 

are used for things and animals. Still, that can be used to refer to persons as well in 

impersonal contexts such as definitions as in “A geologist is a person that studies the 
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composition of the earth.” (Master, 1996). Compared to who, the use of that sounds 

less formal (Azar, 2003). As for whose, it is the possessive relative determiner for 

persons as well as things (Swan, 2005).  

 

(12) Relative adverbs: where, when, and why 

 a. The building where she lives is very old. 

 b. I cannot forget the day when I first met him. 

 c. I understand the reason why Sarah came to Bangkok. 

 

 Where, when, and why are relative adverbs referring to a place, time, and a 

reason respectively. As mentioned earlier, relative adverbs were excluded from the 

present study. Only relative pronouns were investigated in detail. 

  

2.1.2.2 Grammatical functions of ERCs 

 ERCs bear the same range of grammatical functions as ordinary NPs. When 

they are combined with the head noun or head NP, their resulting functions are as 

follows: 

 

(13) Subjects 

a. [S The students who won the scholarship S] attend Durham University. 

 

 Direct objects 

 b. The professor introduced [DO his teaching assistant whom I had not known  

    before DO]. 
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 Indirect objects 

 c. She lent [IO her friend whom she loves IO] a camera. 

 

Objects of preposition/Obliques 

 d. The success of the project depends on [OPREP the strategies which are aimed  

     at maximizing the company’s profits OPREP]. 

 

Subjective complements 

e. Our mother is [SC a woman who always smiles to everyone SC]. 

 

Objective complements 

f. We elected him [OC the leader who would fight against the corruption of  

   some Ministers OC]. 

 

  2.1.2.3 Grammatical functions of English relative pronouns 

 Aside from the grammatical functions of the whole relative clause in the 

matrix clause, we can also examine the grammatical function of the relative pronoun 

within a RC. Relative pronouns in English can function differently. Who usually 

functions as a subject or object, whereas whom serves as an object. Whose is genitive. 

Which and that can be either a subject or an object (Swan, 2005). 

 

(14) Subject relative (SU)  

 a. The person who is hired for this position is in a meeting until 4:30. 
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Direct object relative (DO) 

 b. The candidate whom we hired for this position received her Ph.D. from  

     a well-known university University. 

 

 Indirect object relative (IO) 

 c. The author whom the committee had awarded the first prize was very proud. 

 

 Object-of-preposition relative (OPREP) 

d. The house which he lives in is very beautiful. (less formal) 

 e. The house in which he lives is very beautiful. (more formal) 

 

 Genitive/ possessive relative (GEN) 

 f. Rachel met the man whose house she wanted to buy. 

 

 Object-of-comparison relative (OCOMP) 

 g. She is the woman whom Mary is taller than. 

 

  2.1.2.4 Discourse functions of English relative markers 

 As can be seen earlier, the choice of relative marker is grammatically 

determined by the role of the gap or trace, e.g. subject, direct object, or indirect 

object, in the RC. For instance, whom and the zero relativizer are used only with 

object gaps. In addition, the choice among relativizers is also influenced by discoursal 

factors. Major discourse functions of English relative markers are listed below: 
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1. Elaboration 

 The relative pronoun which can help elaborate on the message in another 

preceding clause by giving more details or clarifying it in some way (Lock, 1996, p.  

255). This function is specific to non-restrictive relative clauses (to be discussed in 

2.1.2.5) only. 

 

(15) I managed to get two A’s and a B, which is not too bad, I reckon.  

          (Lock, 1996, p.255) 

 

 In (15), which refers to the whole preceding clause I managed to get two A’s 

and a B. In this case, which functions as a sentential relative pronoun because it 

modifies and elaborates on another clause. Furthermore, which in this context always 

requires a singular verb form. 

 

2. Linkage and RC marking 

 According to Sornhiran (1978), a relative marker can also serve as a linker 

which connects a RC to the antecedent. Meanwhile, it also functions as a RC marker 

indicating that the following clause is a RC. 

 

(16) The teacher greeted the boy who was reading a newspaper. 

 

 In (16), who acts as a relative linker which connects the RC who was reading 

a newspaper to its head the boy. At the same time, this relative word helps mark the 

RC status of the embedded clause. 
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3. Register markers 

 Relative markers in English are used differently in different registers. From 

the outstanding corpus findings by Biber, Johansson, Leech, Conrad, and Finegan 

(1999), who, which, and that are the most common relativizers across registers, 

compared with the remaining five. The relative markers which and that are the most 

common overall; however, they have notably different distributions across registers. 

In academic prose, which occurs with the most frequency. That is also common 

though with less frequency than which. In news and fiction, which and that both occur 

as relativizers with moderately high frequencies. Which is more common than that in 

news, while that is more common than which in fiction. In conversation, which is 

comparatively rare, whereas that is moderately common. 

 The register distribution of which and that reflects the stylistic associations of 

these forms. The relative pronouns beginning with wh- are often considered more 

literate and appropriate to careful language. That has a more colloquial flavor and is 

preferred in conversation and contemporary fiction (Biber et al., 1999, p. 612). 

 It is also intriguing to find that, in addition to serving as a relative marker, that 

can also function as a demonstrative pronoun, a demonstrative determiner, and a 

complementizer. Thus, when the RC head is a demonstrative pronoun, e.g. this, that, 

these, or those, the relativizer that is strongly dispreferred since it would result in a 

sequence of two identical or like elements. 

 

(17) I recognized a silence like that which pervades a church after a service.  

  (Biber et al, 1999, p.617) 
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 In (17), which is more preferable than that. Likewise, RCs with an indefinite 

pronoun as head have a strong preference for that, as opposed to which, as in (18). 

 

(18) It is just something that we can’t do, I’m afraid. (Biber et al, 1999, p. 617) 

 

 Also it is equally common for RCs with indefinite pronouns as head to have a 

zero relative marker, as in (19). 

 

(19)  I’ll give him anything ø he wants now. 

 

  2.1.2.5 Restrictive and non-restrictive RCs 

 RCs in English are divided into two major types: restrictive and non-

restrictive relative clauses. According to Letourneau (2001), restrictive relative 

clauses (RRCs) restrict the reference of the head NP through the information in the 

RC. RRCs are also known as defining relative clauses since they define or identify the 

head NP so as to differentiate it from other similar NPs. In this case, the head NP is 

usually indefinite (Master, 1996). RRCs are commonly found in definitions as in (20). 

 

(20) A thermometer is an instrument that measures temperature.  

      (Master, 1996, p. 257) 

 

 In (20), the RRC that measures temperature serves to differentiate the 

instrument called a thermometer from other instruments, such as a speedometer, a 

television, a computer, and so forth. The most obvious indicator of a RRC is the fact 

that it has no commas. Moreover, the complementizer that can be used in RRCs but 
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never in the other type called non-restrictive relative clauses. Another important point 

defining RRCs is an omission of a relative pronoun used as an object in a relative 

clause as in (21). 

 

(21) The couple really loved the boy (whom) they adopted. 

 

 Contrary to RRCs, non-restrictive relative clauses3 (NRCs), as the name 

implies, do not restrict the reference of the NP modified by them. They only supply 

extra information about that head NP whose referent is already known. Put 

differently, the head NP is definite. The meaning of a NRC could be clearer when 

contrasted with a similar RRC. 

 

(22) My uncle who lives in Texas is a psychologist. (RRC) 

(23) My uncle, who lives in Texas, is a psychologist. (NRC) 

 

(22) implies that the speaker has at least two uncles. The one living in Texas is 

a psychologist. On the other hand, (23) implies that the speaker has only one uncle, 

who happens to live in Texas. 

 Interestingly, the head NP of a NRC is often a proper noun as in (24). 

 

(24) The Eiffel Tower, which is the pride of Paris, was built in 1889. 

 

 Additionally, only wh-relativizers are permitted in NRCs; the use of that is 

never allowed in NRCs (Azar, 2003), as in (25). 

                                                 
3 They are also known as non-defining relative clauses (Master, 1996). 
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(25) *The Eiffel Tower, that is the pride of Paris, was built in 1889. 

 

 Further, a relative pronoun functioning as an object in a NRC is obligatory. 

That is, it cannot be deleted as in (26). 

 

(26) *All the children admire Ms Browns, ø her husband is very proud of. 

 

 It is clearly seen that NRCs are always set off by a comma or commas 

(Eastwood, 2005). Furthermore, in a NRC, as discussed earlier in 2.1.2.4, the relative 

pronoun which can also refer to the whole preceding clause (Swan, 2005), as shown in 

(27). 

 

(27) He got married again last year, which shocked his children. 

 

 Here which refers to the whole previous clause He got married again last 

year.  

 

 2.1.3 Thai Relative clauses  

 2.1.3.1 Relative markers in Thai 

 The most common and useful relative pronoun in Thai is thiî, which can be 

used to modify both animate and inanimate nouns in any function, while different 

pronouns in English are required according to particular types of head noun (human 

or non-human) and their functions (e.g. subject or object), as illustrated earlier 

(Suktrakul, 1975). 
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 Apart from thiî, Thai also has other relative pronouns, such as syN̂. The 

relative pronoun syN̂ is preferred for inanimate nouns or pronouns as in (28), though it 

can refer to any noun phrase. Not only does it occur in a formal or literary text, but it 

can also be used in everyday conversation (Iwasaki & Ingkaphirom, 2005). 

 

(28) khç&çN  syN̂ waaNju$u naj hç̂çN  ha &ajpaj 

 Something  which lay  in room  lost 

‘Something that was laid in the room was lost.’ 

 

 Additionally, syN̂ can  modify the whole preceding clause as in (29). 

 

(29) kha &w phaa de $gde $g  paj duu na &N  syN̂ 

 He take children to see movies  which 

 pen kaan   dii maâg 

 be consider  good very 

‘He took the children to the movies, which was considered very good.’ 

 

 The relative marker ?an generally refers to a noun phrase that is non-human. It 

is often used in written language (Suktrakul, 1975), as in (30).  

 

(30) kha &w haĵ bo$drian ?an miikhaâ kE$E  cha $$n 

 He give  lesson  which  valuable to  me 

‘He gave me a lesson, which was valuable.’ 
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  2.1.3.2 Grammatical functions of Thai RCs 

 According to Chumnilokasant (1968) and Suktrakul (1975), while RCs in 

English have aforementioned six different functions, Thai RCs have only four 

functions, short of a subjective complement and an objective complement, as follows: 

 

1. Modifying a subject 

(31) /S + RC/ + V 

/de $g  thîi  kamlaN ra @b raaNwan/ naâra@g  maâg 

 child who being  get prize  lovely  very 

‘The child, who is getting the prize, is very lovely.’ 

       (Suktrakul, 1975, p. 96) 

 

2. Modifying a direct object (DO) 

(32) S + V + /DO + RC/ 

cha &n kin /khano &m thiî khun haĵ/ lÊEw 

I eat sweets  which you  give already 

‘I have already eaten the sweets, which you gave me.’ 

       (Suktrakul, 1975, p. 100) 

 

3. Modifying an indirect object (IO) 

(33)  S + V + DO + /IO + RC/ 

khruu  c $a cE$Eg raaNwan /na @grian thiî rian dii/  

teacher  will give prize  student  who study well 

‘The teacher will give the prizes to the students who study well.’ 

       (Suktrakul, 1975, p. 101) 
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4. Modifying an object of preposition (OPREP) 

(34)  S + V + /P + OPREP + RC/ 

na &Nsy&y  ju$u bon /to? thîi ju$u troN mum-hç̂ çN/ 

book  be on table which be at corner-room 

‘The book is on the table, which is in the corner of the room.’ 

       (Suktrakul, 1975, p. 102 ) 

 

  2.1.3.3 Grammatical functions of relative pronouns in Thai 

 According to Sornhiran (1978), relative pronouns in Thai have grammatical 

functions as follows: 

 

(35) Subject 

na @grian thîi maa sa ‡aj pen lûukchaaj  khç‡çNcha ‡n 

student  who come late be son  my 

‘The student who came late is my son’ 

 

(36) Direct object 

na @grian thîi cha‡n  chç̂çb maa sa ‡aj 

student  whom    I like come  late 

‘The student whom I like came late.’ 

 

(37) Indirect object 

na @grian thîi cha‡n haĵ dinsç‡ç  ji@m kwaâN 

student  whom   I give pencil  smile broad 

‘The student whom I gave the book to smiled broadly.’ 
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  2.1.3.4 Discourse functions of Thai relative markers 

 Thai relative markers also have functions in the discourse level. The following 

functions are outlined based on the studies by Sornhiran (1978) and Suktrakul (1975). 

 

1. Linkage and RC marking 

 Similar to those in English, relative markers in Thai, i.e. thîi, syN̂, and an, all 

serve as invariant markers introducing the RC. Moreover, these markers link the 

following embedded clause, a RC, to the antecedent. 

 

(38) de òk thîi maa roNrian  sa ‡yy  … 

 child    REL come  school  late … 

 ‘The child who came to school late…’ 

 

In (38), the relative marker thîi introduces a RC, which is thîi maa roNrian 

sa‡yy, and it also connects this RC to its head deòk ‘child’. 

 

2. Elaboration 

 The relativizer sŷN can give more details or information regarding the previous 

clause (Suktrakul, 1975). In this way, syN̂, like which in English, refers to the whole 

preceding clause. 

 

(39) kha ‡w phaa de òkde òk  pajduu  naN syN̂ thamha ^y 

 He take children go see  movie which make 
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 cha ‡n phççjay 

 me pleased 

‘He took the children to the movie, which pleased me.’ 

 

In (39), syN̂  refers to the whole previous clause kha‡w phaa de òkde òk pajduu 

naN, connecting this to the proposition of the RC. 

 

3. Stylistic markers 

 Sornhiran (1978) suggests that the differences in the use among thîi, syN̂, and 

an are matters of style rather than syntax. Precisely, these differences depend on the 

degree of the formality of context. That is, thiî is generally used in all contexts, 

especially in conversation; sŷN, usually occurs in more formal situations, such as  

general writing, formal speech, or in situations where emphasis is needed. As for an, 

it conveys a formal tone and is often used in highly formal writing like religious texts 

or formal speech. 

 

(40) de òk  thîi / sŷN cha ‡n li@aN  maa…… 

 child REL  I  bring up come….. 

 ‘The child that I brought up …’   (Sornhiran, 1978, p. 177) 

 

(41) phe @t  thîi/ sŷN/an mii kha^a maha ‡asa ‡an 

 diamond REL  have  value tremendous 

 ‘the diamond that has tremendous value…’  (Sornhiran, 1978, p. 177) 
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 It seems that an is not supposed to be used in an informal context as in (40), 

while thiî, syN̂, and an can all be employed in a formal context like (41). 

 Moreover, it is discovered that sŷN  is usually selected when the antecedent is 

a proper name, as in (42). 

 

(42) no@p syN̂ pen hu‡ana ^ahç̂N… 

 Nop REL be class leader… 

 ‘Nop, who is the class leader...’   (Sornhiran, 1978, p. 177) 

 

All things considered, discourse functions represented by Thai relative 

markers are similar to those in English, especially in elaboration, linkage, and RC 

marking. Nevertheless, English relative markers are differently used in different 

registers, while Thai relative markers do have stylistically different uses. 

 

  2.1.3.5 Restrictive and non-restrictive RCs in Thai 

 Suktrakul (1975) suggests that in general non-restrictive relative clauses 

(NRCs) in Thai occur more often than restrictive relative clauses (RRCs). As can be 

seen earlier, the differences between RRCs and NRCs in English lie in the fact that 

NRCs in written language are set off by comma(s) from its head noun. Also either the 

use of the complementizer that or an omission of any relative marker is never 

allowed. Furthermore, English NRCs are distinguished by a pause in speech. In 

contrast, RRCs are not used with commas, and it is possible to use that. Moreover, a 

relative pronoun functioning as an object can be omitted. 
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 However, According to Suktrakul (1975), in Thai, RRCs and NRCs differ in 

that in RRCs a noun classifier is usually added so as to place emphasis on the 

preceding noun, pronoun, or noun phrase. Examples of RRCs and NRCs are given 

below. 

 

RRC (43) de $gphuûjiN khon  thîi maa myâwaanni @i pen  

  girl  (classifier) who come yesterday be 

  phiîsa&aw khç&çNcha &n 

  elder sister my 

‘The girl who came yesterday is my elder sister.’ 

       (Suktrakul, 1975, p. 106) 

 

RRC (44) pa $agka  daâm  thîi ju$u bon to@? 

  pen  (classifier) which be on desk 

  pen  khç&çNcha &n 

  be  my 

‘The pen which is on the desk is mine.’ 

       (Suktrakul, 1975, p. 107) 

 

NRC  (45) maalii  thîi maa myâwaanni @i pen  

  Malee  who come yesterday be 

  phiîsa&aw khç&çNcha &n 

  elder sister my 

‘Malee, who came yesterday, is my elder sister.’ 
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       (Suktrakul, 1975, p. 108) 

 

NRC (46) pa$agka  thîi ju$u bon to@? 

  pen  which be on desk 

  pen  khç&çNcha &n 

  be  my 

‘The pen, which is on the desk, is mine.’ 

       (Suktrakul, 1975, p. 108) 

 

  2.1.3.6 Deletion of Relative Pronouns in Thai 

 While a relative pronoun in English can be omitted when it functions as an 

object of an RRC, a relative pronoun in Thai can usually be left out in a NRC. The 

relative pronoun deletion applies to only three kinds of RCs. As for the NRC which 

comprises a proper noun as a head noun and a relative clause containing a relative 

pronoun + pen ‘be’ + NP, it is found that the relative pronoun together with be can be 

omitted (Sornhiran, 1978). 

 

(47) su$daa (thîi pen) luûgsa &aw naaj mii ca$ paj 

 Suda (who be) daughter Mr. Mee will go 

 kruNtêep 

 Bangkok 

‘Suda, who is Mr. Mee’s daughter, will go to Bangkok.’ 
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 In (47), the relative pronoun thiî and pen ‘be’ together can be deleted, but an 

omission of either element is not grammatical. This is similar to whiz-deletion in 

English, a rule that allows an omission of both a wh-relativizer and be in a RC, as in 

(48), (Letourneau, 2001, p. 331). 

 

(48) A person (who is) in your position can’t afford to negotiate aggressively. 

        (Letourneau, 2001, p.331) 

 

  2.1.3.7 Reduced RCs in Thai 

 The concept of reduced relative clauses has been discussed in a number of 

works on Thai RCs. Basically, reduced RCs as in (49) are equal in meaning to RCs 

with relativizers as in (50). 

 

(49) khon dii 

 person  good 

 ‘a good person’ 

 

(50) khon  thifli dii 

 person that  good 

 ‘a person that is good’ 

 

 According to Savetamalya (1989, 1996), a reduced RC, labeled in her work as 

a verbal RC, is identified by two major syntactic characteristics. First, it immediately 

follows its head. Second, it contains a missing NP that is coreferential with the head. 
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In (51), there is a missing subject NP in the reduced RCs ra@k ro@t, and it modifies the 

preceding noun khon. 

 

(51) khon ra@k  ro@t 

 person love  car 

 ‘a person who loves cars’   (Savetamalya, 1996, p. 634) 

 

 Savetamalya (1989) also suggests that reduced RCs in Thai cannot modify 

pronouns or proper nouns. 

 

(52) *cha ‡n chçflflçp th´´ [su‡ay] 

    I like you beautiful 

 

(53) * cha ‡n chçflflçp pu@k [su‡ay] 

    I like Puk beautiful 

       (Savetamalya, 1989, p. 75) 

 

 (52) is ungrammatical since the reduced RCs su‡ay is used to modify the 

pronoun th´´. In (53), the reduced RC su‡ay modifying the proper noun pu@k causes 

ungrammaticality as well. 

 Kuno and Wongkhomthong (1981) propose two semantic characteristics of 

reduced Thai RCs. First, they are compositional in meaning. That is, the meaning of 

reduced RCs can be predicted from their elements, while the meaning of compound 

nouns, which are very similar in form to reduced RCs, cannot. For instance, the 
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meaning of the reduced RC in (51) is ‘a person who loves cars’, whereas khon-kha›p-

ro@t, which is a compound noun, refers to ‘a driver’ rather than ‘a person who drives a 

car’. The second semantic characteristic lies in the fact that reduced RCs as in (54) 

give general description, general characterization, or general evaluation to its head. In 

contrast, RCs with relativizers as in (55) provide the head with personal judgement or 

evaluation. 

 

(54) khon [phuflut phaasa‡a /aNkri›t    ke ›N] ma @k ca ›        pen khon  

 person speak language English   well frequently be person 

 hu‡a-dii 

 head-good 

‘A person who (people in general think) speaks English well is frequently  

clever.’ 

                (Kuno & Wongkhomthong, 1981, p. 215) 

 

(55) mi flawaanni @i pho‡m c´´ khon [thi fli phu flut phaasa‡a /aNkri›t     

 yesterday I meet person REL speak language  English 

ke ›N] 

 well 

‘Yesterday I met a person who (I think) speaks English well.’ 

                (Kuno & Wongkhomthong, 1981, p. 215) 

 

 Prasithrathsint (2000) also proposes another semantic characteristic of a 

reduced RC in Thai. A reduced RC is employed when the concepts expressed by the 
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head and the RC are semantically related, while a RC with a relativizer is used when 

the two concepts are distant. 

 

(56) phra @/ [dii] mii ma flak tE›E coon [thi fli dii] mii nç@çy 

 monk good have many but thief REL good have few 

‘There are many good monks but few good thieves.’ 

       (Prasithrathsint, 2000, p. 260) 

 

 In (56), the concept of the head phra@/ ‘monk’ is essentially positive and its 

concept is semantically close to the verb dii ‘good’ in the RC. Thus, a reduced RC is 

used here. On the other hand, the concept of the head coon ‘thief’ is typically negative 

and distant from the meaning of dii, so an ordinary RC with a relativizer is selected. 

 Another observation on semantic characteristics of reduced RCs is made by 

Kullavanijaya (2006), who remarks that the head modified by a reduced RC is 

indefinite, but that modified by a RC with a relativizer is definite. In (55), the head 

khon ‘person’ is definite since the referent of the head is already presupposed in the 

speaker’s thought. Therefore, a normal RC with a relative marker is used. However, 

in (54), the speaker has no particular referent in his/her mind, so a reduced RC is 

suitable in this context. 

 Yaowapat and Prasithrathsint (2006) also argue that the noun modifier dii 

‘good’ in the construction khon dii in (49) is considered a RC known as a reduced RC, 

which is introduced by a verb and there appears no relativizer in this type of RC. It is 

regarded as a RC because it shares three universal characteristics of RCs in general. 

First of all, it follows the head which it modifies. In (49), dii follows the head khon. 

Second, the reduced RC, as in (49), contains a gap coreferential with the modified 
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noun, where the gap is in the subject position like the head. Third, the coreferential 

gap can function as subject, direct object, oblique, or possessor. 

 Nevertheless, reduced RCs differ syntactically from normal RCs in three 

principal ways. First, a reduced RC begins with a verb, e.g. the verb ra@k in the 

reduced RC ra@k ro@t in (51), repeated here for convenience, while a normal RC is 

introduced by a relativizer.   

 

(51) khon ra@k  ro@t 

 person love  car 

 ‘a person who loves cars’   (Savetamalya, 1996, p. 634) 

 

The second difference is a reduced RC always has to be placed adjacent to the 

head. In (51), the reduced RC ra@k ro@t appears next to the head khon. In contrast, a 

normal RC and its head can sometimes be separated by some elements such as the 

prepositional phrase nai baân ‘inside house’ in the RC khon nai baân thii ra@k ro@t ‘a 

person in the house who loves cars’. This prepositional phrase occurs between the 

head khon and the reduced RC thii ra@k ro@t. Finally, unlike a normal RC, a reduced RC 

can never have a coreferential gap functioning as an indirect object.  

 

2.2 Interlanguage (IL) 

The term interlanguage was coined by Larry Selinker (1972) to refer to the 

linguistic system evidenced when adult second-language learners make an attempt to 

express meanings in the language being learned or the target language. The 

interlanguage is regarded as a separate linguistic system which is different from both 
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the learners’ NL and the TL, yet this system is somehow linked to the NL and the TL 

by interlingual identifications in the perception of the learners (Tarone, 2006). 

 

 2.2.1 Origins of the concept of interlanguage 

 Before the introduction of the notion of interlanguage, Contrastive Analysis 

(CA) had gained a lot of popularity among language researchers and linguists. 

According to Lado (1957), both similarities and differences between NL and TL  are 

very important for second language acquisition in that such similarities are believed to 

facilitate learners’ TL acquisition. If NL and TL share some similar linguistic 

features, then it should be easy for learners to master those features in TL as a result 

of positive transfer from NL. On the other hand, when NL and TL are very much 

different, learners are expected to have difficulty in acquiring TL. Due to the 

differences between NL and TL, CA is claimed to have its predictive power. In other 

words, it is said to be able to predict the area of difficulty or problems that could arise 

in TL learning (Ellis, 1987). 

 However, many scholars began to question the predictability of CA as they 

had often noticed its flaws. That is, some potential errors or problems predicted by 

CA did not occur in reality. In addition, several errors that actually arise were not 

anticipated by CA. Some even argued that CA was not supported by reference to 

“data obtained from the systematic study of learner language itself, but usually only to 

utterances which contrastive analysts happened to have noticed and remembered.” 

(Tarone, 2006, p. 747). Furthermore, it was likely that these analysts tended to notice 

data that CA predicted and ignore data that did not fit CA. Learners’ utterances that 

represented L1 transfer were taken into account or quoted, while those not providing 

evidence of such transfer went unnoticed. 
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 The decline in popularity of CA gave rise to Error Analysis (EA), an 

enterprise born of the attempt to validate the predictions of CA through systematically 

gathering and analyzing the speech and writing of second language learners (Tarone, 

2006). For EA, the focus is on the systematic observation of learners’ language as EA 

is viewed as a tool for scientific study that could reveal the real problems of second-

language learners. According to Corder (1981), not only do learners’ errors stem form 

L1 transfer, but they could also have an origin in the complexity of the target 

language itself. Moreover, the errors might come from other strategies employed by 

learners in TL learning. Richards (1980) classified different types of errors based on 

different processes learners use to simplify their learning, such as overgeneralization, 

simplification, developmental errors, communication-based errors, induced errors, 

and errors as avoidance. 

 It was Corder (1981), who firstly suggested that secondlanguage learners, in 

learning TL, do not start with their NL but rather with a universal built-in syllabus 

which guides them in the development of their own linguistic system referred to as 

transitional competence. This kind of competence is different from the learners’ NL 

or TL since it probably begins with a universal grammar. Corder also remarked that 

errors found in TL learning show the idiosyncratic linguistic system learners are 

creating, aiming to reach TL competence. The transitional competence had been in 

many scholars’ consideration and had been developed through time until a more 

popular and acceptable term interlanguage was introduced by Selinker (1972), who 

argued that the interlanguage hypothesis is intended to bring about systematic 

research on the development of the language created by adult L2 learners. 

Interlanguage is also aimed at identifying L2 learners’ psycholinguistic processes that 

shape their language, explaining how learners form interlingual identifications across 
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linguistic systems, and accounting for the problems that tend to occur to L2 learners 

or even make them stop learning (Tarone, 2006). 

 

 2.2.2 Defining interlanguage 

 Selinker (1972) defines interlanguage as the separate linguistic system 

evidenced when adult L2 learners try to express meaning in a language they are in the 

process of learning. This linguistic system includes almost all aspects of human 

language, such as phonology, morphology, syntax, lexicon, and pragmatics. The 

interlanguage differs from both the NL and the TL of learners. First, interlanguage is 

generally considered as characteristic of adult L2 learners only. Unlike children, 

adults are believed to have passed puberty and are not supposed to be able to employ 

the language acquisition device (LAD). 

 According to Selinker (1972), adult L2 learners, since they have passed 

puberty, are inclined not to become successful in developing a linguistic system to the 

level achieved by child learners. Moreover, interlanguage of adult learners could enter 

into the stage of fossilization, a process in which the learners interlanguage stops 

developing permanently. Fossilization is one of the key factors that distinguish the 

development of interlanguage from the process of L1 development (Mclaughlin, 

1987). 

 Selinker (1972) also states that interlanguage is the product of five central 

cognitive processes involved in second language learning: 

 

a. Language transfer: It is claimed that learners’ first language plays such a 

major role that some linguistic features from L1 transfer to the learners’ 

interlanguage. This process corresponds to what contrastive analysts 
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primarily rely on when comparing and contrasting the systems of L1 and 

L2. For instance, Chinese learners of English in learning English relative 

clauses may be believed to transfer their head-final property into their 

production of English RCs, which are head-initial. 

 

b. Transfer of training: This can be seen when L2 learners apply rules they 

have previously learned from instructors or textbooks. This strategy may 

work on some occasion; however, sometimes errors can occur as a result 

of learners’ misunderstanding of some L2 rules. 

 

c. Strategies of L2 learning: These strategies are used by L2 learners who 

have conscious attempt to master the TL. For instance, they may use 

mnemonics to remember target vocabulary in L2 or to remember textbook 

dialogues. Such strategies are often successful, but they can result in errors 

as well. 

 

d. Strategies of L2 communication: When the interlanguage system seems 

inadequate or unequal to a situation, learners may employ these strategies 

to resolve communication problems. That is to say, those who find that the 

linguistic item they need is not available can use such communicative 

strategies to get the meaning across. For this reason, the linguistic forms 

and patterns used in such attempts may become permanent parts of the 

learners’ interlanguage. For example, when a learner does not know the 

English word for a calculator, he or she may attempt to describe it using 
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words like ‘It is a small machine with numbers.” so that the meaning can 

be imparted to the interlocutor. 

 

e. Overgeneralization of TL rules: Overgeneralization can occur when 

learners have not internalized all the rules in TL. This means they have 

learned a TL rule without being aware of all the exceptions to it, thus 

possibly committing errors through overgeneralizing the rule. For 

example, a beginner-level learner may attach the suffix –ed to the verb 

pay, resulting in payed without being aware that the correct form of this 

irregular verb is paid. 

 

Subsequent studies were undertaken to provide evidence showing that all of 

these five cognitive processes could affect the construction of learners’ interlanguage. 

 

2.2.3 Revised interlanguage hypothesis 

 There have been some modifications and expansions of the concept of 

interlanguage since it was firstly proposed in 1972, although the central claims of the 

Interlanguage Hypothesis remain basically unchanged. First of all, with respect to the 

original interlanguage hypothesis, this term applied only to adult L2 learners.  

Nonetheless, research done later on indicates that children in language immersion 

programs may also produce an interlanguage. Researchers can observe these 

children’s fossilized linguistic systems with considerable influence from L1 transfer. 

The second revision of the interlanguage hypothesis concerns the influence of 

universal grammar (UG) on the development of interlanguage. In the early period of 

the introduction of the term interlanguage, it was regarded as not a natural language 
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since it can fossilize and evidence NL transfer. Thus, it has nothing to do with UG 

(Selinker, 1972). Adjemian (1976), however, opposed to this notion, stating that 

interlanguage is a natural language, and as a natural language, interlanguage has to 

conform to language universals. 

 The third modification lies in the fact that interlanguage development seems to 

vary in different social contexts or discourse domains. Tarone (2006, p. 751) suggests 

that learners can produce “a significantly more fluent, grammatical, and transfer-free 

interlanguage in some social contexts than in others”. L2 learners may show more 

fluency and grammaticality in discussion of a topic with which they are more familiar 

than another. Furthermore, key processes such as fossilization may be more 

prominent for learners in one context than in another. 

 Fourth, it was proposed by early interlanguage scholars such as Selinker 

(1972) that fossilization is inevitable, which means that it is nearly impossible for 

adult L2 learners to achieve native-like competence in TL. Nevertheless, scholars who 

argue that fossilization is caused by sociolinguistic forces also remark that 

fossilization is not unavoidable. Therefore, learners are thought to be able to continue 

learning the TL until their production and perception are indistinguishable from those 

of native speakers (Cohen, 1990). 

 

 2.2.4 Interlanguage hypothesis in relation to Universal Grammar 

  2.2.4.1 Universal Grammar in L1 acquisition   

 According to Chomsky (1981, 1986), all children are claimed to be capable of 

acquiring their mother tongue through language acquisition device (LAD), supposedly 

equipped in their brain from birth. Chomsky proposed the concept of Universal 

Grammar (UG) to account for native-speaker knowledge of language and for the 
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acquisition of such knowledge. With UG, native speakers of any language are 

believed to be able to recognize grammaticality, ambiguity, and semantic well-

formedness in their language. UG, in fact, is the innate component which functions as 

LAD; UG comprises an abstract set of principles and parameters which serve to 

define the core aspects of all natural languages. The child in the L1 linguistic 

environment is born equipped with UG. The L1 linguistic input to the child interacts 

with UG to constitute the core grammar of the child’s L1. 

 UG includes invariant principles, which are generally true across languages, as 

well as parameters, which allow for variation from language to language. Grammars 

of children and adults conform to the principles and parameters of UG. For child 

language acquisition, UG forms the child’s initial state, where the child is equipped 

with basic linguistic knowledge before being exposed to any input. Then the primary 

language data come to assist the child in determining the precise form that the 

grammar must take. With the input, a language-specific lexicon is built up and 

parameters of UG are set to values suitable for the language the child is acquiring. It 

should be noted that the grammar of the child’s L1 can be restructured over the course 

of time when they are exposed to different properties of the input. Finally, in due 

course, the child reaches a steady state grammar for the native language (White, 2003, 

p. 2). 

 

2.2.4.2 Universal Grammar and interlanguage in L2 acquisition 

 In second language acquisition (SLA), L2 learners are also confronted with a 

similar task as L1 acquirers do. That is, L2 learners need to arrive at a system 

accounting for L2 input. Furthermore, they also face a logical problem of language 

acquisition; there are abstract, complex, and subtle properties of L2 grammar which 
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are underdetermined by L2 input. This means that L2 input alone is not sufficient for 

learners to induce all the L2 linguistic rules from. Because of this, they must also 

depend upon universal principles of UG, with which they have already been equipped. 

This fact is strongly indicative of UG principles constraining interlanguage (IL) 

grammar, parallel to the situation in L1 acquisition (Braidi, 1999). 

 However, Bley-Vroman (1990) and Schachter (1990) argue that, unlike L1 

acquirers, L2 learners already have a means of representing language, namely the 

grammar of their native language. Accordingly, there might be no problem of 

underdetermination. In other words, if L2 learners show the relevant kind of 

unconscious linguistic knowledge, probably it may be the case that they are drawing 

on their L1 grammar rather than UG. 

In order to demonstrate that L2 learners’ IL grammar is really constrained by 

UG principles, two conditions are necessarily to be met. First, the phenomenon being 

investigated must be underdetermined by the L2 input. That is to say, it cannot be 

something that could be acquired by observation of the L2 input, including statistical 

inferencing based on frequency of occurrence or on the basis of analogy. Second, the 

phenomenon must also be underdetermined by L1 so that transfer of any properties 

from L1 cannot be attributed to as an explanation of any knowledge that L2 learners 

attain (White, 2003). 

 

2.3 First and second language acquisition of English relative clauses 

  A great number of studies so far have been dedicated to an investigation of 

child language acquisition of RCs both in terms of comprehension (e.g. Brown, 1971; 

Sheldon, 1974, 1977; Flynn & Lust, 1980; Hakuta, 1981; Correa, 1982; Labelle, 

1996; Schuele & Nicholls, 2000; McKee & MaDaniel, 2001; Eisenberg, 2002; Diessel 
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& Tomasello, 2005) and production (e.g. Menyuk, 1969; Limber, 1973, 1976; Slobin, 

1986; Dasinger & Toupin, 1994; Jisa & Kern, 1998). 

 In addition, the difficulties that L2 learners are confronted with when learning 

English relative clauses (ERCS) are so inspiring that many research studies have been 

carried out to find an explanation for the problems as well as for L2 acquisition of 

ERCs. Scholars have tried to propose linguistic universals which predict acquisition 

and difficulty order (e.g. Kuno, 1974; Keenan & Comrie, 1977; Hamilton, 1994), 

whereas some have discovered the impact of learners’ L1 on ERC acquisition (e.g. 

Chiang, 1981; Gass, 1984; Yip & Matthews, 1991, 2006, 2007). There have also been 

studies on how instruction of some RC types can influence learners’ acquisition by 

enabling them to acquire uninstructed less marked types (e.g. Gass, 1981, 1982; 

Doughty, 1988, 1991; Hamilton, 1994). 

 

 2.3.1 L2 RC acquisition theories supported by those in L1 

  2.3.1.1 The Perceptual Difficulty Hypothesis (PDH) 

  Formulated by Kuno (1974), the Perceptual Difficulty Hypothesis, which is 

based on perceptual considerations of the human memory system, predicts that center 

embedded RCs are more perceptually difficult to process than right or left4 embedded 

RCs. Such difficulty lies in the fact that center-embedded RCs as in (57) are inserted 

and thus interrupt the processing of the matrix sentence, whereas right-embedded RCs 

as in (58) are easier since they occur at the end of the sentence and this means there is 

no interruption. 

 

 

                                                 
4 It should be noted  that left embedded RCs are irrelevant in the case of English, so it is not further 
discussed here. 
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(57)  center-embedded RCs 

 The cheese that the rat ate was rotten. 

 

(58)  right-embedded RCs 

 The rat ate the cheese that was rotten. 

 

 The prediction made by the PDH is that, no matter what the RC is, sentences 

with RCs embedded in the matrix subject position are more difficult than sentences 

with RCs embedded in the matrix object position. Many studies on L2 acquisition of 

ERCs found support for the PDH (e.g. Ioup & Kruse, 1977; Schumann, 1980; Izumi, 

2003). 

 The PDH is really consistent with the noninterruption hypothesis in L1 

acquisition, which posits that an intervening element can easily exceed the hearer’s or 

speaker’s memory span, especially when the intervening element is a complex 

grammatical unit such as a center-embedded relative clause (Diessel, 2004). 

 Generally the structure of RCs can be characterized by two main features: (i) 

the syntactic role of the matrix clause element functioning as the head of the RC; and 

(ii) the syntactic role of the gap, i.e. the element that is relativized within the RC. 

When put together, these two features result in four types of RC constructions 

(Diessel &Tomasello, 2005): 

 

1. SS-relatives: the matrix clause subject is modified by a RC including a subject gap 

(59)  The dog that __  jumps over the pig bumps into the lion. 
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2. SO-relatives: the matrix clause subject is modified by a RC including an object gap 

(60)  The lion that the horse bumps into __  jumps over the tiger. 

 

3. OS-relatives: the matrix clause object is modified by a RC including a subject gap 

(61)   The pig bumps into the horse that __  jumps over the tiger 

 

4. OO-relatives: the matrix clause object is modified by a RC including an object gap 

(62)  The dog stands on the horse that the tiger jumps over __ . 

 

 According to the noninterruption hypothesis, difficulties become greater for 

children to process RCs that interrupt the matrix clause than those that follow it. That 

is, SS- and SO- relatives, which are center-embedded relatives, are more difficult than 

OS- and OO- relatives, which are right-branching ones. This noninterruption 

hypothesis is consistent with one of Slobin’s (1973) operating principles. Both have a 

similar notion in that 

 

Processing a discontinuous grammatical unit involves holding an incomplete 

parse in working memory while interpreting (or constructing) the intervening 

element. This can exceed the hearer’s (or speaker’s) memory span… 

        (Diessel, 2004, p. 118) 

 

 Many studies (e.g. Brown, 1971; Correa, 1982; Roth, 1984; Clancy et al, 

1986; Kidd & Bavin, 2002) found that children are inclined to misinterpret center-

embedding RCs more often than they do with RCs that are right-branching or even 

left-branching (e.g. Japanese, Korean). 
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  2.3.1.2 The SO Hierarchy Hypothesis (SOHH) 

 This hypothesis, proposed by Hamilton (1994), posits an implicational 

relationship among four types of RC sentences which differ in the followings: 

 

a) The positioning in the matrix clause of the noun serving as the head of the RC 

(The noun in question is usually referred to as the head noun or antecedent.) 

b) The role of the NP relativized in the RC  

 

Hamilton also proposes a unified motivation for the SO (subject-object) 

hierarchy based on the notion of processing discontinuity (O’Grady, 1999). 

Processing difficulty is defined in two major ways. One is the discontinuity 

created by the center embedding of a RC in the matrix clause as in (63). 

 

(63)  The giraffe which is eating cherries looked at the zebra. 

 

 The other is a discontinuity produced by phrasal boundaries within the RC 

that separate the relative pronoun and the wh-trace created by relativization, as 

illustrated in (64). 

 

(64)  Jane fed the dogi [CP whichi [IP we [VP saw ti ]]]. 

 

 In (59), two discontinuities are caused by two phrasal boundaries, VP and IP, 

which separate the relative pronoun which from its trace ti. 

The order of difficulty predicted by the SOHH is determined by the number of 

the whole discontinuities in the structure. Such order of difficulty is as follows: 
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OS      >        OO/SS  >  SO5 

 

 This order demonstrates that OS is easier to understand and acquire than OO, 

which is as difficult as SS. SO is considered the most difficult. 

 The OS sentence, as in (61), is expected to be the easiest to process since it has 

just one discontinuity in the RC. The OO, as in (62), is supposed to be more difficult 

than the OS as it consists of two discontinuities: a discontinuous S and a 

discontinuous VP. The SS, as in (59), is claimed to be as difficult as the OO since 

both contain two discontinuities. Unlike the OO, one of the discontinuities of the SS is 

within the RC and the other is created by the center embedding in the matrix clause. 

Of all the four RC types, the SO, as in (60), is viewed as the most difficult type 

because it is made up of three discontinuities: two within the RC and the other caused 

by the center embedding of the RC in the matrix clause. 

 Furthermore, object-of-preposition (OPREP) relatives can also be considered 

in the SOHH. This RC type itself is assumed to have three discontinuities as in (65). 

 

(65)  The man [CP whoi [IP we [VP thought [pp about ti]]]]. 

 

Additionally, if a RC like the one in (65) is placed in the matrix subject 

position of a sentence as in (66), there will be four levels of discontinuity, including 

the one created by the center embedding of the RC. 

 

(66)  The man [CP whoi [IP we [VP thought [pp about ti]]]] suddenly emerged at the 

party. 

                                                 
5 > means ‘is easier than’;  / means ‘is as difficult as’ 
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In (66), apart from center embedding, there are three phrasal boundaries, 

namely, IP, VP, and PP, separating the relative pronoun from its trace. These create 

four discontinuities in total. 

In contrast, if this RC appears in the matrix object position, there will be three 

levels of discontinuity, all created within the RC itself as in (67). 

 

(67) We saw the man [CP whoi [IP we [VP thought [pp about ti]]]. 

 

In (67), three discontinuities are found since there are three phrasal 

boundaries: IP, VP, and PP. 

Furthermore, when OPREP is taken into consideration, the OOPREP (OPREP 

placed in the matrix object position) is placed at the same difficulty level as the SO 

and the SOPREP (OPREP placed in the matrix subject position) at a higher level of 

difficulty than the SO and OPREP. At this point, including the OPREP relatives, the 

revised order of difficulty will be: 

 

OS > OO/ SS > SO / OOPREP > SOPREP 

 

 This states that OS is easier than OO, which is as difficult as SS. SO is more 

difficult than SS but is as difficult as OOPREP, which is in turn easier than SOPREP. 

According to Hamilton (1994), the SOHH is considered a language universal 

that can be used as a predictor of difficulty and developmental order in second 

language acquisition. His study on adult L2 learners found support for the SOHH. 

Also, Izumi (2003)’s study on processing difficulty in comprehension and production 

of RCs by ESL learners who are university students in the United States reveals that 
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its results also conform to the predictions by the SOHH, although its predictions 

become less reliable in relation to OPREP relatives. 

 The SOHH is in fact consistent with two first language acquisition hypotheses: 

the noninterruption hypothesis, which has already been mentioned in 2.3.1.1, and the 

filler-gap hypothesis. 

 The filler-gap hypothesis postulates that the processing load of RCs is 

determined by the varying distance between the filler, i.e. the head of the RC, and the 

gap, i.e. the relativized element. A RC including a subject gap, as in (68) and (69), is 

interpreted more easily than that with an object gap, as in (70) and (71), since, for a 

subject gap, the distance between the filler and the gap is minimal. That is, the filler 

and the gap is interrupted only by a relative pronoun or the complementizer that. 

 

(68) SS: NPi [that __ i V NP] V NP 

 The dogi [that __ i chased the cat] saw the rat. 

 

(69) OS: NP V NPi [that __i V NP] 

 Jones liked the dogi [that __ i chased the cat]. 

 

 On the other hand, in RCs with an object gap, the filler and the gap are 

separated by the relative word, the subject, and the verb, as in (65) and (66). 

 

(70) SO: NPi [that NP V __i] V NP 

 The cati [that the dog chased __i] ate fish. 

(71) OO: NP V NPi [that NP V __i] 

 Janet liked the cati [that the dog chased __i]. 



 

 

59

 

 According to Wanner and Maratsos (1978), it is difficult for the human 

processor to keep the filler in working memory until it encounters the gap. This means 

one might forget what the filler is if it is very far from the gap. Gibson (1998) also 

remarks that the longer the processor has to retain unintegrated information, the more 

difficult the RC is to parse because the information of the filler may be lost before the 

gap is reached. In addition to the distance between the filler and the gap, the degree of 

embeddedness of the gap is also important. There is, in fact, a correlation between the 

filler-gap distance and the degree of embeddedness. The longer the distance, the more 

deeply embedded the gap. Hawkins (1994, 1999) states that the number of nodes 

being processed so as to recognize all elements between the filler and the gap 

determines the processing load of RCs. This is definitely in line with SOHH in that 

high number of phrasal boundaries, e.g. VP, IP, or PP, makes a RC more difficult to 

read and comprehend. 

 Another support for the filler-gap hypothesis stems from children’s use of 

pronominal reflexes or resumptive pronouns in RCs. It has been observed by a 

number of studies (e.g. Labelle, 1996; Goodluck & Stojanovic, 1997; McKee & 

McDaniel, 2001; Diessel, 2004; Diessel & Tomasello, 2000, 2005) that young 

children frequently insert a resumptive pronoun in the place of the gap, as in (72) and 

(73). 

 

(72) * Here is the girli [CP whoi [IP the boy borrowed a ball [PP from heri]]]. 

(73) * I hurt my fingeri [CP thati [IP Thomas stepped [PPon iti ]]]. 
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 Diessel (2004) suggests that the use of a resumptive pronoun seems to 

correlate with the degree of embeddedness. The more deeply embedded the 

relativized element, the more likely the occurrence of a resumptive pronoun. 

 When the distance between the filler and the gap is concerned, it is advisable 

that the concept of subjacency, in addition to the filler-gap hypothesis, be discussed 

here in detail. According to Braidi (1999), subjacency is a UG (Universal Grammar) 

principle that controls wh-movement in two ways: a) the limitation in terms of 

distance that a wh-element can move across phrase or clause boundaries, and b) the 

types of structures out of which a wh-element can be moved, e.g. embedded wh-

questions, relative clauses, and complement clauses. Whether a movement of a wh-

element will lead to ungrammaticality or not depends on the type and number of 

syntactic boundaries that are crossed. These syntactic boundaries mark the boundaries 

of different types of syntactic structures, e.g. clause boundaries (IP), complementizer 

boundaries (CP), noun-phrase boundaries (NP), and prepositional-phrase boundaries 

(PP). 

 While the filler-gap hypothesis states that the more the distance between the 

filler and the gap is, the more difficult it becomes for the reader’s understanding, it 

does not determine how far the gap from the filler that makes a sentence 

ungrammatical. In contrast, subjacency condition clearly specifies the grammatical 

boundary for a wh-element to be moved. In English, subjacency prohibits a wh-

element from moving across more than one bounding node in a single step, where 

bounding nodes in English are IP and DP (Ouhalla, 1999, p. 262). 

 

(74) [CP Which car i did [IP you think [ti (that) [IP John would fix  ti ]]]]?  
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     (Ouhalla, 1999, p.262). 

 

(74) is grammatical since the wh-element which car moves out of an IP first 

and then makes another move across another IP to the beginning of the sentence. 

 

 

(75) *[CP Which car i have [ IP you met [NP someone who [IP can fix ti ]]]? 

                               

    (Ouhalla, 1999, p. 262). 

 

In (75), the wh-element which car, when it moves out of the first IP, has no 

site to rest, so it has to go across NP and another IP to the current position. Crossing 

three bounding nodes at a time violates subjacency requirements, making (70) 

ungrammatical. 

 However, there are parametric differences between languages which relate to 

the types of boundaries that count as barriers to movement for each language. While 

the extraction of a wh-element out of IP is not allowed in English, French does permit 

this type of movement, as in (76). 

 

(76) Combien i [IP as tu vu [NP ti [PP de personnes]]]? 

‘How many did you see (of) people?’ 

       (Braidi, 1999, p. 58) 
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 The wh-element in (76) combien ‘how many’ has moved out of NP and IP, 

two bounding nodes, in a single step; nevertheless, unlike English, this is not 

considered ungrammatical in French. It seems that subjacency is language-specific. 

 Schachter (1989, 1990) tested the subjacency principle by eliciting 

grammaticality judgments from native speakers of Indonesian, Chinese, Korean, and 

Dutch learning English. The study aimed at examining the presence of subjacency 

effects in the L2 grammar of English learners from different language backgrounds. 

The native languages of the participants differ in requirements on subjacency. In 

Korean, there is no evidence of subjacency, so no extraction is permitted at all. In 

Chinese and Indonesian, there is some evidence of subjacency even though in both of 

these languages wh-movement is more limited than in English. That is, Chinese does 

not have wh-movement but exhibits relative pronoun extractions out of complex DPs 

and sentential subjects, whereas Indonesian allows extractions out of sentential 

subjects, relative clauses, and embedded questions. In Dutch, subjacency restrictions 

are much the same as in English. Dutch speakers are, in other words, constrained by 

the principle of subjacency (Cook & Newson, 2007). 

 Schachter proposed in her work that UG is not directly accessible and it 

should be evident in the L2 when it is present in the L1. In support of this proposition, 

she found that the native languages of the learners had the greatest impact on their 

ability to detect subjacency violations. That is to say, the Dutch speakers exhibited 

little knowledge of subjacency violations, with the Chinese and Indonesian ones 

falling somewhere in the middle (i.e. the speakers of Chinese and Indonesian seemed 

to have slightly more awareness of subjacency violations than the Dutch speakers). 

 Johnson and Newport’s study (1991) revealed a relationship between the 

duration of L2 exposure and subjacency violation acceptance. The participants of the 
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study were adult Chinese in the United States, who were first exposed to L2 at 

different ages, ranging from age 4 to adulthood. They were tested on a grammaticality 

judgment task involving ungrammatical subjacency violations. It was discovered that 

the higher the length of residence in the United States and the greater the extent of 

their contact with English as L2, the more they rejected subjacency violations. This 

means those who came to the United States at the young age had better English 

proficiency than those who came as adults. The adult learners tended to accept 

sentences with subjacency violations. Johnson and Newport conclude that subjacency 

is subject to a maturational decline and that ultimate attainment of adult learners is 

essentially different from that of child learners. The adult learners’ interlanguage 

grammar tolerates violation of universal constraints such as subjacency (White, 2003). 

 

 2.3.2 L2 RC acquisition and language typology 

  2.3.2.1 Defining language typology 

 Human languages around the world are claimed to have some properties or 

features in common. In spite of some differences among these languages, they are all 

recognized as representing an underlying unity to human languages. This has been an 

inspiration for linguists who are concerned directly with the discovery of such unity 

through studying the structural variation found in the languages of the world. The 

linguistic investigation as such gave rise to a study of language typology (Song, 

2001). 

 According to Whaley (1997), language typology or linguistic typology refers 

to “the classification of languages or components of languages based on shared formal 

characteristics” (Whaley, 1997, p. 7). Linguistic typologists need to begin with 

identifying a phenomenon to be studied. Then they are supposed to classify the 
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phenomenon, depending upon cross-linguistic comparison. That is, they have to 

gather data on such a language phenomenon from a representative sample of the 

world languages. The data should be drawn from an adequately large number of 

different languages, especially from genetically distinct language families, so that it 

will be possible to make some generalizations on the findings. For example, a cross-

linguistic typological study of word order based upon world language reveals six 

possible basic word orders: SOV, SVO, VSO, VOS, OVS, and OSV6. Further 

investigations indicate that SOV and SVO are the most common (Croft, 1990). 

 The aforementioned word orders, SOV and SVO, occur statistically 

significantly and thus are considered structural tendencies in human language. In 

linguistic typology, whatever statistically significant patterns or tendencies found in 

world languages are referred to as language universals (Croft, 1990). Typologically 

speaking, language universals are of four types, based on two parameters: (i) absolute 

vs. non-absolute (ii) implicational vs. non-implicational. Absolute universals are 

exceptionless. For instance, all languages allow changing an affirmative sentence into 

a negative one. Non-absolute universals or universal tendencies, as the name implies, 

are not without exceptions, e.g. the preponderance of SOV and SVO word orders in 

the languages of the world (Moravcsik, 1997). 

 Implicational universals work when one property implies that of another. An 

example of this type of universal is a verb-initial language, e.g. VSO or VOS, which 

implies an existence of prepositions. Implicational universals will be thoroughly 

discussed later when NPAH is concerned. In contrast, non-implicational universals do 

not involve the prediction of property x on the basis of property y. The abundance of 

                                                 
6 S = subject V = verb  O = object 
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SOV word order is an example of such universal since it does not imply any property 

(Croft, 1990). 

 It is found that linguistic typologists first need typological classification so as 

to discover language universals. For this reason, language typology is said to “provide 

material for establishing language universals” (Mallison & Blake, 1981, p. 7). 

However, it should also be noted that typologists are required to carefully select 

languages to be used as data for their study. Two languages which are genetically 

related cannot serve as good language samples since the similar language patterns or 

properties they both share tend to be due to the fact that they are from the same 

language family. Thus, genetic biases have to be avoided. Furthermore, two languages 

which are spoken in close regions or come into contact for a long time do not act as 

suitable samples either. This is because they can influence each other and their shared 

characteristics might stem from the long-term contact. Also this kind of areal bias 

needs to be eliminated. The genetic and areal biases may confuse typologists, making 

them wrongly believe that certain common features are as a result of human language 

similarities (Comrie, 1989). 

 

2.3.2.2 Language typology of relative clauses 

 Relative clauses (RCs) play a key role in language typology. A RC consists of 

two major parts: the head and the restricting clause. The function of the head is to 

establish a set of entities known as the domain of relativization, while the restricting 

clause serves to identify a subset of the domain by imposing a semantic condition on 

the domain of relativization referred to by the head (Fox, 1987). 

 

(77)   [The boy whom Michael taught]won a scholarship. 
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 In (77), the domain of relativization is denoted by the head the boy. This 

domain is limited or narrowed down to the only entity that satisfies the condition 

expressed by whom Michael taught, which is a restricting clause. 

 

2.3.2.2.1 The position of the head in relation to the restricting  

   clause    

 RCs in general are divided into two main types according to the position of the 

head in relation to the restricting clause: the external-headed RC and the internal-

headed RC. The former refers to a RC whose head appears outside the restricting 

clause, whereas the latter refers to a RC the head of which occurs inside the restricting 

clause. 

 The external-headed RC can also be classified into two types: prenominal and 

postnominal. The external-headed RC is postnominal when the restricting clause 

follows the head as in English in (77) or in Malay in (78). 

 

(78) Malay 

Ali   bunoh oyam   yang Aminah   sedang    memakan 

       Ali   kill  chicken  [that Aminah   Progressive  eat] 

     ‘Ali killed the chicken that Aminah is eating.’  

(Song, 2001, p. 212) 

 

 On the other hand, the external-headed RC is regarded as prenominal if it 

precedes the head as in Basque in (79). 
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(79) Basque 

gizon-a-k  liburu-a eman dio-n  emakume-a 

 [man-the-SUBJ book-the give has-REL] woman-the 

 ‘the woman that the man has given the book to.’  

        (Keenan & Comrie, 1977, p. 72) 

 

 From cross-linguistic evidence, Keenan (1985) remarks that there are more 

languages which favor postnominal RCs than prenominal ones. In addition, even in 

languages having both types of RCs, it is the postnominal type that is less constrained 

in application than the prenominal one. 

 With respect to the internal-headed RC, cross-linguistically speaking, the 

internal-headed RC occurs with far less frequency than the external-headed RC. 

Languages with the internal-headed RC are such as Bambara, Murinypata, Navajo, 

Quechua, Tibetan, and Wappo. For instance, in Tibetan, as in (80), the head thep 

‘book’ is located within the restricting clause. 

 

(80) Tibetan 

Peem-E  thep khii-pa  the nee  yin 

[Peem (Ergative) book carry]  the  I(GEN) be 

  ‘The book Peem carried is mine.’    

          (Song, 2001, p. 213) 

 

 Another clear example is from Murinypata in (81), which demonstrates that the 

head mutyinga is placed inside the restricting clause. 
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(81) Murinypata 

 MutyiNga-ø  paNanduwi mundakNayya-®e Nayi panNibad 

 old woman  [arrive  earlier-Ergative me hit] 

 ‘The old woman who arrived earlier hit me.’   

(Mallison & Blake, 1981, p. 359) 

 

 The head in the internal-headed RC is usually not marked in any distinctive 

way to indicate its status as the head of the RC. This is the tendency of languages with 

this RC type. The tendency in question is viewed as a distinguishing feature of the 

internal-headed RC because it may lead to ambiguity especially when there is more 

than one NP within the restricting clause. For instance, Diegueno in (82) has two NPs 

in the restricting clause. Each of them can potentially serve as the head for the 

internal-headed RC. 

 

(82) Diegueno 

 xat´kcok- ø wi:m  /tuc-pi-c nyiLy 

 dog  [rock  I-hit  was black] 

 ‘The rock I hit the dog with was black.’ 

or ‘The dog I hit with the rock was black.’   

(Mallison & Blake, 1981, p. 359) 

 

2.3.2.2.2 Relativization strategies 

 Different relativization strategies can be employed to constitute RCs in 

languages. Some languages are found to allow more than one relativization strategy, 



 

 

69

 

whereas some others rely on only one strategy. There are at least three major 

relativization strategies in languages across the world (Keenan & Comrie, 1979) as 

follows: the relative-pronoun strategy, the pronoun-retention strategy, and the 

obliteration strategy. 

 

1. The relative-pronoun strategy 

 Regarding this relativization strategy, a special type of pronoun called relative 

pronouns is used to mark a RC. These pronouns are identical in forms to interrogative 

pronouns or demonstrative expressions.  

 

(83)   The boy whom Michael taught won a scholarship. 

 

 For example, in English as in (83), the relative pronoun whom, whose form 

happens to function as an interrogative pronoun as well, is employed to express the 

grammatical relation of the head the boy as direct object in the restricting clause. 

Moreover, the relativization strategy in (83) can also be considered [+case] or case-

coding, for the relative pronoun whom encodes an accusative (direct object) case. 

 It is worth being mentioned here that the relative-pronoun strategy is, in fact, 

not very prevalent or widespread in languages all over the world (Comrie, 1989). It 

has been pointed out that this strategy is the most frequently found in European 

languages, such as German and Russian in (84) and (85) respectively. 

 

(84) German 

 der Mann [den  Marie  liebt] 

 the man  who(DO) Mary  love 
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 ‘the man whom Mary love’    

(Keenan, 1985, p. 149) 

(85) Russian 

 Ivan videl devusku [kotoruju Petr ljubit] 

 Ivan saw the girl   who(DO) Peter loves 

 ‘Ivan saw the girl whom Peter loves.’   

(Keenan & Comrie, 1979, p. 344) 

 

 An interesting fact about the relative-pronoun strategy lies in the fact that there 

is a very strong tendency for the relative pronoun to occur leftmost in the restricting 

clause. To illustrate this, the relative pronouns den in (84) and kotoruju in (85) really 

appear leftmost in the restricting clause. Another significant point is that the relative-

pronoun strategy is used mainly in conjunction with the postnominal external-headed 

RC type, in such languages as English, Modern Czech, Modern Greek, Slovenian, etc. 

 

2. The pronoun-retention strategy 

 This strategy is concerned with a use of a personal pronoun in the restricting 

clause. Such a pronoun, occasionally referred to as a resumptive pronoun, is 

coreferential with the head. In other words, the reference to the head in the main 

clause is provided or retained in suitable personal pronominal form in the restricting 

clause (Song, 2001, p. 218). Examples of languages which apply pronoun retention in 

RC formation are such as Aoban, Arabic, Hebrew, Gilbertese, Kera, Urhobo, etc. (86) 

and (87) exemplify the pronoun-retention strategy in Gilbertese and Persian 

respectively. 
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(86) Gilbertese 

 te mane are oro-ia  te aine 

 the man that hit-him  the woman 

 ‘the man whom the woman hit’  

       (Keenan & Comrie, 1979, p. 337) 

  

 In (86), the pronoun ia ‘him’ is coreferential with te mane ‘the man’, which is 

the head of the RC. 

 

(87) Persian 

man zan-I  râ ke John be u sibe zamini dâd 

I woman-the DO that John to  her potato      gave 

mis ‡ena ^sam 

know 

‘I know the woman to whom John gave the potato.’ 

       (Keenan & Comrie, 1979, p. 343) 

 

 Likewise, in (87), the pronoun u ‘her’ has the same reference as zan-I ‘the 

woman’, the RC head. 

 Comrie (1989) states that the pronoun-retention strategy is generally specific 

to the postnominal external-headed RC type. Exceptions are Chinese and Korean, 

which exhibit the pronoun-retention strategy although they belong to the prenominal 

external-headed RC type. Nonetheless, the use of this strategy is highly restricted in 

these two languages. In Chinese, this strategy is employed only when the head has 

grammatical relations other than subjects and direct objects. In Korean, the strategy is 
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only seen in the restricting clause in which the head has the role of possessor. 

Additionally, even in this case, pronoun retention is not always applied for unknown 

reasons (Song, 2001). 

 

3. The obliteration strategy 

 As regards this kind of relativization strategy, sometimes known as gapping, 

there is no expression of the head in the restricting clause. To clarify how the 

obliteration strategy works, an example of a Japanese RC is provided in (88) in 

comparison with the corresponding independent clause in (89). 

 

(88) Japanese (RC) 

Yamada-san ga ka’t-te   i-ru sa’ru 

Yamada-Mr SUBJ keep-PARTICLE be monkey 

‘The monkey which Mr.Yamada keeps’   

        (Song, 2001, p. 217) 

 

(89) Japanese (independent clause) 

Yamada-san ga sa’ru  o ka’t-te   i-ru 

Yamada-Mr SUBJ monkey DO keep-PARTICLE be-PARTICLE 

‘Mr.Yamada keeps the monkey.’     

(Song, 2001, p. 217) 

 

 In (89), the noun sa’ru ‘monkey’ is marked a direct object with o in an 

independent clause. However, this noun in the RC in (88) has lost its original 
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accusative-case marking o. To put it another way, the restricting clause in (88) 

contains no explicit formal traces of direct object. 

 Apart from Japanese, languages employing the obliteration strategy are such 

as Basque and Turkish (Keenan, 1985). 

 

  2.3.2.2.3 Accessibility to relativization 

 There have been unending attempts to find formal constraints on 

relativization. One of these is the most celebrated investigation, pioneered by Keenan 

and Comrie (1977), which resulted in the Noun Phrase Accessibility Hierarchy 

(NPAH) The NPAH focuses on how hard one can have access to each type of 

relativization. The NPAH places emphasis on the grammatical relation of the head in 

the restricting clause (Comrie, 1989). 

 Keenan and Comrie (1977) examined fifty languages across the world and 

discovered that not all grammatical relations in all the languages can be relativized. 

Despite this fact, they also discerned certain regular patterns through cross-linguistic 

evidence. For example, all languages have at least one relativization strategy whereby 

subjects are relativized. This basic strategy is referred to as the primary strategy. 

More intriguing is their discovery of a very strong tendency for relativization 

strategies which they claim to be a language universal. That is, the study reveals a 

hierarchy of relativizable grammatical relations for world languages, as shown below: 

 

  NPAH: SU > DO > IO > OBL > GEN > OCOMP 
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(N.B. ‘>’ = ‘is more accessible to relativization than’ 

SU = subject, DO = direct object, IO = indirect object, OBL = oblique, GEN = 

genitive, OCOMP = object of comparison). 

 English is one of the very rare languages which allow relativization on all the 

grammatical relations proposed by the NPAH, as illustrated below: 

 

(90) That’s the man [who ran away]. (SU) 

(91) That’s the man [whom I saw yesterday]. (DO) 

(92) That’s the man [to whom I gave the letter]. (IO) 

(93) That’s the man [whom I was talking about]. (OBL) 

(94) That’s the man [whose sister I know]. (GEN) 

(95) That’s the man [whom I am taller than]. (OCOMP) 

        (adapted from Keenan & Comrie, 1977) 

 

Most languages of the world are not as generous as English in their 

relativizability. Keenan and Comrie’s (1977) observation shows that there are more 

languages which allow relativization on the subject than those which can relativize on 

the direct object, on the direct object than on the indirect object, on the indirect object 

than on the oblique, and so on. This means that cross-linguistically it is more difficult 

to relativize on the grammatical relations on the right of the NPAH than those on the 

left. With this observation being mentioned, it is claimed that if a language allows 

relativization on grammatical relation X, it should also allow relativization on the 

other grammatical relations on the left (or higher) of the NPAH. For instance, if a 

language can relativize on OPREP, it is claimed to permit relativization on IO, DO, 
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and SU as well. It is unlikely for relativization possibility to skip any grammatical 

relation along the way from OPREP to SU (Keenan & Comrie, 1979).  

 It is also discovered that if a language can relativize on only subject with the 

help of the primary strategy (with relativizers), it may also express RCs on other 

grammatical relations through the pronoun-retention strategy. For example, in Welsh, 

the primary strategy of relativization applies only to subject and direct object. Other 

grammatical relations are relativized by different relativization strategies. For 

instance, to form a RC on OPREP, the pronoun-retention strategy must be applied, as 

in (96). 

 

(96) Welsh 

dyma  ‘r llyfr y darllenais y stori ynddo 

here-is  the book that I-read  the story in-it 

‘Here is the book that I read the story in.’    

(Song, 2001, p. 225) 

 

 In conclusion, primary strategy may stop at any point on the NPAH, e.g. SU or 

DO. If this happens and if relativization is allowed to take place further down the 

hierarchy, non-primary strategies, such as pronoun retention, should come into play. 

 The NPAH is expected to predict the order of acquisition in that the unmarked 

types of RC tend to be acquired before the marked ones. Moreover, the difficulty 

order that L2 learners would face in the acquisition of RCs can be predicted by the 

NPAH as well. Such an order largely depends on the psychological ease of 

comprehension (Keenan & Comrie, 1977, 2002; Gass & Selinker, 2001). Gass (1979) 

found support for the NPAH through her study on the ERC acquisition by learners 
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with a wide range of native languages: Italian, Arabic, Portuguese, Farsi, French, 

Thai, Chinese, Korean, and Japanese. Based on the data from (i) free compositions (ii) 

sentence combining, and (iii) acceptability judgments, the study revealed that the 

production of RCs by L2 learners and the accuracy order are consistent with the 

predictions of the NPAH. To clarify this, the learners found SU the easiest. DO was 

easier than IO, OPREP, and OCOMP respectively, with the exception of GEN.  

Gass found that the participants’ performance with GEN had the second 

highest accuracy rate, which goes against the predictions of the NPAH. Gass, as well 

as Hamilton (1995), attributed this result to the fact that the construction whose + 

noun can have a unique grammatical role, e.g. subject or object, in the RC. Probably 

the participants treated the construction whose + noun as a unit which is either a 

subject as in (97) or an object as in (98). Both are positions in the hierarchy. This 

explains its relatively high number of correct responses. 

 

(97) The doctor whose car is expensive works hard. 

(98) The doctor whose car the hooligans smashed is expensive. 

 

 Another significant aspect of the NPAH is the implication concerning the use 

of resumptive pronouns, such as her in (99), in RCs.  

 

(99) *The famous singer whom my cousin and my close friends are gossiping about 

her broke up with her boyfriend. 

 

 Keenan and Comrie (1977) proposed that it is more likely that resumptive 

pronouns will be used in the lower or marked hierarchical positions than in the higher 
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ones. Thus, the following Resumptive Pronoun Hierarchy is a reverse version of the 

NPAH. 

 

Resumptive Pronoun Hierarchy 

  OCOMP > GEN > OPREP > IO > DO > SU 

 

 Results from many research studies correspond to the NPAH prediction 

(Schumann, 1978; Gass, 1979, 1982; Hawkins, 1994, 1999). It is found that English 

learners whose mother tongues do have resumptive pronouns, e.g. Chinese, Arabic, 

Persian, tend to allow and produce ERCs with such pronoun retention. Surprisingly 

those who speak native languages which do not have resumptive pronouns also 

produce these pronouns in ERCs. Braidi (1999) states that learners’ use of a pronoun 

retention strategy in relative clause formation may be based on markedness. Because 

pronoun retention is crosslinguistically unmarked, L2 learners may apply this strategy 

in their L2 acquisition regardless of the existence of pronominal reflexes in the L1. 

For instance, Japanese learners, whose L1 does not allow pronoun retention in SU, 

DO, IO, and OPREP positions, are found to produce resumptive pronouns in these 

positions in L2 English, which prohibits them. 

 Braidi (1999) also provides another reason to explain why pronoun retention is 

widely used. Pronouns are inclined to be retained in more marked positions, as the 

NPAH asserts, since learners want to make the meaning clearer and more transparent. 

A sentence containing a RC of a marked type, such as ‘He came across the girl whom 

his father and elder brother often talk about (her).’ is considered difficult to process, 

as posited in the filler-gap hypothesis. In order to assist their working memory, 

learners have a tendency to insert a resumptive pronoun in the gap position, whether 
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or not their L1s permit this. An insertion of such a pronominal copy helps the RC to 

be processed more easily. 

 In summary, Gass and Selinker (2001) insist that the results from studies on 

the universal predictions of the NPAH support the notion that learner grammars are 

constrained in a similar way to natural language grammars. Several studies on English 

learners of different L1 backgrounds support the NPAH (Gass, 1979, 1980, 1982; 

Pavesi, 1986; Eckman et al, 1988; Doughty, 1988, 1991; Wolfe-Quintero, 1992; 

Izumi, 2003, 2004). 

 

 2.3.3 L1 RC acquisition theories 

 Aside from the theories of L2 acquisition of RCs mentioned before, some 

theories in L1 acquisition should be taken into consideration as well since they might 

be able to help explain, to a certain extent, the occurrences of ERCs and problems 

which Thai EFL learners have when learning this structure. This is because it is found 

that some L2 learners’ acquisition is sometimes similar to native-speaking children’ s 

language acquisition (Ellis, 1985). Here three major hypotheses will be discussed. 

 

  2.3.3.1 The NVN-schema hypothesis 

 The NVN (Noun Verb Noun)-schema hypothesis, first proposed by Bever 

(1970), asserts that English-speaking children acquire a canonical sentence schema 

based upon a prototypical transitive clause. Seen as a basic grammatical construction, 

it consists of a noun denoting an actor, a verb describing a transitive activity, and 

another noun denoting an undergoer or patient. 

 According to Townsend and Bever (2001), the NVN-schema hypothesis is 

applied by children not only to simple transitive clauses but also to many other 
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structures that involve a noun-verb-noun sequence. For example, as to passive 

constructions, children under the age of five tend to interpret them as active sentences 

if they are semantically possible. That is, on semantic grounds, if the first NP can be 

interpreted as the actor of the activity described by the verb, and if the second NP can 

be a possible undergoer, it is likely for children to interpret the sentence with the 

NVN-schema. For instance, in (100), children might treat the NP a woman as an actor 

of praise and the NP a priest a patient. For young English-speaking children, the word 

order NP-V-NP seems to be more dominant than the grammatical morphemes 

marking a passive construction NP-be Ved-by NP (Slobin & Bever, 1982). 

 

(100) A woman was praised by a priest. 

 

 Akin to passive structures, sentences with RCs can often be interpreted based 

on the NVN-schema. Bever (1970) and Diessel (2004) found that, in cleft 

constructions, two-to-five-year-old children easily comprehend a RC including a 

subject gap. This is because the RC in question involves a noun-verb-noun sequence 

as in (101), which corresponds to the NVN schema. 

 

(101) It was the dog that __ bit  the cat. 

   N             V       N 

 

 Conversely, a RC including an object gap is difficult for children to interpret 

since it involves a noun-noun-verb sequence as in (102), which does not match the 

NVN schema. 
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(102) It was the cat that the dog bit __ . 

                            N          N        V 

 

  2.3.3.2 The parallel-function hypothesis 

 The parallel-function hypothesis posits that children find RCs in which the 

head and the gap have the same syntactic roles (i.e. SS- and OO- relatives as in (103) 

and (106) respectively) easier to interpret than RCs in which the roles are different 

(i.e. SO- and OS- relatives as in (104) and (105) respectively). Sheldon (1974)’s study 

found support for this hypothesis because 3-to-4-year-old children made fewer 

mistakes with RCs in which the head and the gap are distinct. In other words, 

children’s answer to SS- and OO-relatives contained a significantly higher proportion 

of correct responses than their answers to SO- and OS- relatives. 

 

(103)  The dog that __  jumps over the pig bumps into the lion. (SS) 

(104)  The lion that the horse bumps into __  jumps over the giraffe. (SO) 

(105)   The pig bumps into the horse that __  jumps over the giraffe. (OS) 

(106)  The dog stands on the horse that the giraffe jumps over __ . (OO) 

            (Sheldon, 1974, p. 275) 

 

It was also discovered in Sheldon (1974) that OS- and OO- relatives are often 

interpreted by children as if they were attached to the matrix clause subject. For 

instance, a sentence such as (107) can be misinterpreted as (108). 

 

(107) The dog bumps into the horse that the giraffe jumps over. 

(108) The dog that the giraffe jumps over bumps into the horse. 
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            (adapted from Sheldon, 1974, p. 275) 

 

  2.3.3.3 The conjoined-clause hypothesis 

 This hypothesis states that children interpret sentences including RCs as 

conjoined clauses or co-ordinate sentences. According to Tavakolian (1977), in early 

child grammar, the core of the conjoined-clause analysis comprises two rules: (i) 

complex sentences that children cannot successfully process are interpreted as 

conjoined clauses and (ii) any missing noun phrase is viewed as the subject of the 

second clause and interpreted as being coreferential with the subject of the first 

clause. Concerning this hypothesis, children are claimed to ignore relative pronouns, 

complementizers, and other function words that may occur between the verbs and 

NPs. 

 

(109) The dogi [that __ i chased the cat] saw the rat. (SS) 

(110) Jones liked the dogi [that __ i chased the cat]. (OS) 

 

 According to this analysis, children combine the string of NPs and verbs to 

simple nonembedded clauses, conjoin the two resulting clauses to a co-ordinate 

construction, and interpret the missing subject of the second clause as being 

coreferential with the subject of the first clause. This way, SS- and OS- relatives as in 

(109) and (110) respectively involve the same sequence of NPs and verbs as two co-

ordinate clauses in which the subject of the second sentence has been omitted. The 

string given is “ NP_V_NP_V_NP”. Because SS- and OS- relatives are similar in 

pattern, children’s responses to them are alike. That is, children’s interpretation is that 
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in (109) the NP the dog did two actions chased and saw, and in (110) the noun Jones 

also did two activities, namely liked and chased. 

By contrast, SO-relatives involve the string ‘NP_NP_V_V_NP’ as in (111), 

and OO-relatives have the form ‘NP_V_NP_NP_V’ as in (112). 

 

(111) The cati [that the dog chased __i] ate fish. (SO) 

(112) Janet liked the cati [that the dog chased __i]. (OO) 

 

 Such strings of SO and OO relatives do not correspond to the conjoin-clause 

hypothesis and thus are left untouched here. 

   

2.3.4 Other major issues in second language acquisition of RCs 

  2.3.4.1 Markedness 

 The concept of markedness is closely related to that of universals. Features or 

structures that are consistent with universals are considered unmarked, while those 

that go against universals are viewed as marked (Finegan, 2007). Unmarked features, 

found in most languages all over the world, are normal, common, natural, and basic. 

In contrast, features which are marked are less common and less natural; they are 

thought to be more difficult to acquire than the unmarked counterparts. In relation to 

the NPAH (Keenan & Comrie, 1977), SU relatives are claimed to be the most 

unmarked and the easiest to understand and acquire as they occur in all languages of 

the world that allow relativization. Conversely, OPREP relatives are more marked and 

exist only in some languages, so they are more difficult to acquire.  

Markedness can be viewed in an implicational sense. If a language has a 

feature x, that language also has other features that are less marked than x. For 
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instance, if a language has IO relatives, it will have DO and SU types, which are less 

marked. 

 Markedness may also be viewed in a statistical sense: feature x is more 

marked than feature y if x is rarer than y (Parker & Riley, 2005). For example, GEN 

relatives are more marked than DO relatives since the former occurs in fewer of the 

world’s languages. In addition, markedness can also be associated with parametric 

differences. As to RC head directions, RCs which are head-initial, such as those in 

English and Thai, occur more frequently than those which are head-final, i.e. the head 

follows a RC, such as RCs in Chinese and Japanese. Head-initial RCs are, therefore, 

unmarked, whereas head-final ones are marked. 

 With regard to markedness, Eckman (1977, 1985) proposed a hypothesis 

known as Markedness Differential Hypothesis (MDH), which shows how typological 

markedness can be incorporated into a theory of transfer and contrastive analysis 

(CA) in SLA research. According to Eckman, MDH aims at combining the theoretical 

background of typological universals and the concept of transfer so that MDH can 

provide a stronger predictive power than CA. With the use of typological analysis of 

the NL and the TL, it is possible to predict the areas of problems which L2 learners 

would have, based on the markedness of the structures in the NL and the TL. 

According to Eckman (1985), the MDH states the following:  

 

Markedness Differential Hypothesis (MDH) 

 The areas of difficulty that an L2 learner will have can be predicted on the 

basis of a comparison of the NL and the TL as follows: 

 a. Those areas of the TL that are different from the NL and are relatively more 

marked than in the NL will be difficult; 
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 b. The degree of difficulty associated with those aspects of the TL that are 

different and more marked than in the NL corresponds to the relative degree of 

markedness associated with those aspects; 

 c. Those areas of the TL that are different from the NL but are not relatively 

more marked than in the NL will not be difficult. 

 

 MDH can apply to L2 acquisition of RCs. For instance, English is a language 

that allows relativization on all the RC types proposed in the NPAH, where in Thai 

only three RC types can be relativized (Gass, 1979; Braidi, 1999). 

 

English  SU > DO > IO > OPREP > GEN > OCOMP 

Thai  SU > DO > IO 

 

 Due to this difference in accessible positions for RC formation, Thai learners 

of English are predicted to be faced with difficulty when learning how to relativize 

OPREP, GEN, and OCOMP relatives since these three types are not existent in Thai 

and are relatively more marked. 

 A number of UG (Universal Grammar) linguists (e.g. Chomsky, 1981; 

Lightfoot, 1989) have agreed upon the notion that unmarked features are acquired 

before marked ones. Nevertheless, this is not always the case. Bardovi-Harlig (1987) 

conducted a study on the L2 acquisition of wh-constructions, paying particular 

attention to preposition pied-piping and preposition stranding in relative clauses. 

 

(113)  The man to whom Cathy gave the book was John. 

(114)  The man whom Cathy gave the book to was John. 
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 In English, the number of the pied-piping constructions as in (113) is lower 

than that of the preposition stranding ones as in (114). Van Riemsdijk (1978) 

suggested that pied-piping was the unmarked form and preposition stranding was 

considered marked. This proposition is based on two criteria. The first criterion is 

cross-linguistic evidence which reveals that preposition stranding is rare across 

languages around the world. This type of construction is limited to only the Indo-

European family, whereas pied-piping is much more common and prevalent in many 

language families. As for the second criterion, which is concerned with the theoretical 

syntactic grounds, preposition stranding results from an extraction of a wh-element 

from the prepositional phrase (PP). Such an extraction, in most languages, is 

impossible since a PP is viewed as an island and a bounding node7. Moving some 

elements within a PP to the beginning of the sentence is usually prohibited (White, 

2003). This explains why preposition stranding is not as natural and common as pied-

piping, and thus it is claimed to be marked. 

 The study by Bardovi-Harlig (1987) on L2 English learners from fifteen 

different L1 backgrounds, namely Arabic, Chinese, Malay, Korean, Japanese, French, 

German, Italian, Hungarian, Portuguese, Hebrew, Fulani, Spanish, Persian, and 

Sudanese, provides counter-evidence against the acquisition order of marked and 

unmarked features. The researcher discovered that the participants first employed the 

strategy of using no preposition at all (NO-PREP) in RCs. Then they acquired 

preposition stranding prior to pied-piping, which is unmarked. 

 The fact that preposition stranding, a marked construction, is acquired before 

pied-piping, its unmarked counterpart, goes against the markedness hypothesis 

previously mentioned. In this case, Bardovi-Harlig claims that salience, i.e. the 

                                                 
7 A node that plays a role in determining whether a movement is local enough (Cook & Newson, 2007) 
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availability of language data, should come into play; its role is likely to dominate that 

of markedness in this context. As discussed above, the preposition stranding structure 

outnumbers the pied-piping one. Chances are English learners are exposed to more L2 

data on preposition stranding and are able to acquire it before pied-piping. This 

suggests that the evidence for pied-piping in English is too scant to allow learners to 

acquire it first despite the fact that it is unmarked. In other words, high salience can 

bring about the acquisition of a marked construction before an unmarked one. 

  

  2.3.4.2 L1 Transfer 

 Even though the flaws of the strong claim made by Contrastive Analysis have 

been shown in a large amount of research, it is not necessary for us to discard the 

first-language transfer when studying the interlanguage of L2 learners. L1 transfer, as 

stated in James’(1998) study, refers to the influence of a learner’s L1 on the 

acquisition of a second language (L2). The transfer could be positive or negative 

depending upon the outcome of learning. Language distance is an important 

determining factor in L2 acquisition in the sense that the more similar the two 

languages are at some point, the more likely the L1 is to facilitate development in the 

L2 (Kellerman, 1995). By contrast, learners from a typologically more distant 

language may not become as successful in learning the L2 as those from a 

typologically closer language (Odlin, 1989). 

 Because of such L1 transfer to learners’ interlanguage, several studies have 

been undertaken to examine two different languages and to find out how and to what 

extent the learners’ L1 can have an impact on their L2 learning. For instance, many 

researchers have conducted studies on Chinese learners of English. It is assumed that 

Mandarin Chinese, which is the learners’ L1, is likely to influence their L2, English, 
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acquisition because both languages are different in many ways (Chang, 2004). First, 

RCs in Mandarin Chinese appear to the left of the head NP, whereas those in English 

occur to the right of the head NP. Second, Mandarin Chinese and English differ on 

how RCs are marked. To be specific, while in Mandarin Chinese there is only one 

invariable relative marker de, English has more relative pronouns, such as who, 

whom, which, and whose. The third difference lies in the fact that in Mandarin 

Chinese a pronoun can be retained in all relativized positions except for subject 

position (Yip & Matthews, 2000). In contrast, such resumptive pronouns are never 

allowed in English RCs. 

 Chiang (1981) examined the errors in the writing of ESL Chinese learners in 

Taiwan and found that L1 interference is common but not a main source of errors. 

Moreover, Liu (1998) investigated ERCs produced by junior high school students in 

Taiwan, collecting data from picture-identification, ordering, and grammaticality 

judgment tasks. The researcher observed little L1 interference in the process of L2 

acquisition of these learners. Yip and Matthews (1991) studied the ERCs produced by 

advanced Chinese learners of English and found that most of the errors committed by 

the subjects resembled those observed in other L2 contexts rather than were caused by 

L1 influence. 

 Despite the above studies, Chang (2004) argued that the reason why little L1 

transfer was observed might be due to the high proficiency level of the subjects and 

the tasks used to elicit RCs in the previous studies. As Odlin (1989) remarks, 

linguistic proficiency can affect the likelihood of transfer. In other words, L1 

interference is more likely to occur in the interlanguage of lower proficiency learners. 

It was discovered that although Liu (1998)’s subjects were junior high school students 

whose English proficiency levels were quite low, the tasks she employed such as 
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grammaticality judgment might have inhibited L1 transfer thanks to the more 

conscious effort placed on the grammatical rule. 

 Chang (2004) conducted a study on ERCs produced by Chinese learners. In 

this study, two tasks were employed. One is a composition and the other is a multiple-

choice grammar test. 

 From the data in this study, especially the compositions, it seems that the 

learners are not used to the head-initial properties of RCs in English; as a result, they 

tend to come up with an infrequent use of ERCs in their writing. This finding parallels 

Schachter’s (1974) observation that learners might try to avoid RCs in English due to 

the difficulties arising from differences between L1 and L2 relativization. Apart from 

the avoidance of ERCs, errors found in the subjects’ writing reflect L1 interference 

since some of them probably got confused and then produced a construction similar to 

their L1’s as in ‘*I can read many books I like or buy I love books.’. The underlined 

part which is ungrammatical in English reflects the word order of Chinese RCs as 

illustrated in (115). 

  

(115) wo mai wo ai de shu 

 I buy I love DE book 

 ‘I bought the book I love’ 

                 (adapted from Chang, 2004, p. 11) 

 

 The L1-influenced structure like this can be seen elsewhere in the 

compositions, which manifests the learners’ incomplete control of ERC structure. 

 Another piece of evidence of L1 transfer in these Chinese learners’ ERCs 

concerns the Chinese relative marker de. The problem arises since de also occurs in 
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various structures of pronominal modification in Mandarin Chinese, one of which is 

Chinese possessive. It is not surprising to see Chinese learners use of instead of 

relative pronouns as the relative marker. 

 More evidence of L1 transfer in Chinese learners’ ERCs comes from the error 

of pronoun retention. As predicted earlier, the occurrence of resumptive pronouns is 

noticeable in this study. This is because resumptive pronouns are allowed in Mandarin 

Chinese except for subject position. The learners may transfer this feature from their 

NL to their interlanguage as in (116) and (117). 

 

(116) *There are some big places that we can play baseball on it. 

(117) *I want to join the piano club where I could learn and enjoy it. 

 

 The study done by Chang (2004) confirms the notion that L1 transfer really 

exists in the interlanguage of L2 learners. 

 

  2.3.4.3 Avoidance 

 Avoidance is an important phenomenon in second language acquisition. 

According to Richards (2002), avoidance occurs when a learner, in speaking or 

writing a second or foreign language, often tries to avoid using a difficult word or 

structure and turn to a simpler word. Avoidance primarily results from the differences 

between learners’ L1 and L2. One of the pioneering studies by Schachter (1974) in 

RC acquisition clarifies this point. In the study, the researcher shows some 

weaknesses of error analysis (EA) as the approach is incapable of explaining the 

occurrence of avoidance. To be precise, she focused her study on the use of ERCs by 
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native speakers of four different languages, namely Persian, Arabic, Chinese, and 

Japanese, in comparison with the ERCs used by American English speakers. 

Chinese and Japanese participants committed significantly fewer errors on 

ERCs than did Persian and Arabic speakers. This result might lead one to believe that 

ERCs were easier for the Chinese and Japanese learners of English, compared with 

those who speak Persian or Arabic as L1. As a matter of fact, this is not the case. 

Schachter explained that the way RCs are formed in Japanese and Chinese is different 

from how they are constructed in Arabic and Persian. RCs in Arabic and Persian are 

similar to those in English in that they follow the heads. This similarity probably 

made them produce RCs in English with greater frequency. This was perhaps why 

they were likely to produce more errors. As for Chinese and Japanese learners, the 

RCs in their native languages are placed before the heads. Thus, they are not 

accustomed to the placement of RCs in English, which is the opposite. Not 

surprisingly, they used the ERC construction less frequently and what followed was 

their production of fewer errors. Schachter also suggested that Chinese and Japanese 

learners tended to use ERCs when they were sure of getting it right. This helps 

explain why they committed fewer errors. 

 This study indicates that the native language is a determining factor in 

accounting for the facts of RC production and avoidance. When learners’ L1 differs 

considerably from L2, L2 learners are inclined to come up with avoidance. They are 

said to avoid structures in L2 that differ from those in L1 or that cause them difficulty 

(Kleinmann, 1977; Odlin, 1989). 

 Chiang (1980) carried out a study for the purpose of investigating predictors of 

RC production in adult SLA. This was a replication and extension of Schachter’s 

(1974) study but was based on oral instead of written production. In Chiang’s view, to 
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avoid using a structure implies that learners probably know the structure but choose 

not to use it. In order to make sure that the participants, who were 83 foreign students 

from the University of Southern California, really had an opportunity to choose 

whether to avoid using ERCs or not, he presented them with question stimuli designed 

to elicit ERCs. In this case, not producing RCs means the participants avoided the 

structure. The study reveals that they used fewer ERCs in their responses to the 

questions, compared with native speakers’ answers. Chiang found that the variable 

which correlated with avoidance most strongly was overall language proficiency, 

followed by language background. 

 Gass (1980) also examined the issue of avoidance in two tasks: a sentence-

combining task and a written composition. In the first task, Gass found that L2 

learners avoided structures on the marked end of the NPAH. For them, the more 

marked the structure, the more difficulty they have to face. In the composition task, a 

similar result was shown when the learners produced more RCs on the unmarked end 

of the hierarchy. They produced 76% for the SU and only 15% for the DO positions. 

Such results gave a clearer picture of the notion of avoidance since her study related 

avoidance to markedness in L2, as opposed to the differences between L1 and L2. 

 Another research work related was done by Bley-Vroman and Houng (1988), 

who suggested that Chinese and Japanese learners may not intend to greatly avoid RC 

using in L2 but they simply transfer the distribution of RCs from their mother 

tongues. 
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‘…two languages may have essentially the same range of structures available, 

but in one language one structure may be particularly frequent, while the 

corresponding structure in the other language may be quite rare.’ 

         (Bley-Vroman and Houng, 1988, p. 93) 

  

They examined the issue of comparative frequency of RCs in Chinese and 

English by counting RCs in the first five chapters of an American literary work The 

Great Gatsby and its well-accepted Chinese translation. They claim this method 

solves the problem of what would constitute appropriate equivalent texts in L1 and L2 

because the problem of comparability of content, register, and style would not arise. 

The findings show that only about one-third (32/93) of the original English RCs were 

translated as RCs in the Chinese version. This may imply infrequent use of RCs in 

Chinese. 

 Zhao (1989) used a translation to compare the frequency of RCs in English 

and Chinese. She collected her data from the bilingual collection of English language 

impressions of China written by Chinese Canadians and Chinese Americans, 

accompanied by their Chinese translations. Zhao concluded that Chinese might make 

less use of RC constructions than English because a) Chinese employs other syntactic 

structures to perform the focused information function associated with restrictive 

relativization in English, and b) Chinese does not have non-restrictive RCs. 

 Zhao (1989) also studied the functions of certain RCs in English. It was 

discovered that some ERC types do not have equivalent counterparts in Chinese due 

to their special functions, such as 
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Extraposed restrictive RC: 

A girl is studying with me who has an IQ of 200. 

 

Existential sentences introduced by there be 

There were certain aspects of China which I was very interested in examining. 

 

Restrictive RCs which have adverbial function of concession 

Mother who was married at sixteen had been very accurate about village life. 

(cf. Although mother was married at 16, she still remembered details of the life at her 

home village.) 

                 (Zhao, 1989, p. 109) 

 

 Chinese speakers cannot translate these RCs into their L1. As a result, they 

have to employ other structure to present such information instead. This is probably 

the reason why ERCs used by Chinese are smaller in number, compared with those 

native speakers produce (Zhao, 1989). 

 Kamimoto et al (1992) also compared The Great Gatsby and three respected 

Japanese translations (Nozaki, 1974; Oonuki, 1957; Hashimoto, 1974), applying the 

Bley-Vroman and Houng method of counting. They found that only approximately 

half of the RCs in the source text have been translated into the Japanese versions. 

However, they suggested that RCs in Japanese are in fact as frequent as RCs in 

English, but there are some pragmatic functions of RCs in Japanese that do not match 

those in English and vice versa. Therefore, several ERCs cannot be directly 

transformed into the corresponding Japanese RCs in the translations. The difference in 

terms of functions may inevitably result in avoidance of RCs in English. 
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 Li’s (1996) study supports Zhao (1989) and Kamimoto (1992). Conducting the 

study with Chinese ESL learners in Canada, Li suggests that the major syntactic 

difference between English and Chinese, i.e. the placement of RCs with respect to the 

heads, does not cause much difficulty to Chinese learners. What is actually 

problematic concerns the RCs in English which have special pragmatic functions. 

Chinese learners are not familiar with these RCs and then naturally use other 

structures which are closer to corresponding structures in Chinese to serve the 

pragmatic functions. They can achieve the same communicative purposes through this 

means. The pragmatic differences, Li claims, are too subtle for Chinese learners to 

perceive and make them subconsciously underproduce ERCs. He concludes that 

underproduction does not necessarily mean conscious avoidance, which occurs when 

learners intentionally choose not to use a particular structure. 

 Maniruzzaman (2008) examined Bengali EFL learners’ avoidance behavior. 

More than 90% of the participants, who were undergraduates, admitted both in the 

questionnaire and the interviews that they adopted avoidance behavior in the learning 

and performance in EFL. The study also reveals that 95.50% of the participants 

avoided using some structures on purpose, e.g. relative clauses, passive, and etc. and 

90.45% did so in writing. A great number of participants ascribed their avoidance to 

the dissimilarities between L1 and L2, and to the difficulty of L2 (English) structures 

itself. The researcher states that this avoidance behavior apparently reduces and 

hampers the learners’ ability and fluency in using the target language. This could be 

attributed to the shortcoming of the teaching English through the grammar-translation 

method, which fails to help learners apply theories to practice and use forms in 

communicating meaning effectively (Ellis, 1985). 
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  2.3.4.4 The effect of instruction on ERC acquisition 

 Gass (1981, 1982) proposed the Implicational Generalization Hypothesis 

(IGH), which claims that instruction focused on one level of an implicational 

hierarchy such as Keenan and Comrie’s NPAH (1977) may generalize to uninstructed 

hierarchy levels. Thus, the learners having been taught will acquire both the instructed 

and the other uninstructed constructions that are higher in the hierarchy. The 

instructed level, however, will not implicate lower or more difficult RC types. 

 The IGH is broken down into two major subpredictions which are explicit to 

varying degrees. The first subprediction is that implicational generalization (IG) is 

strictly unidirectional to hierarchy level implicated by the instructed level. For 

example, if the OPREP level is instructed to learners, they tend to acquire the 

uninstructed SU, DO, and IO levels as well. The other claims that IG is maximal. That 

is to say, learners who benefit from instruction will acquire both the instructed level 

and the other types which are less marked. The maximality prediction in conjunction 

with unidirectionality states that where IG occurs at all, the learners will necessarily 

acquire the instructed level and all implicated levels. In other words, the learners will 

inevitably begin their acquisition from the instructed level all the way up to the least 

marked one in the hierarchy, which is the SU level. For instance, if learners are 

instructed in the OPREP level, maximality rules out the possibility that they will 

acquire only the SU but not the DO and IO levels (Hamilton, 1994). 

 According to Gass’s studies (1981, 1982) on the IGH and the L2 acquisition of 

ERCs, the researcher used three days of instruction in ERCs to two groups of low-

intermediate adult ESL learners. The first group received instruction only on the 

OPREP level, while the other group was taught on a variety of RC levels with 

concentration on SU and DO with less IO, OPREP, and GEN. It was found that the 
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results of this study confirmed  the IGH in that those in the first group, who were 

instructed only on the OPREP level, seemed to succeed in acquiring all the levels 

higher in the hierarchy, namely IO, DO, and SU types respectively. 

 Nevertheless, the study also revealed a more surprising and challenging 

finding that those learners in the OPREP-instructed group even did better on the 

OCOMP by approximately 50%. This OCOMP was not implicated by the IGH, but 

significant generalization did occur to this most marked level. This generalization to 

the level not implicated by the IGH goes against the concept of unidirectionality 

(Hamilton, 1994). 

 Doughty (1988, 1991) instructed the OPREP position to the subjects, who 

were also ESL learners, in a similar fashion to see what would appear to be IG to the 

unimplicated GEN and OCOMP positions. It was discovered that the subjects made a 

significant improvement on the GEN and OCOMP positions, which were not 

implicated by the IGH. Again the result did point against unidirectionality. 

 Even though unidirectionality at this point may be considered invalid, there 

are reasons to question the evidence against unidirectionality. As for the OCOMP 

type, Gass (1982) argued that the participants may have interpreted the comparative 

conjunction than as a preposition, thereby incorporating OCOMP into OPREP 

positions. Because of this, no true generalization to OCOMP took place. This 

explanation could also be extended to the OCOMP unexpected acquisition in 

Doughty’s study. With regard to the unexpectedly high accuracy score on GEN 

relativization in Doughty’s research, this can be accounted for with several particular 

features of GEN in English, which may make it relatively easy to acquire, including 

its unique coding for case or grammatical relation and its concurrence with a 

possessed NP with which it might be treated as a unit (Doughty, 1991). 
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 This concurrence is notably relevant. Doughty remarked that almost all of the 

possessed NPs found in her study were subjects and direct objects. As a result, these 

learners might have processed the genitive (whose) + NP in terms of the role of the 

NP. Whether the genitive (whose) + NP is a subject or direct object is not a problem 

for the learners since both positions are higher and so easier in the hierarchy and 

implicated by the instructed position (OPREP). 

 For all of the above reasons, we cannot be certain that the gains or 

improvement on the GEN and OCOMP levels in Gass’s (1982) and Doughty’s (1991) 

studies truly constitute IG to a level not implicated by the instructed level. In addition, 

Eckman et al. (1988) provided additional evidence of unidirectionality in a study 

using relativization and the NPAH to test the IGH. It was done on low-intermediate 

and intermediate adult ESL learners. There were three experimental groups, each of 

which was given one hour of instruction in a different NPAH level, namely SU, DO, 

and OPREP, and there was also a control group instructed in an unrelated sentence 

combining technique. It was revealed that the overall pattern of generalization tended 

to be unidirectional in their data. 

 However, to the researchers’ surprise, the SU-instructed group did improve on 

the unimplicated DO level from 36 total errors on the pretest to 25 on the posttest. 

This finding is obviously against the prediction concerning unidirectionality made by 

the IGH. Nevertheless, this gain is also substantially less than the gains made by every 

experimental group on the implicated levels. Furthermore, Eckman et al. (1988) did 

not supply a statistical analysis that would tell us whether this particular gain is 

significant. Thus, the consequences for the unidirectionality hypothesis are again 

unclear. 
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  2.3.4.5 Corpus-based studies on RCs 

 Several studies in both theoretical and applied linguistics have now been 

carried out on the basis of language corpora, since it is widely accepted that corpora 

can provide researchers, teachers, and even learners with more useful information 

which is now and then unavailable through native speakers’ intuition. As to the 

definition of corpus, according to Hunston (2002, p. 2), 

 

‘Linguists have always used the word corpus to describe a collection of 

naturally occurring examples of language, consisting of anything from a few 

sentences to a set of written texts or tape recordings, which have been collected for 

linguistic study. More recently, the word has been reserved for collections of texts 

(or parts of texts) that are stored and accessed electronically.’ 

 

 From the above definition, corpora at present principally have to do with the 

use of computers, which can contain and process large amounts of information. 

Electronic corpora are convenient as they are much larger than the paper-based 

collections previously used to study linguistic aspects (Biber, Conrad & Reppen, 

1998). Language corpora are generally planned and designed for some linguistic 

purpose. The specific purpose of the design determines the text selection. 

 Corpora are aimed at, other than just preserving texts for linguistic 

investigation, providing information on how a language works that might not be 

accessible to native speakers’ intuition, such as word frequency or a variety of 

collections a particular word can have in actuality. Furthermore, exploring language 

corpora by themselves can also help learners observe some major aspects and even 

make their own generalizations or hypotheses from the corpus data; consequently, 
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they may begin to realize how they can study language on their own in a systematic 

way (Burnard & McEnery, 2000).  

 There are many kinds of corpora, each of which offers its own different 

benefit. Closely related to research in applied linguistics is a learner corpus, which is a 

collection of texts or essays written by language learners. The purpose of this type of 

corpus is to identify in what respect learners are different from each other and from 

the language of native speakers. In the latter case, a comparable corpus of native-

speaker texts is to be obtained. The worldly known learner corpus is the International 

Corpus of Learner English (ICLE), a collection of corpora of 20,000 words each. 

Each of the corpora is made up of essays produced by English learners from a 

particular language background, e.g. French, German, Swedish, etc. (Hunston, 2002). 

 In relation to RCs, one of the early corpus-based studies of RCs is Cornilescu 

(1981), who makes some significant observations about the restrictions on RRCs and 

NRCs. The study indicates that RRCs are the norm when head nouns are modified by 

words such as any, no, and every, and that NRCs are normally used after proper 

names. Yashimata (1994), using the Lancaster/IBM Spoken English Corpus, reveals 

that NRCs are more likely to be found in sentence-final position due to their tendency 

to present long and complex information. Guy and Bailey (1995) investigated the 

choice of relative pronouns used by English speakers. The data were drawn from two 

sources. The spoken data were derived from The White House Transcripts, the 

published version of the recordings made by Richard Nixon during the Watergate 

Crisis. The written data were obtained from a variety of academic articles which 

represent formal style. 

 The study reveals that NRCs and genitives are always realized as wh-forms, 

e.g. who, which, whose, as can be seen in (23), repeated below for convenience. In 
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addition, wh-forms are favored in formal writing and for human antecedents in the 

embedded-clause subject position, as in (23). 

 

(23) My uncle, who lives in Texas, is a psychologist.  

 

 By contrast, that is favored in informal speech and for non-human 

antecedents, as in (109). 

 

(118)    I forget most of the films that I see. 

                (Swan, 2005, p. 478) 

 

 Zero or relative pronoun deletion is moderately favored for human 

antecedents, particularly in embedded-clause direct object positions and in informal 

speech. However, zero is very strongly disfavored in embedded-clause subject 

positions in both speech and writing. It is also found in this study that zero is strongly 

disfavored when the RC is separated from the antecedent by a phrase. Moreover, 

many more pied-piped prepositions are discovered in writing than in speech. 

 Karasawa (2001) maintains that observations and descriptions of learner 

language through corpus analysis can result in a better understanding of linguistic 

features used by L2 learners. Variations of language use tend to be seen among these 

learners in different stages of language acquisition. This is why it is necessary to carry 

out a comparative analysis of corpora produced by learners at different proficiency 

levels. Such an idea led to another study, Karasawa (2003), which aimed to examine 

the patterns of elaboration for noun modification used by non-native English speakers 

at different levels of proficiency in writing. The corpora analyzed in this study were 
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collected from three groups of English learners in the United States, namely high-

proficiency, intermediate-proficiency, and low-proficiency learners. In addition, there 

are also two corpora of essays written by high and intermediate native speakers. 

Concerning the use of RCs, the low-proficiency learners were found to use more RCs 

to modify nouns than the other two groups did, probably due to the fact that their 

proficiency was still so limited at this level that they could not write in a brief 

meaningful fashion or use some pronominal modifiers such as attributive adjectives. 

In addition, all levels of the non-native essays indicate a higher use of wh-relative 

clauses than the native ones. This could be interpreted as transfer of learning from 

formal L2 writing instruction where wh-forms as opposed to that-clauses are 

explicitly taught, while that-clauses are more highly favored than wh-clauses in the 

native speakers’ essays (Karasawa, 2003). 

 Another important corpus-based study of wh-clauses is Crompton (2005), 

designed to thoroughly analyze Malay-speaking English learners’ use of the word 

where in their writing. The learner corpus, known as the Brunei Learner Corpus 

(BLC), was collected from 200 writing assignments from several faculties. Also two 

native-English-speaker (NES) corpora, i.e. the Longman Corpus of Spoken and 

Written English (LSWE) and the British National Corpus (BNC), were used for the 

comparison with the learner corpus. The results of the study point out considerable 

overuse of where in RCs. This can be explained, as proposed by Crompton, as a 

consequence of various patterns of misuse of where and non-use of standard forms of 

relativization, i.e. prepositional relativizers like in which or from which, which are 

characteristic of academic written English. 



 

 

102

 

 Based on the learner corpus data, the researcher performed an error analysis, 

listing types of errors regarding the use of where as a relative marker. Some are given 

below: 

 

Where is used in respect of time rather than place 

(119) *Thus, in today’s life, the number of children in family in Brunei may only at 

least 3-4 children rather than before where almost all the family may have more than 

8-10 children.  

                    (Crompton, 2005, p. 164) 

Resumptive pronouns 

(120) *This is proven by Japanese and Koreans companies where team work is vital 

to them.  

                               (Crompton, 2005, p. 165) 

 

An incorrect use of relativizer 

(121) *The main religion in Brunei is Islam and they follows the concept of MIB 

where it stands for ‘Melayu Islam Beraja’. 

                    (Crompton, 2005, p. 165) 

 

 In (121), which should be used in place of where. 

 Crompton (2005) attributes the overuse of where in RCs produced by the 

Bruneian learners to the fact that the learners were perhaps not aware of prepositional 

relativizers as an alternative to where. The data from the BLC lends support to this 

since the use of such prepositional relativizers is very low – actually lower than that 

for the LSWE academic subcorpus. He suggests that the learners might have realized 
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that using which alone is incorrect but did not know how to supply a proper 

construction of a prepositional relativizer. They then ended up using where, which 

they probably guessed “would convey the more particular location-related meaning 

they have in mind.” (Crompton, 2005, p. 171). 

 Carter and McCarthy (2006) compiled an English grammar reference based on 

the Cambridge International Corpus (CIC), which contains over 700 million words of 

English. The work is composed of real texts taken from everyday written and spoken 

English. These texts cover a wide variety of different genres and examples drawn 

from various contexts, e.g. newspapers, journalism, advertising, literary texts, debates 

and discussion, university tutorials, formal speechs, families talking at homes, etc. 

The study by Carter and McCarthy (2006) is claimed to be specially different from 

other corpus-informed references in that it also includes information from CANCODE 

(Cambridge and Nottinghamn Corpus of Discourse in English), a unique collection of 

five-million words of naturally-occurring spoken British English. 

 With regard to ERCs, Carter and McCarthy (2006) presented findings that 

correspond to the traditional grammar rules. For example, it confirmed the fact that 

the relative marker that cannot be employed in non-restrictive RCs. It is also 

interesting to see some change of ERC use. For instance, the relative pronoun whom, 

which was traditionally used to refer to the human object of a RC, is now limited to 

very formal styles, particularly in writing. However, in very informal speech of native 

English speakers, a violation of standard grammar rules is sometimes noticeable, e.g. 

a use of resumptive pronouns. For example, in (122), the pronoun it, which has the 

same reference as one, is unnecessarily repeated. 
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(122) If you have one that you’re really desperate to tell us about it, then give us a 

ring on 01223… 

             (Carter and McCarthy, 2006, p. 568) 

 

 Loock (2007) conducted a study to investigate appositive relative clauses 

(ARCs), or non-restrictive relative clauses (NRCs), and their functions in discourse. 

The data used for the analysis are from a corpus consisting of 450 utterances 

containing an ARC. The utterances were taken from quality newspapers, tabloids, 

fiction texts, and specialized texts, mostly from the fields of psychology and 

medicine. Through the corpus data, the researcher proposed a taxonomy based on 

syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic criteria. It is found that ARCs bear different 

discourse functions, which lead to three subcategories of ERCs as follows. First, a 

continuative ARC refers to a specific kind of ARC that enables a movement within 

narrative time by depicting two consecutive events, as in (123), where an adverb such 

as now is seen. 

 

(123) Zenia herself was present only in spirit, said the lawyer, and also in the form 

of her ashes, which they would now proceed to the Mount Pleasant Cemetery to inter. 

               (Loock, 2007, p. 340) 

 

 Second, a relevance ARC, as in (124), is defined as a discursive strategy 

employed by the speaker out of consideration for the addressee(s). In other words, it is 

used to make relevant the antecedent or the predicate in which it appears. 
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(124)  It is hard to square his action with the Energy Policy and Conservation Act, 

which authorizes the presidents to tap the reserve. 

               (Loock, 2007, p. 346) 

 

 In (124), the speaker is afraid that the addressee(s) might not be familiar with 

the referent of the antecedent the Energy Policy and Conservation Act, so he/she 

simply provides the background knowledge to reduce the gap between the informed 

addressee and the uninformed one. 

 The last ARC type proposed by Loock (2007) is the subjectivity ARC, which 

conveys an opinion, a judgement, or a comment from the speaker. It usually contains 

markers of modality, e.g. modals, and vocabulary denoting judgement or appreciation. 

The speaker, especially in the journalistic genre, moves from objectivity to 

subjectivity by providing a comment on the referent of the antecedent or the subject-

predicate relation. (125) is an example of a subjectivity ARC as it conveys the 

speaker’s own judgement. 

 

(125)  The men’s 4 × 100 m. team, who might not have qualified anyway, went out in 

the heats when they burgled a change-over, straying out of the prescribed area. 

               (Loock, 2007, p. 353) 

 

 Kachru (2008) emphasizes the benefits of corpus data in that the real 

distribution in patterns of use revealed by analyses of corpora can enable learners to 

perceive the differences between what the principles of grammar say about and what 

occurs in reality. An example regarding relative clauses as postnominal modifiers is 
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given in this work, cited here as (126), in comparison with (127), which represents a 

prepositional phrase as a modifier. 

 

(126) I have left the books on the table which is in the hallway. 

(127)  I have left the books on the table in the hallway. 

                 (Kachru, 2008, p. 3) 

  

 Kachru states that RCs as in (126) are discussed extensively in grammar 

references and teaching texts in great detail, whereas prepositional phrases as in (127) 

receive far less attention in formal instruction. However, according to Biber et al. 

(1999), prepositional phrases occur more frequently than RCs. Unfortunately, 

prepositional phrases, in language pedagogy, have not been considered as important  

to be taught as RCs. 

 Despite its more frequency in corpora, prepositional phrases should not be 

taught first or before RCs because RCs are claimed to be better understood than 

prepositional postnominal modification. At this point, Kachru proposes that language 

teachers should bear in mind that they are not supposed to completely rely on corpus-

based information. Rather, practicality should be the first thing to consider in 

presenting a grammatical construction to students. 

 

2.3.4.6 RCs in spoken language 

 As can be seen in the previously reviewed literature, most studies in RCs have 

been dedicated to written language since RCs are main features commonly found in 

written rather than spoken language (Biber et al., 1999). This spells out the fact that a 
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few number of RC studies have concentrated on spoken data. There, nevertheless, 

appears some works focusing on spoken RCs, which are worth being mentioned here. 

 Menyuk (1969) and Limber (1973, 1976) are early studies on RCs in spoken 

language. They discuss a few aspects of children’s spontaneous use of RCs in 

English. Slobin (1986) compares the development of RCs in the speech of English-

and Turkish-speaking children. Additionally, Dasinger and Toupin (1994) and Jisa 

and Kern (1998) analyzed the discourse-pragmatic functions of RCs produced by 

children in a picture book task. 

 The first research study that provides a systematic analysis of the development 

of RCs in natural child speech is Diessel and Tomasello (2000), a large-scale 

examination of RC acquisition based on observational oral data. It is discovered that 

the earliest RCs English-speaking children use are semantically simple. In particular, 

the RCs in question consists of a presentational copular clause and a relative, which 

normally includes an intransitive verb, as in (128). 

 

(128)  That is the sugar that goes in there.   

       (Diessel & Tomasello, 2000, p. 136) 

 

 In (128), the main clause is a copular clause as it contains is as the main verb. 

The verb goes in the RC is intransitive. Although (128) comprises two finite clauses, 

it expresses only a single proposition represented by the RC. In other words, the focus 

of the sentence is what the RC carries. 

 Moreover, the study also reports that children’s early RCs are often attached to 

an isolated head as in (129), where the head is a simple NP The girl. 
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(129) The girl that came with us.   

i.        (Diessel & Tomasello, 2000, p. 135) 

 

 Diessel (2004) evidently confirms the findings above. That is to say, more 

than 90 % of the earliest RCs found in the speech of four children speaking English as 

their mother tongue occur in copular constructions or in similar constructions with an 

isolated head. Such constructions seem to be characteristic of children’s early RCs in 

other languages as well, e.g. French (Jisa &Kern, 1998), German (Brandt et al, 2005), 

Hebrew (Dasinger & Toupin, 1994), and Indonesian (Hermon, 2005). 

 As children grow older, they begin to produce more complex constructions of 

RCs in their speech. In particular, they tend to use a RC to modify a main-clause 

object. Conversely, the main-clause subject is barely modified by a RC because there 

will arise an interruption between the subject and the predicate of the main clause, 

which definitely increases the degree of difficulty to process the whole sentence. 

 Diessel and Tomasello (2005) examined RCs in spontaneous speech of an 

English-speaking child and found two major points. First, as expected by the 

researchers, RCs attached to the predicate nominal, e.g. the sugar in (128), of a 

copular clause cause fewer problems than RCs attached to the direct object of a 

transitive main clause, e.g. the boy in (130). 

 

(130)  Many saw the boy who Peter played with in the garden. 

 

 The study also indicates that S-relatives, RCs with an intransitive verb and a 

subject gap as in (131), are easier than A-relatives, RCs with a transitive verb and a 

subject gap as in (132). 



 

 

109

 

(131)  There’s the boy who played in the garden yesterday. (S-relative) 

(132) There’s the man who saw Peter on the bus this morning. (A-relative) 

             (Diessel & Tomasello, 2005, p. 886) 

 

 It is suggested that S-relatives cause fewer errors than A-relatives since S-

relatives are less complex. Denoting a simpler situation than A-relatives, S-relatives 

contain a single referent characterized by the RC. In contrast, A-relatives incorporate 

at least two referents that are engaged in a transitive activity. A-relatives are therefore 

conceptually more complex than S-relatives in that A-relatives include an additional 

referent, which is usually a direct object (Diessel & Tomasello, 2005). 

 The second important issue concerns the distance between the filler and the 

gap. The study supports the filler-gap hypothesis, discussed in 2.3.1.2, in that a long 

distance means greater difficulty. The data from this study show that for English-

speaking children object relatives, which involve longer distance, significantly cause 

more problems than subject relatives. However, it should be noted that GEN-relatives 

as in (133) are more difficult for children than object relatives although GEN-relatives 

involve a relatively short distance between the filler and the gap, especially if the head 

of the genitive functions as subject (Diessel & Tomasello, 2005). 

 

(133)  This’s the woman whose cat caught a mouse yesterday. (GEN-relative) 

       (Diessel & Tomasello, 2005) 

 

 Brandt, Diessel, and Tomasello (2008) studied the RC development in the 

speech of Leo, a German-speaking child from 2 to 5 years. Having examined the 

boy’s spontaneous speech for three years, the researchers found that his RC 
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acquisition originates from simple main clauses. In German main clauses, the finite 

verb occurs in second position, i.e. the position after the other verb and other 

elements. In contrast, RCs in German, which are subordinate clauses, require all the 

finite verbs to be at the end of the clause. 

 It is found that most of the RCs Leo used reflect the main-clause word order. 

Additionally, the majority of the early RCs are attached to an isolated NP that 

resumes a previous discourse. These RCs usually contain an anaphoric pronoun in 

nominative case and assert new information. Most of the verbs in the RCs are 

intransitive. The existence of such early RCs is attributed to the influence from the 

caregivers who produced a large number of such RCS, providing a model for Leo’s 

early RCs. 

 The development of the child’s RC in German is parallel to that of RCs used 

by English speaking children. In both languages, children’s early RCs function 

semantically like simple main clauses. Still some minor differences can be seen. 

While English-speaking children produce most of their early RCs in focus 

constructions, consisting of a RC and a copular clause as in (128), most of Leo’s RCs 

in the early stage occurred in topicalization, comprising a RC and an isolated NP as in 

(134). 

 

(134)  Ne   Scheibe,  die  kann   mann     auch darunter  

a  disk      that-ACC can you-NOM also under 

roller lassen 

 roll let 

‘A disc that you can roll under there?’             

          (Brandt et al., 2008, p. 340) 
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 In addition to English RCs, Leo’s early German RCs are similar to those in 

French, Spanish, Hebrew, and Indonesian in that these RCs develop from 

constructions which are a little different from simple sentences (Brandt et al., 2008). 

The study demonstrates that children across languages seem to draw on their previous 

knowledge of simple main clauses in the acquisition of RCs. Furthermore, it is also 

proposed in the study that, in addition to linguistic complexity, communicative factors 

play a crucial role in determining children’s production of RC types. They may not 

use a particular type of RC, despite having an ability to understand it, because the 

structure deals with a communicative situation that does not happen in parent-child 

interactions. Also they probably choose to produce alternative constructions which 

they find easier. 

 Though this is a longitudinal study the data of which were drawn from only 

one child, its results are claimed to be generalizable to other German-speaking 

children because they are consistent with other studies, e.g. Brandt (2004). 

 Aside from first language acquisition, there are also SLA studies on RC in 

spoken language. Schumann (1980) investigated naturally occurring speech of non-

native English speakers living in the United States. The study shows that, in accord 

with Kuno’s (1974) hypothesis, discussed in 2.3.1.1, OO and OS sentence types were 

preferred to SS and SO types. Furthermore, there arises some evidence that RCs may 

develop in a sequence characterized by a zero relativizer, as in (135), a pronoun 

relativizer as in (136), and finally a relative pronoun, which is the acceptable version 

in standard English. 

 

(135) And now I want one thing ø you have here.   

            (Schumann, 1980, p. 122) 
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(136) He got a friend he speaks Spanish.    

(Schumann, 1980, p. 122) 

 

 In (136), the pronoun he is used as if it were a relative pronoun linking the RC 

to the main clause. The pronoun relativizer stage for L2 learners, as suggested by 

Schumann (1980), seems to be much less obvious. 

 Hyltenstam (1984) studied RCs in L2 Swedish, a language which does not 

allow resumptive pronouns. The subjects were 45 adult learners from different 

language backgrounds: Finnish, Spanish, Greek, and Persian. Pictures were used to 

elicit oral sentences for each relativizable function proposed in the NPAH (Keenan & 

Comrie, 1977). The study demonstrates that resumptive pronouns are produced by all 

language groups in their Swedish RCs, even by those whose native languages do not 

permit them, i.e. the Spanish and Finnish learners. However, there is a difference 

between the learners speaking different L1s. To be precise, the Persian and Greek 

learners whose L1s allow pronoun retention supply more resumptive pronouns than 

the Spanish and the Finnish, whose L1s disallow this type of pronoun. 

 With respect to the Resumptive Pronoun Hierarchy (Keenan & Comrie, 1977), 

which predicts that resumptive pronouns are likely to occur in more marked RC types, 

as discussed in 2.3.2.2.3, this study found support to the hierarchy. There were fewest 

learners who used resumptive pronouns for the subject type, which is the most 

unmarked, and pronoun copies appeared with the most frequency for the genitive type 

rather than the object-of-comparison type as expected in the hierarchy. 

 Flynn (1989) also examined RCs used by two groups of learners whose native 

languages differ in head directions. The subjects, Spanish and Japanese speakers, are 

different in that RCs in Spanish, like English ones, are head-initial, while Japanese 
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RCs are head-final, i.e. following their antecedent. The instrument used in the study 

was an elicited imitation task, which required the participants to repeat each sentence 

after they were presented with batteries of randomized stimulus sentences. 

 From the results of the study, as hypothesized, the Spanish speakers did 

significantly better in the task than the Japanese ones, even though these two groups 

are equal in basic ESL level. This is because the Spanish are more familiar with the 

head direction in English, i.e. head-initial. Their L1 is claimed to facilitate the 

acquisition of ERCs. In contrast, since the head direction of RCs in Japanese is 

opposite to that of ERCs, it is undoubtedly more difficult for Japanese speakers to 

acquire the RC system of English. 

 The difference in head directions between Japanese and Spanish as the 

learners’ L1 also results in a difference in terms of errors these learners made. That is, 

the errors committed by the two groups differ qualitatively. With respect to patterns of 

errors, the Spanish speakers indicate no significant structural difficulty with the head-

direction configuration, principally having lexical errors rather than structural ones, 

whereas the Japanese speakers show significant structural difficulty with ERC 

formation. 

 Ozeki and Shirai (2007) analyzed RCs used by Japanese L2 learners at 

different levels of proficiency. The data are from an oral interview corpus from 90 

learners divided into three groups of thirty according to their native languages. 1005 

RCs were extracted from the learner corpus. The study focused on the three RC types, 

SU, DO, and OPREP, as proposed by the NPAH (Keenan & Comrie, 1977). Although 

SU is predicted by the NPAH to be the easiest and most frequently used by novice 

learners, it was discovered that the L2 Japanese learners produced all the three types, 
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not restricting themselves to only SU. This suggests that SU might not be easier than 

DO or OPREP for L2 learners of Japanese. 

 By contrast, the advanced learners, regardless of L1, used SU most frequently, 

which is similar to native Japanese speakers’ pattern of use. For English and Chinese 

speakers, the higher the proficiency level, the higher the ratio of SU, which indicates 

that it is not the case that SU is more likely to be produced at the earlier stage of L2 

Japanese development. This goes against the prediction of the NPAH. 

 Also found in this study was a strong correlation between animacy of the head 

NP and RC type. It appears that the learners are guided by the animacy of the head NP 

rather than grammatical relations in using different RC types. The research reveals 

that when the head was inanimate, the learners were inclined to use DO and OPREP. 

On the other hand, SU tended to be used with animate heads by the Japanese L2 

learners, with the exception of the Korean speakers. 
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CHAPTER 3 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 

3.1 Research procedure 

 3.1.1 Population and sample 

 Ninety Thai EFL learners participated in this study. They were first-year 

undergraduate students from various faculties at Thammasat University, all of whom 

were taking an English foundation course. The reason why the students were from 

different faculties was that at Thammasat the students taking English foundation 

courses were assigned to sections according to their English proficiency. Those who 

were more or less in the same range of ability were grouped together despite studying 

in different faculties. 

 As for the participant recruitment, permission from all the potential learners’ 

parents needed to be asked for prior to the beginning of the data collection. The 

learners’ parents, in other words, were asked to complete the consent forms showing 

their agreement to allow their children to participate in the study. In addition, it was 

also necessary to ask for the permission from the Language Institute of Thammasat 

University, which has been responsible for all the English foundation courses. 

The participants were divided, according to their O-NET (Ordinary National 

Education Testing) scores, into two proficiency groups: High and Low, with 45 

learners placed in each group. O-NET is a standardized test designed by respected 

scholars from National Institute of Educational Testing Service (N-IETS) under 

Ministry of Education to be used as a university entrance exam for grade-12 Thai 

students. Having been used since 2006, O-NET is considered an acceptable test as it 

passed all the validation processes (www.niets.or.th). 
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  In this present study, High learners, whose O-NET scores range from 69-80, 

took English Course 3 (EL172), whereas Low learners, whose scores were between 

32 and 56, had to register for English Course 2 (EL171). The students studying 

English Course 1 (EL070), which is a remedial course, were low in proficiency that 

they were not qualified to be recruited as the participants of the study as they might 

produce few or no RCs. 

 With respect to the cut-off score specification, convenience was given the first 

priority. That is, according to Thammasat Registration Office, the students in the 

Academic Year 2008 were assigned to EL 172 if their O-NET scores were from 65-

80, to EL 171 with the scores from 32-64, and to EL 070 if the scores were lower than 

32. The recruitment of the participants relied on intact groups and it conformed to the 

aforementioned course arrangement. The 45 High learners were from the EL 172 

section comprising those with the highest scores (69-80), compared to other sections. 

Similarly, the 45 Low learners were those from the section of the lowest O-NET 

scores (32-56). The participant selection as such was beneficial since the study did not 

have to involve a section rearrangement, which has been very difficult to do or even 

impossible at Thammasat University. 

In terms of the participants’ English language education, they had learned 

English for at least 12 years (from grade 1) according to the government compulsory 

education policy (www.onec.go.th). In addition, they must not have come from  

international schools where English is entirely used as a medium of instruction. This 

was because the students’ proficiency might be native-like or near native and this did 

not represent the actual reflection of Thai learners’ interlanguage. Further, none of the 

learners in these two groups had been in an English-speaking country for more than 

three consecutive months.  
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 As a matter of fact, there were also students whose English competency was 

so excellent that they were exempted from taking any foundation course; their O-NET 

scores were higher than 80. However, this group of students was not recruited in the 

study as they were low in number, being scattered in many different faculties. It 

would be difficult for them to participate in the study. Moreover, some may have 

studied in English-speaking countries, or some were from international schools, where 

English was a primary medium of instruction. Because of these, the students with the 

highest proficiency were excluded from the present study. 

 Regarding the context of the experiment, the researcher assumed two roles 

concurrently, that is, the researcher and teacher. The High and the Low groups were 

taught every Thursday from 9.30-11.00 hrs. and from 11.00-12.30 hrs. respectively, 

from November 2008 to February 2009. The course contents were not related to the 

language features to be elicited. The reason why the researcher chose to teach the 

participants lies in the fact that they would build up a rapport with the researcher as 

their teacher and thus become more willing to cooperate in the study. The tasks they 

were asked to do were graded so that they would feel the tasks were worth their effort. 

However, they were informed in the beginning of the first class that grammatical 

accuracy would not be graded. Rather, if they punctually submitted the tasks which 

met the criteria, e.g. the number of words for an essay, they would get the whole five 

points for each task. This was to prevent them from copying their peers’ work or 

involving themselves in any other kinds of plagiarism. This way, the participants’ 

work should reflect their true ability in using ERCs in authentic contexts. 

A questionnaire with a list of questions about the learners’ demographic 

information and their English language education background were administered to 

recruit the participants (to be discussed in detail in 3.2.4). 
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3.2 Research instruments 

 The instruments used in this study are as follows: 

(1) descriptive essay 

(2) descriptive speaking task 

(3) translation task 

(4) questionnaire 

 

 3.2.1. Descriptive essay 

 An essay is considered an appropriate method of eliciting productive 

knowledge of L2 learners. This can be used to investigate how they really produce a 

particular grammatical feature, such as RCs, in an authentic way. With essays, we 

should be able to find out which type of RCs is used the most and which the least. 

Moreover, with the RC type used the least, we may also see the learners’ avoidance 

strategy. That is, they might seem to avoid using some RC types which they are not 

familiar with and overproduce some other types (Schachter, 1974). 

 However, if this is an essay on any topics, the participants might use a small 

number of or even no RCs in their writing. Thus, it is advisable that we ensure that a 

particular type of essay is likely to elicit substantial use of RCs (Sadighi, 1994). 

According to Gass (1982), a descriptive essay should be used as a tool to obtain data 

on learners’ productive knowledge of RCs. Since they need to describe, define, or 

explain something, they may be more inclined to use more RCs, compared to writing 

other types of essays. The topics of essays should be controlled in a way that they are 

not too difficult for the participants to write about.  

 In addition to the past research, I also discovered that descriptive essays had a 

tendency to elicit more RCs than other kinds of writing. I conducted a small-scale 
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survey on the frequency of RCs in three types of essays: descriptive, narrative, and 

argumentative. Each type of essays was randomly selected from articles, with 

approximately 7,000 words in total, from bbc.co.uk, cnn.com, and readersdigest.co.th. 

The result showed that up to 45 RCs were seen in descriptive essays written by native 

English speakers. In contrast, 22 instances of RCs were observed in narratives and 

only 14 sentences with RCs were found in argumentative writing. This means that it 

appeared to be the descriptive essay that could best serve as a tool for eliciting RCs. 

In the present study, the participants were asked to write four descriptive 

essays of approximately 200 words, each of which was assigned every two weeks. 

The data collection of essays lasted about 3 months from June to August in the first 

semester of Academic Year 2008. For each essay, they had an opportunity to choose 

one of the two topics provided. They were informed that their work would not be 

assessed according to grammatical correctness; therefore, they should be relaxed 

enough to produce the work which truly reflects their real ability in using English. 

Both the high-proficiency group and the low-proficiency one were also assigned the 

same topics, such as my best friends, my home, my favorite pet, the book I like most, 

or the career I want to do in the future. 

 

3.2.2. Descriptive speaking task 

A speaking task is considered another effective method to elicit interlanguage 

data from Thai EFL learners’ speech. This can be used to investigate how they really 

produce a particular grammatical feature, such as RCs, in an authentic way. When 

speaking, learners’ degree of monitoring their speech production is low, so they tend 

to come up with more natural language use, compared to performing a writing task in 

which they can spend more time carefully watching their work.  
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 In order to elicit as many RCs as possible from the participants, the most 

appropriate speaking task should be a descriptive one, which provided them with a 

chance to recount their experience, ideas, or feelings in a relaxing way. The topics 

given should be parallel to those used in the descriptive writing, which has proved to 

successfully elicit RCs from learners (Gass, 1982; Sadighi, 1994). 

 As for the present study, only ten participants were randomly chosen from the 

High group and another ten from the Low group. The topics, four in total, were the 

same as those they had written for their essays, and the descriptive speaking task took 

place every other week after the participants’ submission of each essay. Being asked 

to speak about the same topics as those for the writing, the participants should be 

accustomed to them and able to produce their speech with ease. They were also told 

they did not need to follow all of the contents of their essays. As a result, they were 

supposed to tell the stories in a natural manner and receive the whole points. 

 The time allowed for each participant for a topic was approximately 7-10 

minutes. The researcher did not ask any question while eliciting data from the 

participants. The process of data collection from the speaking task lasted from 

November 2008 to February 2009.  

 

 3.2.3 Translation task 

 A translation task (see Appendix 2) was also used as a supporting task because 

the data from only the essay and the speaking task might not give an overall picture of 

the learners’ interlanguage. This means in writing and speaking the learners could 

choose to produce only RC types with which they were familiar and avoid more 

marked types. However, non-use of some marked types of RCs did not imply that the 

learners did not know how to produce them. This was why the translation task should 
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be used after the essay and the speaking task since it was expected to more clearly 

reflect the learners’ true knowledge of ERCs. If they were successful in doing so, it 

means they really knew how to form RC types which are difficult and marked but 

intentionally chose to avoid them in their writing as well as speech.  

In order to investigate the avoidance strategy of the learners in depth, a mini-

survey was made on the English textbooks used in high schools. Six major textbooks 

endorsed by Ministry of Education, namely Touchstone, Opportunity, New Headway, 

Matrix, New Streetwise, and Cutting Edge, were all found to contain up to the content 

of how to use object-of-preposition RCs and genitive RCs. This suggests that the 

students by now should know how to produce these types of RCs. Thus, 

underproduction of some ERC types may imply avoidance. 

 As regards the translation task, the participants were asked to translate ten 

Thai sentences into English. Five ERC types, namely SU, DO, IO, OPREP, and GEN, 

were tested here. Each type was tested twice, so there were two sentences for each. 

The OCOMP type was not included in the translation task since the pilot study 

showed that OCOMP, which is the most uncommon and unnatural (Ellis, 1994), did 

not occur at all in the learners’ essays. This was to prove whether they were really 

able to use it due to their competence rather than conjecture. All of the sentences were 

approved of by an expert in Thai to make sure that they were grammatical and 

acceptable to native Thai speakers. Also, an expert in translation was asked to check 

these test sentences to ensure that the specific RC types, as opposed to some other 

possible variations, would certainly be elicited in translations. 

 It should be noted that the reason why the translation task was not used as one 

of the main research instruments for the present study lied in the fact that asking the 

participants to translate may be viewed as forcing them to produce the target 
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language, which could result in unnaturally-elicited language data. In comparison 

with the translation task, the descriptive essay and the oral descriptive task seemed to 

be more capable of eliciting far more natural language use since the learners had more 

opportunity to use the language features with which they were more familiar. 

 

 3.2.4 Questionnaire 

The questionnaire used in this study was administered to the participants on 

the first day of the class before any research tools were administered. This was to sort 

out the qualified participants for the study. Although the questions were in English, 

the researcher orally translated them into Thai so that the participants whose English 

proficiency was low would be able to fully understand and give appropriate responses 

to them. They were allowed to answer in English or Thai and were asked to provide 

truthful responses. The questionnaire (see Appendix 1) adapted from Modhiran 

(2005), comprises two parts and it took approximately 20 minutes to complete. 

The first part was designed to elicit the participants’ personal information, 

such as their age, faculty, country of birth, or when they started learning English. The 

second part aims to collect information regarding the participants’ EFL experience.  

This type of questionnaire helped recruit the proper participants and exclude 

those whose EFL backgrounds did not count (e.g. students who were from 

international schools, or students who stayed in an English-speaking country for more 

than three consecutive months).  
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3.3 Data collection 

 The data collection was conducted in 2 phases: 

 

(1)   Two groups of Thai EFL learners were recruited from Thammasat University 

according to their English proficiency based on their O-NET scores. They were asked 

to complete the questionnaire provided so that it would be possible to select the 

appropriate ones as participants. 

 

(2) Each of them was asked to write a descriptive essay every two weeks. They 

were supposed to submit their writing through their emails as well as in papers. The 

reason why their work should be in electronic forms lies in the fact that the data can 

subsequently be processed by the concordance program ANCONC 3.2.1, developed 

by Laurence Anthony from Waseda University, Japan, which is a free software 

program presenting all overt relative words found in learners’ writing. This program 

can promptly show the search words (i.e. relative words) in context as well as word 

frequencies, so it was easier and more accurate, to great extent, to find and study the 

information needed. However, for the omitted relative words, they were manually 

studied. 

Additionally, the participants were asked to talk about the topic they had 

chosen for writing. Their speech was recorded and subsequently transcribed to be 

used as the spoken data for this study.The translation was then typed and stored in 

Microsoft Word so that the recorded speech would also be able to be processed by the 

concordance program. 
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3.4 Data analysis 

 3.4.1 Framework for ERC analysis 

 The present study based its analysis of ERCs on the framework proposed by 

Baker (1989), who has claimed that even though his framework follows the 

generative grammar, it does not conform in detail to any of the particular generative 

theories. According to Baker (1989, p. 235). An ERC8 is composed of an ERC-

introducing element and a finite structure. The introducing element, usually referred 

to as relative markers, can be one of the relative pronouns, namely, who, whom, 

which, and whose, or the relative word that, or nothing9. The finite structure contains a 

finite verb phrase agreeing in number with the preceding noun phrase, called a head, 

modified by the whole relative clause. In addition, every ERC has a missing noun 

phrase which has the same reference as the relative marker. 

 Figure 1 shows the components of ERCs. 

     ERC 

 

  NPrel      S/VP 

- relative pronoun: who, whom, which, whose [+finite] 
- relative word: that 
- nothing (an omission of relative marker) 

 

          (adapted from Baker, 1989) 

Figure 1: Components of ERCs 

 

Examples of ERCs are given below: 

 

                                                 
8 Baker (1989) calls it a bound relative clause, as mentioned in 1.5.1. 
9 It is noted here that the framework does not cover relative adverbs used as relative markers (i.e. 
where, when, and why) since they behave syntactically differently from relative pronouns, as discussed 
earlier in 1.5.2. 
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(137) The report [which Karen submitted ___ ] implicated several of her friends. 

        (Baker, 1989, p. 234) 

 

 The bracketed part in (137) is considered an ERC since it meets the criteria 

mentioned above. First of all, it is introduced by the relative pronoun which. Second, 

it has the finite structure Karen submitted. Moreover, there is a missing noun phrase 

in the RC-object position, equal to it, which is coreferential with which. The ERC 

modifies the head the report. 

 

(138) The people [that ___ voted for Bill] dislike his policies. 

        (Baker, 1989, p. 235) 

 

 In (138), the ERC, which is bracketed, consists of the relative marker that and 

the finite structure voted for Bill. The missing noun phrase, equal to they, is in the RC-

subject position and has the same reference as that. The ERC modifies the head The 

people.  

 

(139) The accident [Jason caused ___] will be investigated. 

        (Baker, 1989, p. 235) 

  

 The ERC in (139) is bracketed. Here, it is introduced by nothing or zero. The 

finite structure is Jason caused, whereas the missing noun phrase is in the RC-object 

position. The whole ERC modifies the head The accident. 
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 Baker (1989) also suggests that the deletion of relative markers is allowed 

only when the missing noun phrase is in an object RC position. When a missing noun 

phrase functions as a RDC subject, zero cannot be used, as in (140). 

 

(140) *The journalists [ ___ exposed to the fraud] are being sued. 

        (Baker, 1989, p. 237) 

  

 In (140), the missing noun phrase is the subject of the ERC, so omitting the 

relative marker causes an ungrammatical construction. In other words, the relative 

pronoun who or the relative word that is required here. 

 There appear two major types of ERCs: restrictive RCs (RRCs), as seen in 

(137)-(139), and non-restrictive RCs (NRCs). Baker (1989) distinguished between 

these two ERC types, based on the following criteria. First, a RRC defines or restricts 

the noun (head) it modifies, while a NRC only adds some further information about 

the head. For instance, (141a) is regarded as a RRC, whereas (141b) is considered a 

NRC. 

 

(141)  a. The books which were written by foreign authors were burned. 

 b. The books, which were written by foreign authors, were burned. 

        (Baker, 1989, p. 271) 

 

 In (141a), the RRC shows that a particular subset of books is picked out, and it 

is asserted that all the books in this subset were burned. By contrast, in (141b), the 

NRC indicates that all the books were burned, with the added assertion that these 

books were all written by foreign authors. 
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 The second distinction between RRCs and NRCs lies in the presence/absence 

of commas in written English. A RRC, as in (141a), does not involve the use of 

commas, while a NRC, as in (141b), is always set off by commas (Baker, 1989, p. 

273). In a similar vein, in spoken English, intonation breaks or pauses are used to 

differentiate NRCs from RRCs. That is, A NRC is set off by a pause, whereas a RRC 

is not. 

 The third main RRC-NRC difference concerns the fact that NRCs can only be 

introduced by wh-relative markers, namely who, whom, which, and whose. As for 

RRCs, any relative words are permitted. For example, the use of who(m) in (142a) is 

grammatical, while using that results in an ill-formed structure, as in (142b). 

 

(142) a. Reagan, who(m) the Republicans nominated in 1980, now lives in  

      California. 

 b. *Reagan, that the Republicans nominated in 1980, now lives in California. 

        (Baker, 1989, p. 272) 

 

 Another difference between RRCs and NRCs pertains to an omission of a 

relative marker, which is allowed in RRCs. In (143), zero or a relative-marker 

deletion is applied in the RRC. However, the NRC in (144) disallows such a deletion. 

 

 

(143) The man the Republicans nominated in 1980, now lives in California. 

        (Baker, 1989, p. 272) 

 

(144) *Reagan, the Republicans nominated in 1980, now lives in California. 
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        (Baker, 1989, p. 272) 

 

 Figure 2 below summarizes the key distinctions between RRCs and NRCs. 

 

Figure 2: Distinctions between RRCs and NRCs 

     

     ERC 

 

   RRC    NRC 

-restricting/defining its head  -providing extra information about its head 
-no commas needed (in writing)  -set off by commas (in writing) 
-no pauses used (in speaking)  -set of by pauses (in speaking) 
- introduced by any relative word  -introduced only by a wh-word relative word 
-zero allowed    -zero prohibited 

 

 

 With regard to the analysis of interlanguage ERCs used by the participants in 

the current study, a head was identified first, followed by a relative pronoun, namely 

who, which, whom, whose, and that, and was followed by a finite verb or verb phrase. 

An omitted relative pronoun functioning as a RC object was also counted. Thus, a RC 

which corresponded to these above criteria was classified as a target-like RC. 

However, there were many other learners’ RCs that seemed to deviate from the norm 

to a certain degree. For instance, some of the RCs contained a verb/VP that does not 

show an agreement with the head, as in (145). Some were found to have a resumptive 

pronoun, as in (146). Further, it was found that some NRCs were not set off by a 

comma, as in (147), despite the definiteness of the head. Based on the definite head, it 

was still considered a NRC. Additionally, when a RC head was definite, the RC was 
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also regarded as a NRC although the relative pronoun that was used to introduce it, as 

in (148). Some RCs, moreover, lacked an obligatory preposition, as in (149). 

 

(145) * I think the one who be there for me not only when I depressed or grieve but 

also when I joypus and happy. That one is my best friend.  

(146) * If you have a good job which you like it, I believe your life will nice and 

wonderful too.  

(147) * I have dream to join in faculty of law in Thammasat Univerisity which is the 

best university in Thailand.  

(148) * However, my favorite pet is Moo-Moo, that I loved more and more. 

(149) * She gave me the best advice that I never thought __. 

 

 These errorneous learners’ RCs were identified and analyzed to find the 

underlying causes. That is, the major problems with ERC learning and using will be 

explained in detail in Chapter 5. 

 

 3.4.2 Classification of ERC types 

The ERC-type classfication was based on a combination of two linguistic 

universals: the NPAH (Keenan & Comrie, 1977) and the PDH (Kuno, 1974). The 

NPAH, dealing with typological markedness, focuses on the function of the relative 

marker in a RC. These functions are SU, DO, IO, OPREP, GEN, and OCOMP. 

However, since OCOMP is considered very complicated and even unacceptable in 

some native speakers’ view (Ellis, 1994) and since the results of the pilot study did 

not show its use at all, this RC type was not included in the analysis. 
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 As for the PDH, which is based on the limitation of the human temporary 

memory, the function of the head NP, whether it is in the subject or object matrix 

position, is also taken into account. When merged together, the framework for the 

present study results in ten types, namely S-SU, S-DO, S-IO, S-OPREP, S-GEN, O-

SU, O-DO, O-IO, O-OPREP, and O-GEN. The first letter stands for the matrix 

functions of the head NP, whereas the following code represents the relative marker 

function in the NPAH. In addition, as the pilot study indicated many tokens of RCs 

used as matrix subject complement right after be, it was advisable that the functions 

of relative markers in this position be investigated. Thus, five more RC types were 

involved: SC-SU, SC-DO, SC-IO, SC-OPREP, and SC-GEN. 

 Examples of all the RC types examined in the study are as follows: 

 

 

Matrix position RC type  Example 

Subject  SU  The boy who speaks Italian is my friend. 

   DO  The boy who(m)/ø  I met was being angry. 

   IO  The dog which/that/ø I gave a bone to was  

     polite. 

   OPREP The man who(m)/ø I voted for graduated from  

     England. 

GEN A cat whose leg is injured is playing around me. 

 

Object   SU  I know the bookshop which/that has many  

     Japanese magazines. 
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   DO  Tim dislikes the boy who(m)/ø I met. 

   IO  Everyone likes the girl who(m)/ø I passed  

     a note to. 

   OPREP She found the rabbit which/that/ø I was looking  

     for. 

   GEN  We saw a man whose arms are strong. 

 

Subject Complement SU  He is the boy who/ that speaks Italian. 

   DO  He owns the snake which/ that /ø I hate. 

   IO  She was the girl who(m)/ ø I passed a note to. 

   OPREP This is the book which/that/ø I am interested in. 

   GEN  He is a man whose arms are strong. 

 

 3.4.3 Types of data analysis 

The data gathered for the study were both quantitative and qualitative in 

nature. The data analysis was then conducted quantitatively and qualitatively. 

 

  Quantitative data analysis 

 The specific quantitative analyses focused on differences in performance on 

relative clauses used between both groups of participants’ speech. The tabulation and 

calculation dealt with frequency of ERC types, embedding, relativizers etc. The 

statistics used was the chi-square test. According to Dornyei (2007), the Chi-square 

procedure is suitable for analyzing nominal data, i.e. data concerning facts that can be 

sorted into various categories such as proficiency, L1 backgrounds, sex, etc. For the 
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present study, in order to find relations between the two nominal variables, namely 

low-and-high proficiency learners and the use of various ERC types, it was necessary 

to compare the frequencies of ERC types observed in both proficiency groups with 

the expected frequencies (Seliger & Shohamy, 1989).  

 According to Hatch and Farhady (1982), the first step in using the Chi-square 

test is to state the null hypothesis, e.g. there is no relationship between the use of ERC 

types and the learners’ proficiency. 

 With the raw data on frequencies, it is possible to test whether the difference 

between the obtained and the expected frequencies is large enough to reject the null 

hypothesis. The formula of the Chi-square test used for the comparison is: 

 

 x2 =  Σ (observed-expected)2 

   E 

 

 According to the formula, the Chi-square value is derived from the sum of the 

square of the difference between the observed and the expected values divided by the 

expected value. The calculation tool offered in the SPSS software program today 

makes it easy to gain the x2 value and the p value. If the p value is less than 0.05, it is 

possible to reject the null hypothesis by stating that the two variables are significantly 

related. 

 

Qualitative data analysis 

 The qualitative data analyses concentrated on explaining the occurrence of 

ERCs, the difficulty, transfer, and similarities as well as differences between high and 
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low proficiency learners’ performance with regard to their ERC acquisition. The data 

were synthesized and analyzed from: 

(1) data from the descriptive essay 

(2) data from the descriptive speaking task 
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CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS AND DATA ANALYSIS 

 This chapter presents the findings of the interlangauge ERCs produced by 

Thai EFL learners. It also compares the use of ERCs in the written and spoken data by 

high-and-low proficiency learners, paying particular attention to the sentence 

positions of the ERCs as well as the ERC types as stated in the NPAH (Keenan & 

Comrie, 1977). Frequency and distribution of relative markers, in addition, are also 

shown in tables. 

 

4.1 Analysis of learners’ ERCs 

 Thai EFL learners were found to produce ERCs which are not only 

grammatical (target-like) but also ungrammatical (non target-like) in the written and 

spoken data. An ERC was identified according to the criteria suggested by Baker 

(1989). To sum up, an ERC begins with an introducing element which can be a 

relative pronoun (e.g. who, whom, which, or whose), the relative word that, or zero. It 

is also followed by a finite structure; furthermore, there must be a missing noun 

phrase within an ERC. (150)-(152) illustrate the ERCs used by Thai learners of 

English. 

 

(150) I just wonder why they don’t wory about the boy [who ___ didn’t go to school]. 

 

 In (150), the bracketed part is viewed as an ERC since it is introduced by the 

relative pronoun who. The ERC contains a finite structure didn’t go to school, and it 

has a missing noun phrase in the subject position of the ERC. This ERC modifies the 

noun phrase the boy. 
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(151) I could see many beautiful views [that I never saw ___before]. 

 

In (151), the ERC is put in the brackets, introduced by the relative marker that. 

The EC comprises the finite structure I never saw before. Also, it contains a missing 

noun phrase in the RC-object position. The head modified by the ERC is many 

beautiful views. 

 

(152) They taught me everything [ ø I should know ___ to survive in Germany]. 

 

 

 Unlike the ERCs in (150)-(151), which begin with overt relativizers, the one in 

(152) is introduced by a zero relative marker, which is grammatically correct as the 

missing noun phrase inside the ERC occupies an object position. Additionally, this 

ERC contains a finite structure I should know to survive in Germany. The head which 

the ERC modifies is everything. 

 It is noticeable that (150)-(152) are examples of restrictive RCs (RRCs) 

because they correspond to the criteria identifying RRCs (Baker, 1989). In brief, the 

ERCs in these examples seem to modify and restrict the heads. Moreover, these ERCs 

are set off by commas. In addition to the punctuation use, the relative marker that and 

zero, which are allowed only in RRCs, are employed, as in (151) and (152) 

respectively. 

 The learner corpus also reveals a use of non-restrictive RCs (NRCs), which 

conform to the criteria proposed in the framework (Baker, 1989). That is, A NRC is 

used to modify but not restrict the head, which is definite. Also, a NRC is set off by 

commas in the written data, whereas those in the spoken data were identified by 
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pauses as well as the definiteness of the heads. Further, wh-relativizers and zero are 

not allowed in NRCs. (153)-(155) are examples of NRCs derived from the learner 

corpus.  

 

(153)  The reward is a chance to get alive again but he must live in the body of  

           Kobayashi Makoto, who is a frail manner body that just committed suicide.  

(154)  Additionally, my favorite character is Femila Dienpentire, who has many  

 abilities such as she can play the piano really well and she can use magic  

 about fire.  

(155)  The teachers liked my friend called Wipawee, who we also love so much.  

 

 (153) is regarded as a NRC since the ERC, set off by commas, modifies the 

definite head Kobayashi Makoto. The relative marker is who, which is an overt wh-

word relative marker. In (154), the head Femila Dienpentire is definite as well. The 

ERC is set off by a comma and is introduced by the relative pronoun who, an over 

wh-relativizer. Thus, this ERC is considered a NRC. Likewise, (155) is also a NRC 

since the modified head Wipawee is definite. A comma, in addition, is used to set off 

the ERC, and the relative pronoun who is a wh-word relativizer which is not omitted. 

In contrast to the target-like ERCs, the participants also produced non target-

like constructions of ERCs. These are ERCs which deviate from the standard or 

criteria suggested by Baker (1989). They are still regarded as ERCs since they do 

have some major ERC characteristics. That is, they follow and modify head 

nouns/NPs, and they start with a relative marker. These ERCs, however, seem to lack 

finite verb phrases, as in (156). Some contain verbs which do not agree in number 

with the heads, as in (157). Furthermore, it was shown that there were non-standard 
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ERCs which are composed of resumptive pronouns, as in (158). Some ERCs in the 

data lack an obligatory preposition, as in (159), where with is required. 

 

(156) * I think the one who be there for me not only when I depressed or grieve but  

 also when I joypus and happy. That one is my best friend.  

(157) * Everybody who come to my life is good friend because those people come into  

 with friendship.  

(158) * Although the story is exciting, I think it hide good ideas that you can use it in  

 your life.  

(159) * In our life, we meet everyone we talk, play, and work __ .  

 

 Further, some ERCs are ill-formed since they contain interim structures, as in  

(160) and (161), which seem to be a failure to use the genitive RC in English. 

 

(160) * This organization manages the people who their age between fourteen to  

 seventeen years old to be the exchange students.  

(161) * The first work is Thai’s drama that drama name is Full Hut. 

 

 Errors also appeared to be committed with regard to the RC structure of 

quantity as in (162), in which the proper construction each of which is required in 

place of that each hobby. 

 

(162) * Everybody has own hobby that each hobby is different.  
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 Regarding NRCs, the learners apparently had problems of using the relative 

pronoun that in this ERC type, which results in an ungrammatical structure, as in 

(163). In addition, commas are missing in the learners’ NRCs, which also violates the 

NRC rule, as shown in (164). 

 

(163) *When I am 13 years old, I study at Mahasarakham University Demonstration  

 School, that locates at Mahasarakham province.  

(164) *Now, I’m in Bangkok, where is far away frommy house.  

 

 The sources of these errors will be thoroughly discussed in Chapter 5. 

 

4.2 ERCs in the written data 

 4.2.1 High-proficiency learners’ use of ERCs 

 From the essays written by the participants of high proficiency, 525 ERCs 

were produced. 

4.2.1.1 ERC embedding 

As predicted by Kuno (1974), center embedding, as in (165) is claimed to be 

more difficult to acquire and thus occurs with less frequency, compared to right 

embedding as in (166). This is because, for center embedding, the RC is inserted 

between the subject of the matrix clause and the predicate, which makes learners 

become burdened with processing the heavy matrix subject comprising the RC. As for 

the right embedding, in contrast, the RC follows an element appearing at the end of 

the sentence, so such a sentence having a RC in the end is easier to understand and 

produce. 
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(165) center-embedded RCs 

 People who take physical exercise live longer.  

(Swan, 2005, p. 479) 

 

(166)  right-embedded RCs 

 It’s a book which will interest children of all ages.  

(Swan, 2005, p. 477) 

 

It was discovered, as illustrated in Table 2, which focuses on ERC embedding 

types, that the findings do support Kuno (1974)’s Perceptual Difficulty Hypothesis 

(PDH) in that ERCs in right embedding (82.29%) occurred much more frequently 

than those in center embedding (17.71%). The RCs with right embedding can also be 

classified into two subtypes: RCs attached to a matrix object, as in (167), and those 

added to a subject complement, as in (168). In this study, there arose more ERC 

modifying an object (53.71%) than those accompanying a subject complement 

(28.57%). 

 

(167) The cow pushes the kangaroo that jumped over the goat. 

             (Diessel & Tomasello, 2005, p. 882) 

(168)  That is the sugar that goes in there.   

       (Diessel & Tomasello, 2000, p. 136) 

 

 

 

 



 

 

140

 

Table 1: Distribution of relativizers in different sentence positions (high group) 
                 

relativizers 
 

ERC types 

who whom which that whose zero Total % 

center- 
embedding 

 

S-SU 17 - 1 18 - - 36 6.86 
S-DO 4 2 4 29 - - 39 7.43 

S-OPREP - 1 2 1 - 13 17 3.24 
S-GEN - - - - 1 - 1 0.19 
Total 21 

(4%) 
3 

(0.57%) 
7 

(1.33%) 
48 

(9.14%) 
1 

(0.19%) 
13 

(2.48%) 
93 

 
17.71 

right-
embedding 

(object) 

 

O-SU 63 1 47 60 - - 171 32.57 
O-DO 1 5 7 65 - 11 89 16.95 

O-OPREP 1 - 5 15 - - 21 4 
O-GEN - - - - 1 - 1 0.19 
Total 65 

(12.38%) 
6 

(1.14%) 
59 

(11.24%) 
140 

(26.67%) 
1 

(0.19%) 
11 

(2.10%) 
282 53.71 

right-
embedding  

(subject 
complement) 

 

SC-SU 48 - 6 29 - - 83 15.81 
SC-DO 3 2 2 43 - 5 55 10.48 

SC-OPREP 3 1 1 6 - - 11 2.10 
SC-GEN - - - - 1 - 1 0.19 

Total 
 

54 
(10.29%) 

3 
(0.57%) 

9 
(1.71%) 

78 
(14.86%) 

1 
(0.19%) 

5 
(0.95%) 

150 28.57 

% 26.67 2.29 14.29 50.67 0.57 5.52 100  
 
 
 
 
Table 210: Distribution of relativizers in center and right embedding (high group) 

                    
relativizers 

 
ERC types 

who whom which that whose zero Total % 

Center-embedding 
(subject) 

21 3 7 48 1 13 93 17.71 

Right-embedding 
- object 
-subject complement 
Total 

 
65 
54 
119 

 
6 
3 
9 

 
59 
9 

68 

 
140 
78 

218 

 
1 
1 
2 

 
11 
5 

16 

 
282 
150 
432 

 
53.71 
28.57 
82.29 

Total 140 12 75 266 3 29 525 100 
% 26.67 2.29 14.29 50.67 0.57 5.52 100  

 

 

 

                                                 
10 Table 2 is a summary of Table 1. 
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Table 3: Distribution of RCs in different RC types (high group) 

RC types frequency % 

SU 290 56.24 

DO 183 34.86 

OPREP 49 9.33 

GEN 3 0.57 

Total 525 100 

 

4.2.1.2 ERC types 

According to the Noun Phrase Accessibility Hierarchy (NPAH), proposed by 

Keenan and Comrie (1977), six possible types of RCs are existent in English (from 

the least marked to the most marked): subject (SU) > direct object (DO) > indirect 

object (IO) > object of preposition (OPREP) > genitive (GEN) > object of comparison 

(OCOMP).  

However, the results of the current study indicate only four types: SU, DO, 

OPREP, and GEN. The learners were not found to use IO and OCOMP at all. Non-

existence of OCOMP is not at all surprising as it is the most marked RC type. With 

respect to IO, although it is claimed to be less marked than OPREP, it was not 

produced at all, whereas the use of OPREP can be noticed. 

 Table 3 demonstrates the RC types found in the learners’ essays. The results 

found strong support for the NPAH. That is, SU (56.24%) is the most frequent ERC 

type produced by the learners. Second to SU in frequency is DO (34.86%), while 

OPREP ranks third (9.33%). The least frequently-produced RC type is GEN (0.57%), 

which is the most marked of all the four types found, with only three tokens. The 

examples from the findings are shown in (169)-(172). 
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(169) Friends are someone who can listen your problem and help you sometime11.  

         (SU)  

(170) You’ll learn many things that you never know before when you stay with your  

         friend. (DO)  

(171) Kunming was the first place that I went to. (OPREP)  

(172) Doctor is a person whose profession is to treat sick people. (GEN)  

 

 Within the framework employed in this study, which is a combination of the 

NPAH and the PDH, only twelve types of ERCs are spotted, as can be seen in  

Table 1, namely S-SU, S-DO, S-OPREP, S-GEN, O-SU, O-DO, O-OPREP, O-GEN, 

SC-SU, SC-DO, SC-OPREP, and SC-GEN. As mentioned earlier, the RCs with right 

embedding occurred more frequently than the RCs with center embedding. The 

hierarchy (173) below presents these RC types according to frequency: 

 

(173) 

O-SU >     O-DO >    SC-SU >   SC-DO >  S-DO >   S-SU > O-OPREP > S-OPREP >  

(32.57%)  (16.95%)   (15.81%) (10.48%)   (7.43%)  (6.86%)  (4.0%)          (3.24%) 

SC-OPREP > S-GEN/O-GEN/SC-GEN 

(2.10%)          (0.19% each) 

> means ‘occurred more frequently than’ 

/  means ‘occurred with the same frequency as’ 

 

                                                 
11 It should be noted here that the presented sentence examples are derived from the authentic learner 
corpus. All the grammatical errors are left uncorrected as the way they were originally produced by the 
learners. 
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 From this hierarchy, the least frequent ERC types are S-GEN, O-GEN, and 

SC-GEN, all of which belong to the GEN type, which is, according to the NPAH, 

viewed as the most marked type found in this study. 

 

4.2.1.3 Use of relative markers 

The participants were found to use ERCs with six different relative markers: 

who, whom, which, that, whose, and zero. Even though they also produced relative 

adverbs, e.g. when, where, and why, these relative words were excluded from the 

present study since they did not fit into the framework of the data analysis as 

mentioned in 3.4.1. It is discovered that the most frequent relativizer is the 

complementizer that, (50.67%) as in (174). The second most frequent goes to who 

(26.67%), as in (175), while which, as in (176), is ranked third (14.29%). Zero relative 

marker (ø), as in (177), is the fourth in frequency (5.52%). Whom (2.29%), as in 

(178), occurs less frequently than zero, thus considered the fifth. The least frequently-

used is whose as in (179) occurring only 0.57%.  

 

(174) I could see many wonderful views that I never saw before.  

(175) I just wonder why they don’t worry about me who didn’t go to school.  

(176) They want a pet which can make them happy when they alone at home.  

(177) They taught me everything ø I should know to survive in Germany.  

(178) I feel very happy that I now I have best friend whom I love and care very much.  

(179) The teacher whose textbook is about politics in Thailand gave a speech at the  

          meeting.  
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When taken into consideration with RC positions in a sentence, more relative 

markers were found in right-embedded RCs (82.29%) than in center-embedded ones 

(17.71%). In particular, regarding right embedding, relative words occurred more in 

those attached to the matrix object (53.71%) than in those affixed to a subject 

complement (28.57%). Each relativizer being considered seems to occur more in right 

embedding than center embedding. 

 From Table 1, the relative markers that, who, which, and whom belong to the 

same pattern of distribution in that they all were used more frequently in right-

embedded RCs with a matrix object (51.43%) than in right-embedded RCs added to a 

subject complement (27.43%) and in center-embedded RCs (15.04%) respectively. 

 As regards that, 26.67% is found in right-embedded RCs with a matrix object 

and 14.86% in right-embedded RCs with a subject complement. That in center-

embedded RCs occurred 9.14%. In regard to who, it was produced with the highest 

frequency in right-embedded RCs with an object (12.38%). The second most frequent 

position for who is right embedding with a subject complement (10.29%), and who is 

found with the least frequency in center embedding (4%). With respect to which, 

11.24%, 1.71% and 1.33 % occurred in right-embedded RCs with an object, right-

embedded RCs with a subject complement, and center-embedded RCs respectively. 

Like the other three previously discussed, whom appeared with the most frequency in 

right-embedded RCs attached to an object (1.14%), with second most frequency in 

right-embedded RCs accompanying a subject complement (0.57%) as well as in 

center embedded RCs (0.57%). 

 Zero and whose have different distributional patterns. Zero or omitted 

relativizers were produced with the highest frequency in center-embedded RCs 

(2.48%), with the second-highest frequency in right-embedded RCs affixed to an 
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object (2.10%), and with the least frequency in right-embedded RCs with a subject 

complement (0.95%). Regarding whose, only one token was found in each of the three 

positions (0.19%). 

 

4.2.1.4 resumptive pronouns 

Table 4: Distribution of resumptive pronouns in different sentence positions in writing 

(high group) 

embedding 

types 

       relativizers 

ERC types 

who whom that zero Total % 

center 

embedding 

(27.78%) 

S-DO 1 1 2 1 5 27.78 

right 

embedding 

(72.22%) 

O-SU 

O-DO 

SC-DO 

SC-OPREP 

- 

1 

- 

1 

- 

1 

- 

- 

3 

3 

4 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

3 

5 

4 

1 

16.66 

27.78 

22.22 

5.56 

Total 3 2 12 1 18 100 

% 16.67 11.11 66.67 5.56 100  

 

 According to Table 4, 18 tokens of resumptive pronouns were produced in the 

learners’ writing. As to the ERCs in sentence positions, pronominal reflexes were 

found more in right embedding (72.22%), as in (180), than in center embedding 

(27.78%), as in (181). Such a result is predictable due to the fact that RCs were also 

found more in right-embedded RCs than in those with center-embedded ones, as 

mentioned earlier. 

 

(180) Although I think like that, now I found the one whom I can call her my best  

         friend.  
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(181)  In my life, I have many friends but the friend who I call him best friend is Po.  

 

 Regarding the RC types proposed in the NPAH, the participants employed 

only three tokens (16.66%) of resumptives in SU, whereas 15 tokens are found in the 

other types (83.34%), which corresponds to the Resumptive Pronoun Hierarchy in the 

NPAH in that marked RC types have more likelihood to contain pronominal copies 

(Keenan & Comrie, 1977). In the current study, marked types of ERCs that have 

resumptives are DO, as in (182), and OPREP, as in (183). 

 

(182) Golden Retriever is the one species that many people like and have it although 

it has big size and sometimes has fear mode. (SC-DO)  

(183) The people in my room talked about the crime case which the police were 

interested in it very much. (SC-OPREP)  

 

 The present-study framework yields results of five RC types that have 

pronominal reflexes: S-DO, O-SU, O-DO, SC-DO, and SC-OPREP. Table 4 indicates 

that pronoun copies in S-DO, as in (184), and O-DO, as in (185), were equally 

supplied with the most frequency (27.78%). The second-most frequent type is SC-DO 

(22.22%), as in (182), and the third one is O-SU (16.6%), as in (186). Finally, 

pronoun retention occurred only once in SC-OPREP (5.56%), as in (183). 

 

(184) The other quality that I like it is honesty. (S-DO)  

(185) I will proud in my success that I do it by myself and I will share my happiness to 

others especially my parents certainly. (O-DO)  
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(186) Except, artworks and sports or any activities that they are useless I am better 

than him. (O-SU)  

 

 With respect to the relativizers in which pronoun retention occurred, the most 

frequent relative marker is that (66.67%). Who is the next most common one used 

with pronominal reflexes (16.67%), and whom is ranked third with 11.11%. Only one 

token of pronoun retention (5.56%) is found with a relative pronoun deletion (ø). 

 

4.2.1.5 Non-restrictive RCs 

High-proficiency learners produced 38 tokens of non-restrictive relative 

clauses (NRCs), equal to 7.24% of the whole number of RCs. The presented number 

of NRCs comprises not only NRCs used accurately, as in (187), but also those 

attempts to employ NRCs. The latter refers to incorrect uses of NRCs, e.g. without 

commas or with the relative marker that, which are always forbidden in standard 

English. The major criterion to decide whether it is an attempt to use a NRC lies in the 

definiteness of the head. Where the head is definite, the following RC is regarded as a 

NRC, as in (188). 

 

(187) When I arrived in Bavaria, which is the one of the states of Germany,  

          everything was new for me.  

(188) I met lots of friends there, but the most especial one is Philippe(,) who was very  

         helpful to me throughout my year in Belgium.  
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Table 5: Distribution of NRCs in different sentence positions in writing (high group) 

embedding 

types 

       relativizers 

ERC types 

who whom which that Total % 

center 

embedding 

(15.79%) 

S-SU 

S-DO 

S-OPREP 

1 

- 

- 

- 

- 

1 

3 

- 

- 

- 

1 

- 

4 

1 

1 

10.53 

2.63 

2.63 

right 

embedding 

(84.21%) 

O-SU 

O-DO 

O-OPREP 

SC-SU 

5 

- 

- 

2 

- 

- 

- 

- 

13 

- 

1 

1 

3 

4 

- 

3 

21 

4 

1 

6 

55.26 

10.53 

2.63 

15.79 

Total 8 1 18 11 38 100 

% 21.05 2.63 47.37 28.95 100  

 

 With regard to the sentence positions of NRCs, Table 5 reveals that more 

NRCs were used in right embedding (84.21%) than in center embedding (15.79%). 

Where RC types are concerned, SU is found to be the position most frequently used 

with NRCs (81.58%). The second-most frequent type for NRCs to occur with is DO 

(13.16%), while the NRC type occurring with the least frequency goes to OPREP 

(5.26%). 

 Through an analysis within the present framework, it is indicated that O-SU 

appeared as the most common NRC type (55.26%), as in (189), and SC-SU is shown 

to be the second (15.79%), as in (190). There existed two NRC types with the third-

highest frequency (10.53%), namely S-SU, as in (191) and O-DO, as in (192). The 

least frequent fall on three types of NRCs: S-DO, as in (193), S-OPREP as in (194), 

and O-OPREP, as in (195), each of which occurred 2.63%. 

 

 

 



 

 

149

 

(189)  He teaches me English(,) which is my favorite subject. (O-SU)  

(190)  My memorable experience has been happened recently. It was the ‘Say Good  

          Bye Event’(,) that was set in the last day of grade 12 testing date. (SC-SU)  

(191)  Singing, which is often contrasted with speech, is the act of producing musical 

   sounds with the voice. (S-SU)  

(192)  The teachers liked my friend called Wipawee, who we also love so much.  

 (O-DO)  

(193)  Furthermore, the jobs, that I state above, will give me a chance to know and  

 talk to the great investors or the experts in another job to gain knowledge and  

 unknown things. (S-DO)  

(194)  The most significant reason why I love this person is she gave me birth. The  

 teacher(,) whom I am talking about(,) is my mother. (S-OPREP)  

(195)  She soothes me and provides me a guideline to pass the problems, which I am 

 faced with. (O-OPREP)  

 

 Concerning the relative markers used in the NRCs, which, as in (189), (191), 

and (195), is ranked first in frequency (47.37%). That, as in (190) and (193), is 

viewed as the second (28.95%) in spite of the fact that its use is ungrammatical in 

NRCS. The third-most frequent is who (21.05%), as in (192), and the least frequent is 

whom (2.63%), as in (194). 
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 4.2.2 Low-proficiency learners’ use of ERCs 

 Overall, 406 ERCs were used in low-proficiency learners’ essays. 

 
Table 6: Distribution of relativizers in different sentence positions in writing (low 
group) 
 

               
relativizers 

 
ERC types 

who whom which that whose zero Total % 

center- 
embedding 

 

S-SU 16 - 1 10 - - 27 6.65 
S-DO - - 7 52 - 11 70 17.24 

S-OPREP - - - 1 - - 1 0.25 
S-GEN - - - - - - - - 
Total 16 

(3.94%) 
- 8 

(1.97%) 
63 

(15.52%) 
- 11 

(2.71%) 
98 24.14 

right-
embedding 

(object) 

 

O-SU 49 - 15 37 - - 101 24.88 
O-DO 2 - 8 39 - 5 54 13.30 

O-OPREP - - 1 5 - 1 7 1.72 
O-GEN - - - - - - - - 
Total 51 

(12.56%) 
- 24 

(5.91%) 
81 

(19.95%) 
- 6 

(1.48%) 
162 

 
39.90 

right-
embedding 

(subject 
complement) 

 

SC-SU 48 - 6 27 - - 81 19.95 
SC-DO 3 2 2 42 - 5 53 13.05 

SC-OPREP 3 1 1 6 - - 11 2.71 
SC-GEN - - - - 1 - 1 0.25 

Total 
 

54 
(13.30%) 

3 
(0.74%) 

9 
(2.22%) 

75 
(18.47%) 

1 
(0.25%) 

5 
(1.23%) 

146 35.96 

% 29.80 0.74 10.10 53.94 0.25 5.42 100  
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Table 7: Distribution of relativizers in center and right embedding in writing (low 
group)12 
 

                   
relativizers 

 
ERC types 

who whom which that whose zero Total % 

Center-embedding 
(subject) 

16 - 8 63 - 11 98 24.14 

Right-embedding 
- object 
-subject complement 
Total 

 
51 
54 
105 

 
- 
3 
3 

 
24 
9 

33 

 
81 
75 

156 

 
- 
1 
1 

 
6 
5 

11 

 
162 
146 
308 

 
39.90 
35.96 
75.86 

Total 121 3 41 219 1 22 406 100 
% 29.80 0.74 10.10 53.94 0.25 5.42 100  
 

 

4.2.2.1 ERC embedding 

According to Table 7, which highlights ERC embedding types, right-

embedded RCs (75.86%) obviously outnumber center-embedded ones (24.14%), as in 

(196) and (197). When RCs with right embedding has been thoroughly examined, it is 

discovered that more right-embedded RCs attached to an object (39.90%), as in (198) 

were produced than those added to a subject complement (35.96%), as in (199). Such 

an occurrence confirms the PDH, which claims that center-embedded RCs are more 

complicated and more difficult to perceive and produce than right-embedded ones.  

 

(196) Food that she likes is grill-lover. (DO) 

(197) The pets which I always keep are rabbits and fish. (DO) 

(198) We once had a fight that nearly break us apart. (SU) 

(199)  Next is Kay, she is the one who make me comfortable being with lastly. (SU) 

 

 

 

                                                 
12 Table 7 is a summarized version of Table 6. 
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4.2.2.2 ERC types 

 

Table 8: Distribution of RCs in different RC types in writing (low group) 

RC types frequency % 

SU 209 51.48 

DO 177 43.60 

OPREP 19 4.73 

GEN 1 0.25 

Total 406 100 

 

Of all the six ERC types posited in the NPAH, four were produced in the 

essays, as demonstrated in Table 8. In other words, they used RCs the relativized 

element of which serves as subject (SU), direct object (DO), object of preposition 

(OPREP), and genitive (GEN). There is no use of indirect object (IO) and object of 

comparison (OCOMP). IO, claimed to be less marked than OPREP, was not produced 

in the essays of low-proficiency learners although OPREP was found. In addition, that 

there existed no production of OCOMP does not come as a surprise as it is the most 

marked type for learners as well as the native speakers (Ellis, 1994). 

 Table 8 exhibits all the four RC types used in the learners’ writing. The 

occurrence of each type corresponds to what is predicted by the NPAH. That is to say, 

the participants produced SU, as in (198) and (199), the most (51.48%), followed by 

DO (43.60%), as in (196) and (197), and OPREP (4.73%), as in (200), respectively. 

The least frequent type is GEN (0.25%), as in (201), with only one token. 
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(200) Teacher that I want to learn with is kind teacher.  

(201) I have one friend whose house is near my house in the same village.  

 

 According to Table 6, ten subtypes of ERCs, according to the present-study 

framework, are found: S-SU, S-DO, S-OPREP, O-SU, O-DO, O-OPREP, SC-SU, 

SC-DO, SC-OPREP, and SC-GEN. To be precise, O-SU is the most common and 

frequent type (24.88%) occurring in right embedding and the relativized element is in 

subject position (SU). This strongly supports the NPAH and the PDH. The least 

frequent ones belong to S-OPREP and SC-GEN (0.25% each).  

 The hierarchy presented in (1202) below begins with the most frequently-

produced type to the least frequent one: 

 

(202) 

O-SU >   SC-SU  > S-DO  >  O-DO  >  SC-DO  > S-SU  > SC-OPREP  > 

(24.88%)  (19.95%)   (17.24%)   (13.30%) (13.05%)  (6.65%)   (2.71%) 

O-OPREP  > S-OPREP/ SC-GEN 

(1.72%)            (0.25% each) 

> means ‘occurred more frequently than’ 

/  means ‘occurred with the same frequency as’ 

 

4.2.1.3 Use of relative markers 

According to Table 7, six different relative markers, namely who, whom, 

which, that, whose, and zero, were produced in the learners’ writing. Other relative 

words categorized as relative adverbs are not included in the present study. In terms 

of frequency, that, as in (200), is regarded as the most common (53.94%) and who, as 
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in (203), the second (29.80%). The third most frequent is which (10.10%) as in (204), 

whereas zero, as in (205), is found to be the fourth (5.42%). Whom (0.74%), as in 

(206), occurred less frequently than zero, thus ranked fifth. The least frequent one is 

whose (0.25%), as in (201). 

 

(203)  In high school I have teacher who I like most.  

(204)  Teacher is one occupation which make human have knowledge and quality for  

 develop country, so everybody should give respect and always think of favor.  

(205)  The food ø they love to eat is rice and fish.  

(206)  Actually, I have more than one for teacher whom I like, but teacher Yaowanit  

 is really special.  

 

 Where RCs are attached to the matrix clause, relative markers were used more 

in right embedding (75.86%) than center embedding (24.14%). Furthermore, with 

regard to right-embedded RCs, relativizers were made more in RCs affixed to an 

object (39.90%) than in those added to a subject complement (35.96%). 

 The relative words that and which are of the same distribution pattern since 

they both occurred most frequently in right-embedded RCs with an object. They are 

found in right-embedded RCs attached to a subject complement with the second-

highest frequency. The least frequent position for them to occur is in center 

embedding. 19.95% of the occurrences of that was in right-embedded RCs with an 

object, 18.47% in right-embedded RCs with a subject complement, and 15.52% in 

center-embedded RCs. With respect to who, its frequency in right-embedded RCs 

with an object (12.56%) and the frequency in right-embedded RCs with a subject 
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complement (13.30%) are very close. Who occurred with the least frequency in center 

embedding (3.94%).  

As for which, it occurred 5.91% in right-embedded RCs with an object, 2.22% 

in right-embedded RCs with a subject complement, and 1.97% in center-embedded 

RCs. Concerning zero, it is found that an omission of relativizer was employed the 

most in center-embedded RCs (2.71%). Like who, zero occurred approximately with 

the same frequency in right embedding with an object (1.48%) and in right embedding 

with a subject complement (1.23%). 

 Whom and whose have a similar pattern of occurrence as they were used only 

in right-embedded RCs attached to a subject complement. Specifically, whom 

occurred 0.74%, while 0.25% of whose was spotted. 

 When each of the relativizers was taken into account, it is clearly seen that 

each appeared more in right embedding than in center embedding, except for zero, for 

which its frequency in both positions was equal (2.71%). 

  

4.2.2.4 Resumptive pronouns   

Table 9 clearly indicates how resumptive pronouns were employed in the low-

proficiency participants’ essays. In relation to the positions of ERCs in a sentence, 

resumptive pronouns were supplied considerably more in right-embedded RCs 

(88.88%) than in center-embedded ones (11.12%). This may result from the fact that 

more RCs were used in right embedding than center embedding. 
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Table 9: Distribution of resumptive pronouns in different sentence positions in writing 

(low group) 

embedding 

types 

       relativizers 

ERC types 

who which that zero Total % 

center 

embedding 

(11.12%) 

S-SU 

S-DO 

1 

- 

- 

- 

- 

1 

- 

- 

1 

1 

5.56 

5.56 

right 

embedding 

(88.88%) 

O-SU 

O-DO 

O-OPREP 

SC-DO 

- 

- 

- 

- 

1 

3 

- 

- 

3 

3 

1 

4 

- 

1 

- 

- 

4 

7 

1 

4 

22.22 

38.88 

5.56 

22.22 

Total 1 4 12 1 18 100 

% 5.56 22.22 66.67 5.56 100  

 

 As regards the NPAH, resumptive pronouns occurred less in the subject (SU) 

type (27.78%), as in (207), which is the least marked, whereas most of them are seen 

more in more marked RC types, namely DO, as in (208), and OPREP (72.22%), as in 

(209). This does conform to the Resumptive Pronoun Hierarchy under the NPAH, 

which postulates that resumptive pronouns are more likely to be used in more marked 

RC types. 

 

(207)  Although you can use many words that they are not just the same, they are all 

 the same meaning. (O-SU)  

(208)  Job is important in our life because if you have a good job which you like it, I  

 believe your life will nice and wonderful too. (O-DO)  

(209)  You can meet new people for take care them and people that you care for  

 them very respected. (O-OPREP)  
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(210)  Pet is an animal that we keep them to be companionship or for our enjoyment.   

          (SC-DO)  

(211)  I think it like the magic and the people who can make it they are like the  

 magician and like the feeling of the magician. (S-SU)  

(212)  The pet which I keep it is cat. (S-DO)  

 

 Within the framework of the present study, the results reveal that the most 

frequent type in which pronoun retention occurred is O-DO (38.88%), as in (208). 

Then O-SU, as in (207), and SC-DO, as in (210), were used with the same frequency 

(22.22%), second to O-DO. The least frequent ones are S-SU, as in (211), S-DO, as in 

(212), and O-OPREP, as in (209), each of which has only 5.56% of pronoun copies. 

 In regard to the relative markers with which resumptives co-occurred, Table 9 

demonstrates the complementizer that as the most common one to occur with pronoun 

retention (66.67%), as in (207). Second to that is which with 22.22% of resumptive 

pronouns, as in (208). Who, as in (211), and zero, as in (213), co-occurred with 

pronominal reflexes with the least frequency for each (5.56%). 

 

(213)  So when you find someone ø  you think he is your best friend, you should be  

 nice to them and try to make good relationship with him.  

 

4.2.2.5 Non-restrictive RCs  

Learners with low proficiency employed 35 NRCs, equivalent to 8.62% of the 

total number of RCs in their writing. These NRCs are made up of grammatical ones 

and those with some problems, as mentioned earlier in 4.2.1.5. 
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Regarding the sentence positions of NRCs, it is discovered in Table 10 that 

right-embedded RCs (82.86%) tremendously outnumber center-embedded ones 

(17.14%). As regards the RC types according to the NPAH, SU is the most common 

type (82.86%), as in (214), is obvious. The next most frequent type falls on DO 

(11.43%) as in (215). OPREP, as in (216), is seen as the least common NRC type 

(5.71%). 

 

(214)  The reward is a chance to get alive again but he must live in the body of  

 Kobayashi Makoto, who is a frail manner body that just committed suicide.  

 (O-SU)  

(215)  Even if we had left the old school, we always come back to this school(,) that  

 we love. (O-DO)  

(216) My hobby is playing internet. I do it every day and in my free time when I  

 play internet, MSN, that I can chat with m friends (on). (O-OPREP)  

 

Table 10: Distribution of NRCs in different sentence positions in writing (low group) 

embedding 

types 

       relativizers 

ERC types 

who whom that Total % 

center 

embedding 

(17.14%) 

S-SU 

S-DO 

 

3 

- 

- 

- 

 

1 

2 

4 

2 

11.43 

5.71 

right 

embedding 

(82.86%) 

O-SU 

O-DO 

O-OPREP 

SC-SU 

SC-DO 

9 

- 

- 

5 

- 

6 

- 

1 

- 

- 

3 

1 

1 

2 

1 

18 

1 

2 

7 

1 

51.43 

2.83 

5.71 

20 

2.86 

Total 17 7 11 35 100 

% 48.57 20 31.43 100  
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 With the framework used in this study, O-SU, as in (214), is the type where 

NRCs were produced the most (51.43%). The second-most frequent type is SC-SU, as 

in (217) produced 20%, and S-SU, as in (218), is considered the third (11.43%). There 

arose two types, equally ranked fourth, namely S-DO, as in (219), and O-OPREP, as 

in (216), occurring 5.71% each. The last two types, with the lowest frequencies, are 

SC-DO (2.86%), as in (220), and O-DO (2.83%), as in (221). 

 As for the relativizers found in the NRCs, three relative markers, namely who, 

whom, and that, were produced. Of the three, who, as in (214), occurred with the 

highest frequency (48.57%). Second to who is that (31.43%), as in (215), although it 

is not allowed in NRCs in standard English. The least frequent one is whom (20%), as 

in (221). 

 

(217)  Additionally, my favorite character is Femila Dienpentire, who has many 

abilities such as she can play the piano really well and she can use magic 

            about fire. (SC-SU)  

(218)  Now I have importance teacher, his name is Somsak, who has kind, fun, and 

 come in class in time. (S-SU)  

(219)  The single of Shanye Ward(,) that I like is back at one the meaning inform 

about process of love make me more understand love. (S-DO)  

(220)  However, my favorite pet is Moo-Moo(,) that I loved more and more.  

(SC-DO)  

(221)  Actually, I really want to meet Rain, whom I like indeed. (O-DO)  
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 4.2.3 Comparison between high-and-low proficiency learners in writing 

 In terms of how ERCs were embedded into matrix clauses, learners with high 

and low proficiency of English are similar in that they produced more ERCs in right 

embedding (H, L: 82.29%, 75.86%) than in center embedding (H, L: 17.71 %, 

24.14%). In particular, right-embedded RCs attached to an object (H, L: 53.71%, 

39.90%) outnumber those affixed to a subject complement (H, L: 28.57%, 35.96%) in 

both groups, which confirms the prediction of the PDH (Kuno, 1974) in such a way 

that RCs in right embedding are easier than those in center embedding. 

 As to the ERC types as outlined in the NPAH (Keenan & Comrie, 1977), the 

two groups of proficiency presented the same types of ERCs and similar frequency 

order as shown in (222):  

 

(222) 

SU   > DO   > OPREP      > 

(H, L: 56.24%, 51.48%)       (H, L: 34.86%, 43.60%)        (H, L: 9.33%, 4.73%) 

GEN 

(H, L: 0.57%, 0.25%) 

 

 When the subcategories of ERCs are concerned, high-proficiency learners 

produced ERCs in a slightly different manner than low-proficiency ones. That is, 

those with high level of proficiency used twelve ERC types as in (173), repeated 

below for convenience: 
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(173) 

O-SU >     O-DO >    SC-SU >   SC-DO >  S-DO >   S-SU > O-OPREP > S-OPREP >  

(32.57%)  (16.95%)   (15.81%) (10.48%)   (7.43%)  (6.86%)  (4.0%)       (3.24%) 

SC-OPREP > S-GEN/O-GEN/SC-GEN 

(2.10%)          (0.19% each) 

 

 By contrast, low-proficiency learners produced ten types of ERCs shown in 

(202) repeated here for convenience, all of which are the same as those produced by 

the high-proficiency group above, except S-GEN and O-GEN, which are not existent 

in the data of the low group. 

 

(202) 

O-SU >   SC-SU  > S-DO  >  O-DO  >  SC-DO  > S-SU  > SC-OPREP  > 

(24.88%)  (19.95%)   (17.24%)   (13.30%) (13.05%)  (6.65%)   (2.71%) 

O-OPREP  > S-OPREP/ SC-GEN 

(1.72%)            (0.25% each) 

 

 (173) and (202) are alike in the highest and the lowest frequent ERC types, 

namely O-SU (H, L: 32.57%, 24.88%) and SC-GEN (H, L: 0.19%, 0.25%) 

respectively. A slight difference lies in the fact that high-proficiency learners also 

produced S-GEN and O-GEN, which are not existent in the essays of the low group. 

In contrast, for low-proficiency learners, S-OPREP is also found to be the least 

frequent type along with SC-GEN. 
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Table 11: Comparison between the proficiency groups of the use of ERC types from 

the written data 

Proficiency 
ERC Type Total 

SU DO OPREP&GEN   
High 290 183 52 525 
Low 209 177 20 406 
Total 499 360 72 931 

 

Table 12: Results of a Chi-square test on the relationship between ERC types and 

learners’ proficiency from the written data 

 

 

With respect to the relationship between the use of ERC types and the 

learners’ proficiency, the Chi-square test revealed that there was a significant 

relationship between the ERC types used and the proficiency of the participants, x2 = 

12.464, p = 0.002, as illustrated in Table 12.  

High-and-low proficiency learners, in addition, demonstrate a similar pattern 

as far as the use of relative markers is concerned. To be precise, the orders of 

frequency of relativizers used by the two groups are the same, as illustrated in (223) 

below: 

 

 

 



 

 

163

 

 

(223) 

that  > who   > which  >   

(H, L: 50.67%, 53.94%)    (H, L: 26.67%, 29.80%)         (H, L: 14.29%, 10.10%) 

zero  > whom   >  whose 

(H, L: 5.52%, 5.42%)      (H, L: 2.29%, 0.74%)          (H, L: 0.57%, 0.25%) 

 

(224)  One occupation which make human have knowledge and quality for 

            develop country is teacher, so everybody should give respect and always think  

 of favor.  

(225)  In school, a teacher’s duty is teaching the subjects which are necessary in real 

 life such as Mathematics, Science, Language or a specific subject like Law. 

(226)  Harry Potter is a book which is about a young boy wizard. 

 

 When relativizers are considered in detail, it seems that which and that in both 

groups are of similar patterns. As for which, it is found with the highest frequency in 

right-embedded RCs added to an object (H, L: 11.24%, 5.91%), as in (225) and it 

occurred with the second highest frequency in right-embedded RCs with a subject 

complement (H, L: 1.71%, 2.22%), as in (226). The least frequent position for which 

is in center embedding (H, L: 1.33%, 1.97%), as in (224). In a similar vein, that was 

used with the most frequency in right-embedded RCs with a matrix object (H, L: 

26.67%, 19.95%), as in (227). Also, that in right-embedded RCs with a subject 

complement, as in (228) and that occurring in center embedding, as in (229), are 

ranked second (H, L: 14.86%, 18.47%) and third (H, L: 9.14%, 15.52%) respectively. 
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(227)  You’ll learn many things that you never know before when you stay with your 

           friend.  

(228)  Pet is an animal that we keep them to be companionship or for our enjoyment.   

(229)  Furthermore, the jobs, that I state above, will give me a chance to know and  

           talk to the great investors or the experts in another job to gain knowledge and  

           unknown things.  

      

 The relative pronoun who is found in different orderings in the high and low 

groups. That is to say, in the high-level group, 12.38% of its occurrences was seen in 

right-embedded RCs with a matrix object, as in (230), and 10.29% occurred in those 

attached to a subject complement, as in (231). Who was used with the lowest 

frequency (4%) in center-embedded RCs as in (232). In the low group, more use of 

who appeared in right-embedded RCs with a subject complement (13.30%) than in 

those affixed to an object (12.56%). As with the high group, who in center embedding 

is found with the least frequency (3.94%). 

 

(230) The final purpose for being a lawyer of myself is to help those who get  

 disadvantages from justice system.  

(231)  Friends are someone who can listen your problem and help you sometime.  

(232)   The first teacher who everybody must have is mother.  

 

 Whom, for high-proficiency learners, was produced with the highest frequency 

(1.14%) in right-embedded RCs attached to a matrix object, as in (233). Those added 

to a subject complement, as in (234) and those in center embedding, as in (235), were 
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produced with the same number (0.57%). In low-proficiency learners’ writing, whom 

appeared only in right-embedded RCs with a subject complement (0.74%).  

 

(233)  I feel very happy that I now I have best friend whom I love and care very 

much. 

(234)  They can be your friend, your colleague, or even a person whom you really do 

not know.  

(235)  Humans whom the monsters attacked on the plane became seriously injured 

finally.  

 

As regards the occurrence of relativizer omission, the use of zero in both 

groups exhibits the same pattern of distribution. It occurred the most in center-

embedded RCs (H, L: 2.48%, 2.71%), as in (236), and the least in right-embedded 

RCs added to a subject complement (H, L: 0.95%, 1.23%), as in (237). Relative 

pronoun deletion in right-embedded RCs with an object, as in (238), is found with the 

second-most frequency (H, L: 2.10%, 1.48%). 

 

(236)  The food ø they love to eat is rice and fish.  

(237)  Harry Potter is the novel ø I like most.  

(238)  They taught me everything ø I should know to survive in Germany.  

 

 As for whose, high-proficiency learners produced it in the three positions, 

namely in a RC added to a subject complement, as in (239), in a RC modifying an 

object, as in (240), and in a center-embedded RC, as in (241), with the same number 
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(0.19%), whereas those with a low level of proficiency used it only in right-embedded 

RCs affixed to a subject complement (0.25%). 

 

(239)  Doctor is a person whose profession is to treat sick people.  

(240)  I lived with and loved my aunt whose house was far from my school. So in the 

morning I have to get up early and go to school by myself and also go back by 

myself, too.  

(241)  This friend whose name is Namtan study at Thammasat University.  

 

 A statistical analysis was also applied to find a relationship between the use of 

relativizers and the way ERCs were embedded into a matrix clause. Interestingly, a 

Chi-square analysis revealed that there was a significant relationship between the use 

of relative markers by high-proficiency learners and the nature of embedding, x2 = 

16.926, p = 0.000, as illustrated in Table 13. Similarly, as for low-proficiency 

learners, it is worth noticing that the analysis also indicated that there was also a 

significant relationship between the relativizer use and the embedding manner, x2 = 

19.124, p = 0.000, as can be seen in Table 14.  

  

Table 13: Result of a Chi-square test of the relationship between relative markers and 

    ERC embedding from the written data of the high group 
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Table 14: Result of a Chi-square test of the relationship between relative markers and 

    ERC embedding from the written data of the low group 

 

 

 According to Table 15 , in high-and-low proficiency learners’ essays, there 

was a significant relationship between the use of relative markers and how ERCs were 

embedded into the matrix clause.  

 

Table 15: Comparison of the use of relative pronouns and ERC embedding in the 

    written essays by the high and low proficiency groups 

Group 
Written data (Relative Pronoun – ERC Type) 

Pearson's Chi-square Significance 
Contingency 
Coefficient  

High  16.926 0.000 0.17 
Low 19.124 0.000 0.212 

 

  

With respect to resumptive pronouns, the two proficiency groups supplied 

more pronoun copies in right-embedded RCs (H, L: 72.22%, 88.88%), as in (242) and 

(243) than in center-embedded ones (H, L: 27.78%, 11.12%), as in (244).  

 

(242) Although you can use many words that they are not just the same, they are all  

 the same meaning. (O-SU)  
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(243)  Pet is an animal that we keep them to be companionship or for our enjoyment.   

          (SC-DO)  

 (244)  The pet which I keep it is cat. (S-DO)  

 

The two groups were also alike in that they produced such resumptive 

pronouns in more marked positions, i.e. DO and OPREP, which are now merged into 

a broader category called an object. It appears from the written data that both groups 

employed more pronoun retention in RC objects (H, L: 83.34%, 72.22%), as in (243) 

and (244), than RC subjects (H, L: 16.66%, 27.78%), as in (242). 

 Concerning the subtypes of RCs, three subtypes were found in right-embedded 

RCs in both groups, namely O-SU (H, L: 16.66%, 22.22%), as in (245), O-DO (H, L: 

27.78%, 38.88%), as in (246), and SC-DO (H, L: 22.22%, 22.22%), as in (247). 

Moreover, only high-proficiency learners produced pronominal reflexes in SC-

OPREP (5.56%), as in (248), whereas the production of resumptives in O-OPREP, as 

in (249), was exclusive to those with low proficiency. In center embedded RCs, both 

groups produced resumptive pronouns in S-DO, as in (250), however, only low-

proficiency learners used such a pronoun copy in S-SU, as in (251). 

 

(245)  Except, artworks and sports or any activities that they are useless I am better 

  than him. (O-SU)  

(246)  I will proud in my success that I do it by myself and I will share my happiness 

to others especially my parents certainly. (O-DO)  

(247)  Golden Retriever is the one species that many people like and have it although 

 it has big size and sometimes has fear mode. (SC-DO)  
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(248)  The people in my room talked about the crime case which the police were 

 interested in it very much. (SC-OPREP)  

(249)  You can meet new people for take care them and people that you care for 

 them very respected. (O-OPREP)  

(250)  The other quality that I like it is honesty. (S-DO)  

(251)  I think it like the magic and the people who can make it they are like the 

magician and like the feeling of the magician. (S-SU)  

 

In addition, pronoun retention was found to co-occur with five different 

relativizers: who, whom, which, that, and zero. Whom and which are exclusive to the 

high group and the low group respectively. The order of frequency of pronoun 

retention in the high group is: 

 

(252) 

that   >  who   >  whom  >   zero  

(66.67%)          (16.67%) (11.11%)  (5.56%) 

 

 By contrast, the frequency order of the low group is : 

(253) 

that   >  which    >  who/zero  

(66.67%)           (22.22%)   (5.56% each)   

 

With regard to non-restrictive RCs (NRCs), high-proficiency learners 

produced 7.24% of NRCs in comparison to the whole number of RCs, whereas those 

with low proficiency used 8.62%. It is clear that the number of NRCs made by both 
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groups is close. Similarly, the two groups are also alike in that they used more NRCs 

in right embedding (H, L: 84.21%, 82.86%), as in (254), than in center embedding  

(H, L: 15.79%, 17.14%), as in (255). In relation to the RC types in the NPAH, the 

orders of frequency of the NRCs employed by the two groups are the same, as 

illustrated in (256). 

 

(254) The teachers liked my friend called Wipawee, who we also love so much.  

          (O-DO)  

(255) Singing, which is often contrasted with speech, is the act of producing musical  

         sounds with the voice. (S-SU)  

 

(256) 

 SU  >  DO   >  OPREP 

(H, L: 81.58%, 82.86%) (H, L: 13.16%, 11.43%)      (H, L: 5.26%, 5.71%) 

 

 Moreover, considering the subtypes of the NRCs, both groups were found to 

use seven subtypes of NRCs, most of which overlap. In particular, the high group 

used the following types of NRCs, according to frequency: 

 

(257) 

O-SU    >   SC-SU   >   S-SU/O-DO     >  S-DO/S-OPREP/O-OPREP 

(55.26%) (15.79%)      (10.53% each)  (2.63% each) 

 

 On the other hand, the next sequence reveals the NRC frequency of the low 

group: 
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(258) 

O-SU    >   SC-SU   >  S-SU     >  S-DO/O-OPREP  > O-DO/SC-DO 

(51.43%) (20%)      (11.43%)      (5.71% each) (2.86%) 

 

 From the two sequences above, NRCs appeared in S-OPREP, as in (262), only 

in the high group, while those found in SC-DO, as in (264), are exclusive to the group 

of low proficiency. Furthermore, it is evident that the first three most frequent 

positions for the NRC occurrence are O-SU, as in (259), SC-SU, as in (260), and  

S-SU, as in (261) for both groups, with an exception of O-DO, as in (263), which is 

the least frequent in the low group. 

 

(259)  He teaches me English(,) which is my favorite subject. (O-SU)  

(260)  My memorable experience has been happened recently. It was the ‘Say Good  

          Bye Event’(,) that was set in the last day of grade 12 testing date. (SC-SU)  

(261)  Singing, which is often contrasted with speech, is the act of producing musical  

           sounds with the voice. (S-SU)  

(262)  The most significant reason why I love this person is she gave me birth. The 

teacher(,) whom I am talking about(,) is my mother. (S-OPREP)  

(263)  Even if we had left the old school, we always come back to this school(,) that 

we love. (O-DO)  

(264)  However, my favorite pet is Moo-Moo(,) that I loved more and more. 

 (SC-DO)  

 

 As regards the relative markers introducing the learners’ NRCs, high-

proficiency learners employed four different relativizers, as in (265), whereas low-
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proficiency ones used three relative markers with a different order of frequency, as in 

(266). 

 

(265) 

High group: which > that  > who > whom 

         (47.37%)  (28.95%)        (21.05%)  (2.63%) 

 

(266) 

Low group: who > that  > which 

        (48.57%)  (31.43%)  (20%) 

 

 It is noticeable that whom was not used in the low group’s NRCs. 

Furthermore, the two hierarchies also indicate that the relative marker that was used 

in the NRCs to a certain degree in both groups even though such use led to 

ungrammaticality. 
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4.3 ERCs in the spoken data  

 4.3.1 High-proficiency learners’ use of ERCs 

Table 16: Distribution of relativizers in different sentence positions in speech (high 
group) 
 

                   
relativizers 

 
ERC types 

who whom which that zero Total % 

center- embedding  
S-SU 4 - 1 2 - 7 6.36 
S-DO - - 2 7 4 13 11.82 

S-OPREP - - - 3 - 3 2.73 
Total 4 

(3.64%) 
- 3 

(2.73%) 
12 

(10.91%) 
4 

(3.64%) 
23 
 

20.91 

right-embedding 
(object) 

 

O-SU 7 - 9 12 - 28 25.45 
O-DO 1 1 2 19 5 28 25.45 

O-OPREP - 1 1 1 2 5 4.55 
Total 8 

(7.27%) 
2 

(1.82%) 
12 

(10.91%) 
32 

(29.09%) 
7 

(6.36%) 
61 55.45 

right-embedding  
(subject 

complement) 

 

SC-SU 7 - 2 6 1 16 14.55 
SC-DO - - 1 6 1 8 7.27 

SC-OPREP - - - 1 1 2 1.82 
Total  

 
7 

(6.36%) 
- 3 

(2.73) 
13 

(11.82%) 
3 

(2.73%) 
26 
 

23.64 

% 17.27 1.82 16.36 51.82 12.73 110 100 
 
 
 
Table 17: Distribution of relativizers in center and right embedding in speech (high 
group)13 
 
                    relativizers 

 
ERC types 

who whom which that zero Total % 

Center-embedding 
(subject) 

4 - 3 12 4 23 20.91 

Right-embedding 
- object 
-subject complement 
Total 

 
8 
7 

15 

 
2 
- 
2 

 
12 
3 

15 

 
32 
13 
45 

 
7 
3 

10 

 
61 
26 
87 

 
55.45 
23.64 
79.09 

Total 19 2 18 57 14 110 100 
% 17.27 1.82 16.36 51.82 12.73 100  

 
 

                                                 
13 Table 17 is a summarized version of Table 16. 
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 The high-proficiency learners produced 110 ERCs in speech, compared with 

525 ERCs which they used in the written task. 

 

 
4.3.1.1 ERC embedding 

According to Table 17, learners with the high level of English proficiency 

produced, in speech, 79.09% of right-embedded RCs and 20.91% of center-embedded 

RCs in comparison with 82.29% of right-embedded RCs and 17.71% of center-

embedded RCs in writing. With more detailed analysis, two subtypes of right-

embedded RCs can be found with 55.45% of occurrences in right-embedded RCs 

modifying an object, compared with 53.71% in writing and with 23.64% of those in 

right-embedded RCs following a subject complement, compared with 28.57% in the 

written data. 

 The fact that the right-embedded RCs vastly outnumber those with center 

embedding provides support for the PDH (Kuno, 1974), which posits that RCs in 

center embedding are really more difficult to process and produce than their right-

embedded counterpart. 

  

 4.3.1.2 ERC types 

Table 18: Distribution of RCs in different RC types in speech (high group) 

RC types frequency % 

SU 51 46.36 

DO 49 44.55 

OPREP 10 9.09 

Total 110 100 
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 There existed three different RC types, as stated in the NPAH (Keenan & 

Comrie, 1977), in the high-proficiency learners’ spoken English, as shown in Table 

18. They are SU, DO, and OPREP. SU, as in (267), was found to be produced with 

the most frequency (46.36%), compared with 56.24% in writing, and DO, as in (268), 

is ranked second with slightly lower degree of frequency (44.55%), compared with 

34.86% in writing. The learners used OPREP, as in (269), with the least frequency 

(9.09%), while OPREP was produced 9.33% in the written task. GEN was not 

produced at all despite three tokens of GEN seen in the written data. Likewise, IO, 

which is less marked than OPREP, and OCOMP, the most marked type in the NPAH, 

cannot be spotted either. 

 

(267)  When I know the biography of them it made me know the story in the past that 

have the effect at now and I know the important success of them. (SU) 

(268)  Everyone has different hobbies that he or she would like to do for fun or 

relaxation. (DO) 

(269)  She’s the one person ø I can tell everybody to, and she’ll look me in the eyes 

and listen. (OPREP) 

 

 In regard to the subcategories of RC types, as mentioned in the framework of 

the present study, nine RC types were produced according to Table 16. To be precise, 

the most frequent RC types are O-SU, as in (270), and O-DO, as in (271) (25.45% 

each). Second to those two is SC-SU, as in (272), used 14.55%. S-DO (11.82%) as in 

(273) and SC-DO (7.27%), as in (274), are ranked third and fourth in frequency 

respectively, while the fifth and the sixth belong to S-SU (6.36%), as in (275), and  
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O-OPREP (4.55%), as in (276), resepctively. S-OPREP, as in (277), occurred 2.73%, 

and hence considered the seventh in the ranking, whereas the least frequent type is 

SC-OPREP, as in (278), used only 1.82%. 

 

(270)  Or when I read newspaper, I’ll know news daily that tell me something change  

         in this day. (O-SU)  

(271)  I have one book that I like most. (O-DO)  

(272) I’m one of those that have hobbies when I have free time. (SC-SU)  

(273)  I like all of them but the one that I like most is ‘Rai-sud-kua-kab-chua-sud- 

           kid’’. (S-DO)  

(274)  What is the kind of book that you read? (SC-DO)  

(275)  The writer who wrote this book is Baison. (S-SU)  

(276)  In my leisure time I’ll do something to reduce my stress from learning or  

          working in each day and to get more knowledge that I’’ tell you (about) ore  

          later. (O-OPREP)  

(277)  The important hobby that I tell you (about) next is growing plants. (S-OPREP)  

(278)  Hobbies are something that we feel happy (about). (SC-OPREP)  

 

 It is not astonishing at all to discover O-SU and O-DO as the most frequent 

RC types since both are in right embedding, which are assumed to be easier for 

acquisition. The frequency of the RC types described above is outlined in (279). 

 

(279) 

O-SU/S-DO >    SC-SU >  S-DO   >   SC-DO > S-SU > O-OPREP >  

(25.45 % each)  (14.55%)  (11.82%)  (7.27%)   (6.36%)  (4.55%) 
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S-OPREP > SC-OPREP 

(2.73%)        (1.82%) 

 

 4.3.1.3 Use of relative markers 

 

(280)  

a. in speech 

that > who > which > zero >  whom 

(51.82%) (17.27%) (16.36%) (12.73%) (1.82%) 

 

b. in writing 

that > who > which > zero >  whom    > whose 

(50.67%) (26.67%) (14.29%) (5.52%) (2.29%)    (0.57%) 

 

 Five relative markers, in addition to relative adverbs, which are left untouched 

in the current study, were employed in the learners’ speech, namely who, whom, 

which, that, and zero. According to (280 a), the complementizer that, as in (281), is 

ranked number one in the frequency (51.82%) compared to 50.67% in writing, while 

the relative pronoun who, as in (282), is ranked second with 17.27%, compared to 

26.67% in writing, which is slightly higher than which (16.36%), as in (283), ranked 

third in frequency, compared to 14.29% in the written data. The fourth is the zero 

relative marker (ø), as in (284), which was produced 12.73%, in comparison to 5.52% 

in the essays. The relativizer occurring with the lowest frequency is whom (1.82%), as 

in (285), as opposed to 2.29% in the written task. However, whose, occurring 0.57% 

in writing, is not existent in the learners’ speech. 
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(281)  Hobby is activity that a person does for pleasure.  

(282)  He is a Renaissance man who is a perfect Italy man.  

(283)  For me, I like to read about a detective story, a historical story or book which 

involve Leonado da Vinci because he is a hero for me.  

(284)  The book ø I like most is ‘Questions and answer about faith’ by Fethullah 

Gulan translate by Mr. Banjong Binkasan.  

(285)  Everybody has her or his friends with whom you share good or bad things.  

 

 In connection with how RCs were embedded into a matrix clause, more 

relativizers were used in right-embedded RCs (79.09%) than in center-embedded ones 

(20.91%). As for the right-embedded RCs, it is noticeable that those with an object 

(55.45%) outnumbers RCs modifying a subject complement (23.64%). Moreover, all 

relative words including zero were used more in the former than in the latter. 

 Regarding that, 29.09% is discovered in right-embedded RCs with an object, 

as in (286), while 11.82% was employed in those with a subject complement as in 

(288). Additionally, that occurred 10.91% in center-embedded RCs, as in (287). 

 

(286)  I have one book that I like most.  

(287)  I like all of them but the one that I like most is ‘Rai-sud-kua-kab-chua-sud- 

          kid’’.  

(288)  Hobby is activity that a person does for pleasure.  

 

With respect to who, 7.27% appeared in right-embedded RCs with an object, 

as in (289), and 6.36% was found in right-embedded ones affixed to a subject 
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complement, as in (290). In center-embedded RCs, as in (291), who was produced 

3.64%.  

 

(289)  I feel that I have a person who stay with me.  

(290)  The writer who wrote this book is Baison.  

(291)  He is a Renaissance man who is a perfect Italy man.  

 

In addition, the learners were seen to produce 10.91% of which in right-

embedded RCs added to an object, as in (292), and 2.73% in those attached to a 

subject complement, as in (293). Also, which produced with RCs in center 

embedding, as in (294), is equal to 2.73%, so does the right-embedded ones with an 

object. 

 

(292)  To be honest, I am not a great reader, so I sometimes read a book which is not 

 a book for my subjects.  

(293)  The each hobby is activity which you like or love to do. 

(294)  Activity which I often use in internet, is chatting, looking information, music,  

         clip, news and games etc.  

 

 As regards zero, 6.36% and 2.73% were discovered in right-embedded RCs 

attached to an object, as in (295), and those following a subject complement, as in 

(296), respectively. Zero is, further, found in RCs with center embedding, as in (297) 

with 3.64%. Finally, as for whom, it occurred 1.82% only in right embedding RCs 

with an object, as in (298). 
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(295)  People must have impressive book ø they like most, me too.  

(296)  She’s the one person ø I can tell everybody to, and she’ll look me in the eyes  

          and listen.  

(297)  The book ø I like most is ‘Questions and answer about faith’ by Fethullah  

          Gulan translate by Mr. Banjong Binkasan.  

(298)  My dog always loves anyone whom I admire really.  

 

4.3.1.4 Resumptive pronouns 

 

Table 19: Distribution of resumptive pronouns in different sentence positions in 

speech (high group) 

embedding 

types 

       relativizers 

ERC types 

which that zero Total % 

center 

embedding 

(40%) 

S-DO 

 

- 1 1 2 40 

right 

embedding 

(60%) 

O-DO 

SC-SU 

SC-DO 

- 

1 

- 

1 

- 

1 

- 

- 

- 

1 

1 

1 

20 

20 

20 

Total 1 3 1 5 100 

% 20 60 20 100  

 

Table 19 shows the use of resumptive pronouns in the high-proficiency 

participants’ speech. Concerning the positions of ERCs in a sentence, resumptives 

were used more in right-embedded RCs (60%) than in center-embedded RCs (40%), 

in comparison to 72.22% of pronominal reflexes in right-embedded RCs and 27.78% 

in center-embedded RCs in writing. With respect to the ERC types in the NPAH, 
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resumptives were inserted in SU and DO. 80% of pronoun copies were found in DO, 

compared to 77.78% in the same RC position in writing, whereas only 20% were seen 

in SU, compared with 16.66% in SU in the written task. Furthermore, no resumptive 

pronouns were used in OPREP in speech, whereas OPREP in the written data 

comprises 5.56% of pronoun copies This result supports the Resumptive Pronoun 

Hierarchy, which postulates that more pronoun retention tends to be found in marked 

RC types. In this study, DO, which is more marked than SU, contained more 

resumptive pronouns than SU. This conforms to the hierarchy of resumptive 

pronouns. 

 With the framework of the present study, it was discovered that pronominal 

reflexes occurred most frequently in S-DO (40%), as in (299). The other three 

positions, namely O-DO, as in (300), SC-SU, as in (301), and SC-DO, as in (302), 

comprise the equal number of resumptives (20%). When relative markers are taken 

into consideration, that is ranked first as a relativizer co-occurring with pronoun 

retention (60%), as in (300) and (302), compared to 66.67% of that in writing. Which, 

as in (301), and zero, as in (299), are equal in frequency since they both were used 

with 20% of pronoun retention. It should be noted that, in the written data, which was 

not found to co-occur with a resumptive pronoun and zero occurred only 5.56% with 

pronoun retention. 

 

(299)  And the book ø I like most it is Kam Tit Cheewit by Thitinad Na Phattalung. 

          (S-DO)  

(300)  Sometime I have some big problems that I can’t find a way to solve it but do 

not forget to think about my best friend. (O-DO)  
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(301)  In conclusion, the Da Vinci Code is the renowned story which it is very  

          interesting. (SC-SU)  

(302)  This is some part that my best friend has it. (SC-DO)  

 

 4.3.1.5 Non-restrictive RCs 

Table 20: Distribution of NRCs in different sentence positions in speech (high group) 

embedding 

types 

       relativizers 

ERC types 

who which that zero Total % 

center 

embedding 

(25%) 

S-DO 

 

- - 1 1 2 25 

right 

embedding 

(75%) 

O-SU 

O-DO 

SC-SU 

SC-DO 

1 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

1 

- 

2 

1 

- 

1 

- 

- 

- 

- 

3 

1 

1 

1 

37.5 

12.5 

12.5 

12.5 

Total 1 1 5 1 8 100 

% 12.5 12.5 6.25 12.5 100  

 

 High-proficiency learners produced 8 tokens of non-restrictive RCs (NRCs) in 

speech, equivalent to 7.27% of the entire number of RCs. The number of NRCs in this 

table encompasses both correctly-used ones and those attempted NRCs. The latter  

concerns ungrammatical NRCs, e.g. with the use of that as a relative marker. The 

determination of a NRC in speech was also based on the definiteness of the head. 

 From Table 20, more NRCs were used in right-embedded RCs (75%), 

compared with 84.21% in writing, than in center-embedded ones (25%), in 

comparison with 15.79% in the written data. With respect to the RC types, NRCs 

were equally produced in SU, as in (294), and DO, as in (295), each of which takes up 

50% of frequency, whereas SU in the written NRCs occurred 81.58% and DO was 
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used 13.16% in NRCs. Moreover, 5.26% of OPREP was also found, while no OPREP 

was produced in spoken NRCs of high-proficiency learners.  

Regarding the framework of this study, O-SU, as in (303), is the position 

where NRCs appeared most (37.5%). Second to it is S-DO, as in (304), occurring 

25%. In addition, O-DO, as in (305), SC-SU, as in (306), and SC-DO, as in (307), 

were each used 12.5% and ranked third. 

 Considering the relative markers in the NRCs, that is regarded as the most 

common (62.5%). The others, namely who, which, and zero, were produced with the 

equal number (12.5% each). 

 

(303)  The central story are concerns Harry’s struggle against the evil wizard Lord 

Voldermort,14 who killed Harry’s parents. (O-SU) 

(304)  PePe, which my Dad got from his friend, often plays with plastic ball.  (S-DO) 

(305)  You can find football competition in the internet, that make life more 

comfortable. (O-DO) 

(306)  But I am happier that he is Note, who is my best friend. (SC-SU)  

(307)  J.K. Rowling was the writer of Harry Potter, who every children around the 

world know. (SC-DO)  

 

  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
14 A comma is added here to mark a NRC in speech 
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 4.3.2 Low-proficiency learners’ use of ERCs in speech 

Table 21: Distribution of relativizers in different sentence positions in speech 
    (low group) 

 
                    relativizers 

 
ERC types 

who which that zero Total % 

center- embedding  
S-SU 4 2 2 - 8 8.89 
S-DO 1 2 6 2 11 12.22 

S-OPREP - 1 2 - 3 3.33 
Total 5 

(5.56%) 
5 

(5.56%) 
10 

(11.11%) 
2 

(2.22%) 
22 

 
24.44 

right-embedding 
(object) 

 

O-SU 7 4 10 - 21 23.33 
O-DO - - 8 3 11 12.22 
Total  7 

(7.78%) 
4 

(4.44%) 
18 

(20%) 
3 

(3.33%) 
32 35.56 

right-embedding  
(subject complement) 

 

SC-SU 12 4 12 - 28 31.11 
SC-DO - - 6 1 7 7.78 

SC-OPREP - - 1 - 1 1.11 
Total 12 

(13.33%) 
4 

(4.44%) 
19 

(21.11%) 
1 

(1.11%) 
36 40.00 

% 26.67 14.44 52.22 6.67 100  
 
 
Table 22: Distribution of relativizers in center and right embedding in speech (low 
group) 
 
                    relativizers 

 
ERC types 

who which that zero Total % 

Center-embedding 
(subject) 

5 5 10 2 22 24.44 

Right-embedding 
- object 
-subject complement 
Total 

 
7 

12 
19 

 
4 
4 
8 

 
18 
19 
37 

 
3 
1 
4 

 
32 
36 
68 

 
35.56 
40.00 
75.56 

Total 24 13 47 6 90 100 
% 26.67 14.44 52.22 6.67 100  

 

 

4.3.2.1 ERC embedding 

According to Tables 22 and 23, the participants with low proficiency level 

evidently used more RCs in right embedding (75.56%) in speech, in comparison with 

75.86% in writing, than those in center embedding (24.44%) in speech, compared 
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with 24.14% in writing. As regards the right-embedded RCs alone, 40% were found 

in those placed adjacent to an object, compared with 39.90% in the essays, whereas 

right-embedded RCs attached to a subject complement were produced 35.56%, 

compared with 35.96% in the written data. That the right-embedded RCs greatly 

outnumber the center-embedded ones is not unusual as it has been posited in the PDH 

(Kuno, 1974), which has proposed that RCs in center embedding are assumed for 

cause more problems to learners than those in right embedding. 

 

4.3.2.2 ERC types 

 

Table 23: Distribution of RCs in different RC types in speech (low group) 

 

RC types frequency % 

SU 57 63.33 

DO 29 32.22 

OPREP 4 4.44 

Total 90 100 

 

 Three types of ERCs can be observed from the speech of the low-proficiency 

learners: SU, DO, OPREP. It appears from Table 23 that the most commonly used 

type is SU (63.33%), as in (308), while they produced 51.48% of SU in writing. DO, 

as in (309), is ranked second in frequency (32.22%), compared to 4.73% in writing, 

which is approximately half of SU. The least frequent one found is OPREP (4.44%), 

as in (310). These occurrences of RC types obviously conform to the prediction of the 

NPAH in that more unmarked types are inclined to be produced more frequently than 
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marked ones. Here, SU is the most unmarked type produced with the largest number, 

while OPREP, the most marked type discovered, occurred with the lowest frequency. 

In addition, IO is not found although it is considered less marked than OPREP. 

Furthermore, GEN and OCOMP did not occur in speech of the learners with low 

proficiency. 

 

(308)  Pulakong is story about the developer who is an orphan girl. (O-SU)  

(309)  The chronicles of Narnia is the one that I want to present. (SC-DO)  

(310)  But the home that I am going to talk (about) is my home. (S-OPREP)  

 

 With regard to the framework used in the present study, it seems that there 

appeared eight ERC subtypes produced in the participants’ speech, as indicated in 

Table 21. In particular, SC-SU, as in (311), is viewed as the most frequent type 

produced 31.11%. Second to it is O-SU, as in (308) and (312), occurring 23.33%. S-

DO as in (313) and O-DO, as in (314), are both ranked third in frequency (12.22%). 

The fourth-most common goes to S-SU (8.89%), as in (315), while SC-DO, as in 

(309), holds the fifth rank (7.78%). The sixth and the least frequent ones are S-

OPREP (3.33%), as in (310), and SC-OPREP (1.11%), as in (316), respectively. 

 

(311)  My favorite pet is dog which is Siberian Husky. (SC-SU)  

(312)  But we have many groups of animal that is different. (O-SU)  

(313)  The book ø I like most is ‘The Secret’. (S-DO)  

(314)  When I have homework that I don’t understand they usually help me and 

teach me. (O-DO)  
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(315) I and my family, which is composed of my father, my mother, my sister, my  

cousin, my aunt, my uncle, my nephew, and my niece, are happy living 

together. (S-SU)  

(316)  I can be someone that my friends can lean on when they have love situation by  

           using others experience and opinion. (SC-OPREP)  

 

 It is normal to see SC-SU as the most frequent RC type as it occurred in right 

embedded RCs, corresponding to the PDH (Kuno, 1974). Additionally, the fact that 

SC-OPREP and S-OPREP belong to rare types is probably because OPREP is the 

most marked among all the RC types used in speech. 

 The frequency of the discussed RC types is illustrated in (317) below: 

 

(317) 

SC-SU  >  O-SU >    S-DO/ O-DO > S-SU > SC-DO > S-OPREP > SC-OPREP 

(31.11%)  (23.33%)   (12.22 each)    (8.89%)  (7.78%)   (3.33%)        (1.11%) 

 

 4.3.2.3 Use of relative markers 

 

(318) 

a. in speech 

that > who > which > zero   

(52.22%) (26.67%) (14.44%) (6.67%)  
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b. in writing 

that > who > which > zero >  whom    > whose 

(53.94%) (29.80%) (10.10%) (12.73%) (0.74%)    (0.25%) 

 

There arose four different relative markers found in the speech of the low-

proficiency learners, other than relative adverbs which are beyond our framework of 

analysis. The relative markers used are who, which, that, and zero. The most common 

one is the relativizer that (52.22%), compared to 53.94% in writing. Second to that is 

who, occurring with 26.67%, compared to 29.80% in writing. The third-most frequent 

is which (14.44%), compared to 10.10% in the written data, whereas the rarest one is 

zero (6.67%), in comparison to 12.73 % in the essays. Whom and whose, found in 

writing, were not used in their speech. 

 Concerning the way RCs were embedded into a matrix clause, more relative 

markers were found in RCs with right embedding (75.56%), compared to 75.86% in 

the essays, than those with center embedding (24.44%), compared to 24.14% in 

writing. As for the right-embedded RCs, 40% of relativizers were produced in those 

following a subject complement, in comparison to 35.96% in the written data, while 

those affixed to an object were used 35.56%, as opposed to 39.90% in writing. 

 When each of the relative words was analyzed, it was found that the relative 

marker that, as in (319), was used most (21.11%) in right-embedded RCs with a 

subject complement, in comparison to 18.47% in writing. Moreover, 20% of that is 

discovered in right-embedded RCs with an object, as in (320), compared to 19.95% in 

the written task, whereas 11.11% occurred in center-embedded RCs, as in (321), 

compared to 15.52% in writing. With respect to who, this relative pronoun was used 

with 13.33% in right-embedded RCs attached to a subject complement, as in (322), 
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compared with 13.30% in writing, and 7.78% in those added to an object, as in (323), 

compared with 12.56% in the written data. In center embedding, who, as in (324), was 

produced 5.56%, while 3.94% was found in writing. 

 

(319)  Home is not only the place ø we hide the sun and rain but it is the place that  

          give us warm and love.  

(320)  sometime they know something that my own brother not know.  

(321)  The first activity that we did was singing and dancing.  

(322)  I was someone who made these children happy though it was a little 

happiness.  

(323)  For me, friend means a person who has the same interests and opinions as 

          myself.  

(324)  The man who are superstar like most woman.  

 

 As regards which, 5.56% of its occurrence was found in center-embedded 

RCs, as in (325), compared to 1.97% in writing. Additionally, 4.44% of which is 

found in both types of right-embedded RCs, as in (326) and (327), while in writing 

2.22% of which occurred in right-embedded RCs added to a subject complement and 

5.91% was found in those attached to an object. Lastly, zero was found with 3.33% in 

right-embedded RCs modifying an object, as in (328), compared to 1.48% in writing, 

and with 1.11% in those with a subject complement, as in (329), compared to 1.23% 

in writing. In center-embedded RCs, 2.22% of zero is seen, as in (330), compared to 

2.71% in writing. 
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(325)  I and my family, which is composed of my father, my mother, my sister, my 

cousin, my aunt, my uncle, my nephew, and my niece, are happy living 

together.  

(326)  My favorite pet is dog which is Siberian Husky.  

(327)  Juay likes to tell me about her lifestyle in Switzerland, which is interesting and 

I like to tell my lifestyle in Thammasat University to her as well.  

(328)  My father always bought the book ø I like.  

(329)  Home is not only the place ø we hide the sun and rain but it is the place that  

          give us warm and love.  

(330)  The book ø I like most is ‘The Secret’.  

 

4.3.2.4 Resumptive pronouns 

Table 24: Distribution of resumptive pronouns in different sentence positions in 

speech (low group) 

embedding 

types 

       relativizers 

ERC types 

who which that Total % 

center 

embedding 

(50%) 

S-SU 

S-DO 

S-OPREP 

1 

- 

- 

- 

- 

1 

- 

1 

- 

1 

1 

1 

16.67 

16.67 

16.67 

right 

embedding 

(50%) 

O-DO 

SC-SU 

SC-DO 

- 

- 

- 

- 

1 

- 

1 

- 

1 

1 

1 

1 

16.67 

16.67 

16.67 

Total 1 2 3 6 100 

% 16.67 33.33 50 100  

 

According to Table 24, resumptive pronouns were used in three types of RCs: 

SU, DO, and OPREP. DO was found to be the position in which resumptive pronouns 
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occurred most (50%), as in (331), compared to 66.67% in the essays, whereas SU 

contains 33.33% of pronominal reflexes, as in (332), compared to 27.78% in writing. 

OPREP, as in (333), is considered the least common type where pronoun copies were 

made (16.67%), in comparison to 5.56% in writing. The occurrences of resumptive 

pronouns as a whole lend support to the Resumptive Pronoun Hierarchy, which 

postulates that pronoun retention is more likely to be found in marked RC positions. 

That is, from the data, resumptive pronouns in object positions, i.e. DO and OPRREP, 

are higher in number than those in SU.  

 

(331)  It is the first dog that my father bought it for me. (DO) 

(332)  Someone who he or she passes in my life are my best friend. (SU) 

(333)  Some animals are tame which you are take care of them while some animals 

are fierce. (OPREP) 

 

 Related to the relative markers that co-occurred with resumptive pronouns, 

that shows its most frequency of use with pronominal reflexes (50%), as in (331), 

compared to 66.67% in the written task. Second to that is which, produced 33.33%, as 

in (333), compared to 22.22% in writing, whereas who occurred with pronoun 

retention, as in (332), with the least degree of frequency (16.67%), compared to 

5.56% in writing. 
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4.3.2.5 Non-restrictive RCs 

Table 25: Distribution of NRCs in different sentence positions in speech (low group) 

embedding 

types 

       relativizers 

ERC types 

who which that Total % 

center 

embedding 

(42.86%) 

S-SU 

S-DO 

 

- 

- 

2 

- 

- 

1 

2 

1 

28.57 

14.29 

right 

embedding 

(57.14%) 

O-SU 

SC-SU 

 

2 

1 

1 

- 

- 

- 

3 

1 

42.85 

14.29 

Total 3 3 1 7 100 

% 42.85 42.85 14.29 100  

 

 7 tokens of NRCs were noticed in the speech of the low-proficiency learners, 

equal to 7.78% of the whole number of RCs. It is noted that the NRCs shown in Table 

25 not only include correct NRCs but also attempts to use NRCs, i.e. those with the 

relative word that. It is clearly seen from Table 25 that more NRCs were found in 

right-embedded RCs (57.14%) than center-embedded RCs (42.86%). Respecting the 

RC types, only two, i.e. SU and DO, were found to contain NRCs. To be precise, SU, 

as in (334), apparently has more NRCs (85.71%), compared to 82.86% in the essays, 

than DO (14.29%), as in (335), compared to 11.43% in writing. Unlike the written 

data, the spoken ones do not demonstrate the use of OPREP in NRCs. 

With the framework of the current study, it is found that there are four 

subtypes comprising NRCs: S-SU, S-DO, O-SU, and SC-SU. The most frequent type 

where NRCs appeared is O-SU (42.85%), as in (336), while the second goes to S-SU 

(28.57%), as in (337). The least frequent ones belong to S-DO, as in (335), and  

SC-SU, as in (334), with 14.29% each. 
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(334)  The important one is Pook, who cheers me up every time I’m down. (SC-SU)  

(335)  Later, Kaka, that I fed him since 3 years ago. (S-DO)  

(336)  I accidentally knew Sopak Suwan, who is a famous writer. (O-SU)  

(337)  Satoon, which is one of the very nice place in south of Thailand, was the place 

to travel with friends. (S-SU)  

 

 With regard to the relativizers used in the NRCs, who, as in (334) and (336), 

and which, as in (337), were produced with the same highest frequency (42.85%). The 

relative marker that, as in (335), occurred with the lowest frequency (14.29%). 

 

 4.3.3 Comparison between high-and-low proficiency learners in speech 

 

 According to the spoken data, the high-proficiency and low-proficiency 

learners were in common in the way they embedded ERCs into a matrix clause. That 

is, most of the ERCs they produced are right-embedded (H, L: 79.09, 75.56%) rather 

than center-embedded (H, L: 20.91%, 24.44%). However, it was discovered that, as 

regards right-embedded constructions, the high group used more RCs modifying a 

matrix object (55.45%) than those accompanying a subject complement (23.64%). By 

contrast, the low-proficiency group produced more RCs attached to a subject 

complement (40%) than the RCs added to a matrix object (35.56%). 

 Aside from the manner of RC embedding, the learners with high and low 

levels of proficiency similarly used three RC types: SU, DO, and OPREP. They also 

produced these in the same frequency order, as illustrated in (338) below: 
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(338)  

SU    > DO   > OPREP 

(H, L: 46.36%, 63.33%)     (H, L: 44.55%, 32.22%)     (H, L: 9.09%, 4.44%) 

 

 It should be noted that the difference between the SU frequency and the DO 

frequency is minimal (1.81%) in the high group, whereas the difference in the low 

group is noticeable (31.11%). 

 with regard to the subtypes of RCs presented in the framework of the present 

study, high proficiency learners produced nine different ERC types in speech, 

demonstrated below in (339) according to frequency: 

 

 (339) 

O-SU/S-DO >    SC-SU >  S-DO   >   SC-DO > S-SU > O-OPREP >  

(25.45 % each)  (14.55%)  (11.82%)  (7.27%)   (6.36%)  (4.55%) 

S-OPREP > SC-OPREP 

(2.73%)        (1.82%) 

 

 In contrast, the learners of low proficiency used eight types of ERCs, as in 

(340): 

 

(340) 

SC-SU  >  O-SU >    S-DO/ O-DO > S-SU > SC-DO > S-OPREP > SC-OPREP 

(31.11%)  (23.33%)   (12.22 each)    (8.89%)  (7.78%)   (3.33%)        (1.11%) 
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 From the above hierarchies, it is clearly seen that all the ERC subtypes used 

by both groups are identical except O-OPREP, which is unique to the high group. 

Nevertheless, the sequences of these types in the two groups are different, except SC-

OPREP, with the lowest degree of frequency in both (H, L: 1.82%, 1.11%). 

 

Table 26: Comparison between the proficiency groups in the use of ERC types from 

the spoken data 

Proficiency 
ERC Type Total 

SU DO OPREP   
High 51 49 40 140 
Low 57 29 4 90 
Total 108 78 44 230 

 

 

Table 27: Results of a Chi-square test of the relationship between ERC types and  

     learners’ proficiency from the spoken data 

 

  

Table 26 shows a comparison between the use of ERC types in the spoken 

data drawn from both groups of proficiency. A Chi-square analysis revealed that there 

was a significant relationship between the ERC types the learners used and the 

proficiency of the participants, x2 = 25.239, p = 0.000, as illustrated in Table 27. 
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 Concerning the relative markers used in speech, both the high and low groups 

seemed to bear a close resemblance to each other, as can be seen in (341). 

 

(341) 

that  >  who  >  which       > 

(H, L: 51.82%, 52.22%) (H, L: 17.27%, 26.67%) (H, L: 16.36%, 14.44%) 

zero  >  whom 

(H, L: 12.73%, 6.67%) (H, L: 1.82%, 0%) 

 

 According to the order of frequency above, whom, as in (345), was found only 

in the high group’s speech. That is the most frequent relativizer in the two groups. In 

the high group, that occurred the most frequently in right-embedded RCs attached to a 

matrix object, as in (342). Moreover, that in right-embedded RCs with a subject 

complement (11.82%), as in (344), and that in center-embedded RCs (10.91%), as in 

(343), are close in frequency. As for the group of low-proficiency learners, that in 

right-embedded RCs with a subject complement (21.11%) and that in those 

accompanying a matrix object (20%) occurred with slightly different degree of 

frequency. Only 11.11% of the occurrence of that was used in center embedding. 

 

(342)  I have one book that I like most.  

(343)  I like all of them but the one that I like most is ‘Rai-sud-kua-kab-chua-sud- 

         kid’’.  

(344)  Hobby is activity that a person does for pleasure.  

(345)  Everybody has her or his friends with whom you share good or bad things.  
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 As to the occurrence of who, center-embedded RCs, as in (346), were 

produced with the least frequency in both groups (H, L: 3.64%, 5.56%). Further, who 

in right-embedded RCs added to a matrix object, as in (347), occurred 7.27% in the 

high group’s speech and 7.78% in the low one’s. In those affixed to a subject 

complement, as in (348), high-proficiency learners used 2.73% of who, while 13.33% 

of who in such a position occurred in those with low level of proficiency. On the 

whole, the low-proficiency learners used who more frequently than the high-

proficiency learners did. 

 

(346) The writer who wrote this book is Baison.  

(347) I feel that I have a person who stay with me.  

(348) He is a Renaissance man who is a perfect Italy man.  

 

 With respect to the relative pronoun which, the high group was found to 

produce it the most frequently in right-embedded RCs following an object (10.91%), 

as in (349), whereas low-proficiency learners equally used it with the highest 

frequency in center-embedded ones (5.56%), as in (350). Furthermore, the high-

proficiency learners used 2.73% of which in both RCs in center embedding and those 

in right embedding with an object. Likewise, the learners of low proficiency were 

seen to equally produce 4.44% in both kinds of right-embedded RCs. 

 

(349)  To be honest, I am not a great reader, so I sometimes read a book which is not 

a book for my subjects.  
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(350)  I and my family, which is composed of my father, my mother, my sister, my 

cousin, my aunt, my uncle, my nephew, and my niece, are happy living 

together.  

          

 Zero in both groups occurred in a similar fashion. That is, the position with the 

highest frequency for both groups is the RC added to an object of the main clause  

(H, L: 6.36%, 3.33%), as in (351). The RC in center embedding, as in (352), is viewed 

as the next in frequency (H, L: 3.64, 2.22%). Finally, the least frequent one for the 

two groups is the right-embedded RCs adjacent to a subject complement (H, L: 

2.73%, 1.11%), as in (353). Overall, the high group was found to produce more zero 

than the low-proficiency counterpart. 

 

(351)  People must have impressive book ø they like most, me too.  

(352)  The book ø I like most is ‘Questions and answer about faith’ by Fethullah  

          Gulan translate by Mr. Banjong Binkasan.  

(353)  She’s the one person ø I can tell everybody to, and she’ll look me in the eyes  

          and listen.  

 

A Chi-square analysis interestingly revealed that there was no significant 

relationship between such use of relative words by the high-proficiency learners and 

the way ERCs were embedded, x2= 0.704, p = 0.717, according to Table 28. Similar 

to the high group, a Chi-square test showed that there was no significant relationship 

between the relative marker use and the nature of ERC embedding, x2= 0.646,  

p = 0.680, according to Table 29. 
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Table 28: Result of a Chi-square test of the relationship between relative markers and 

    ERC embedding from the spoken data of the high group 

 

 

Table 29: Result of a Chi-square test of the relationship between relative markers and 

    ERC embedding from the spoken data of the low group 

 

 

Table 30: Comparison of the use of relative pronouns and ERC embedding in the 

    spoken data by the high and low proficiency groups 

 

Group 
Written data (Relative Pronoun – ERC Type) 

Pearson's Chi-square Significance 
Contingency 
Coefficient  

High  0.704 0.717 - 
Low 0.646 0.680 - 
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 Both groups of learners were found to use relativizers independently of the 

ERC embedding manner. In other words, there was no significant relationship 

between the two variables. This means levels of proficiency do not affect the learners’ 

use of relative markers in relation to embedding of ERCs. 

 With respect to pronominal reflexes used in speech, more resumptive 

pronouns were added in right-embedded RCs (60%), as in (354), than center-

embedded ones (40%), as in (355), in high-proficiency learners, while an equal 

number of pronoun copies were seen in both positions (50%) in the speech of the 

learners with low proficiency. Moreover, as it is proposed in the Resumptive Pronoun 

Hierarchy, which claims that pronoun retention is inclined to appear in more marked 

RC positions, the high group used 80% of resumptives in direct object RCs, and the 

low group supplied 66.68% in RC formation on direct objects and objects of 

preposition. In contrast, only 20% and approximately 33.34% of pronominal copies 

were employed in subject RCs by the high group and the low group respectively.  

 

(354)  Sometime I have some big problems that I can’t find a way to solve it but do 

not forget to think about my best friend. (O-DO) 

(355)  And the book ø I like most it is Kam Tit Cheewit by Thitinad Na Phattalung.  

 (S-DO) 

 

 Regarding the ERC subtypes, the same three types were spotted in right-

embedded RCs in both groups, namely O-DO, as in (354), SC-SU, as in (356), and 

SC-DO, as in (357), with the same frequency each (H, L: 20%, 16.67%). In center 

embedding, learners with high proficiency produced pronominal reflexes only in  
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S-DO (40%), as in (355), while those with low proficiency produced the same 

frequency of resumptive pronouns (16.67%) in three subtypes of center-embedded 

RCs: S-SU, as in (358), SC-DO, as in (359), and S-OPREP, as in (360). 

 

(356)  In conclusion, the Da Vinci Code is the renowned story which it is very  

          interesting. (SC-SU) 

(357)  This is some part that my best friend has it. (SC-DO) 

(358)  Someone who pass in my life he or she are my best friend. (S-SU) 

(359)  It is the first dog that my father bought it for me. (SC-DO) 

(360)  Some animals are tame which you are take care of them while some animals 

are fierce. (S-OPREP) 

 

 With respect to the relative markers used with resumptives, it was discovered 

that for both groups of learners, that, as in (357), is the first in frequency (H, L: 60%, 

50%). In addition, which, as in (356), and zero, as in (355), in the high group, 

occurred with the same amount (20%). For those with low level of proficiency, which 

was used 33.33% and who, as in (358), with the lowest frequency (16.67%). It is 

important to note that the use of zero with pronoun retention is exclusive to only the 

high group, whereas who with a resumptive pronoun was only found in the low group. 

 As regards non-restrictive RCs (NRCs) in the learners’ speech, the learners of 

high proficiency were found to produce 7.27% of NRCs, compared with the total 

number of RCs in speech, whereas the low-proficiency ones used 7.78%, which 

means both groups produced a very close number of NRCs in their speech. 

Furthermore, both were seen to employ more NRCs in right-embedded RCs (H, L: 
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75%, 57.14%), as in (361), than center-embedded ones (H, L: 25%, 42.86%), as in 

(362). 

 

(361) But I am happier that he is Note, who is my best friend.  

(362) PePe, which my Dad got from his friend, often plays with plastic ball.  

 

 Both the high-and-low proficiency learners are similar in the main types of 

NRCs. That is, according to (363), both produced SU and DO, but with different 

amounts. The high group used 50% of SU and DO, while the other used up to 86.71% 

of SU and 14.29% of DO. The difference between the frequency of SU and that of 

DO in the low group is significant (71.42%). 

 

(363) 

  SU  >  DO 

(H, L: 50%, 85.71%)  (H, L: 50%, 14.29%) 

 

 With regard to the ERC subtypes as outlined in the framework of the present 

study, high-proficiency learners used NRCs in five subtypes, shown below in (364), 

according to frequency. 

 

(364) 

 O-SU > S-DO  >    O-DO/ SC-SU / SC-DO 

 (37.5%) (25%)    (12.5% each) 
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 As for the low group, only four subtypes having NRCs can be noticed, 

indicated below in (365), according to frequency: 

 

(365) 

 O-SU > S-DO  >      S-DO/ SC-SU 

 (42.85%) (28.57%)       (14.29% each) 

 

 From the orders above, it is remarkable that the two groups are common in 

their production of O-SU with the most frequency. Moreover, SC-SU is viewed as 

one of the least frequent types in both. 

 When relative markers are taken into consideration, the high group employed 

four different relativizers in NRCs: who, which, that, and zero, whereas the group of 

low-proficiency learners used who, which, and that. Zero was only found in the high 

group (12.5%). The two groups are alike since who and which were used with the 

same quantity in each group. That is, the high group produced 12.5% of who and 12.5 

% of which, whereas, in the low group, 42.85% of who as well as which was noticed. 

Furthermore, that is the most frequent marker in the high group (62.5%), while it 

occurred with the lowest degree of frequency in the low group (14.29%). 
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION OF THE FINDINGS 

5.1 Acquisition stages of English relative clauses of Thai EFL learners 

 5.1.1 Acquisition of ERC types 

 Upon the analyses of both written and spoken data, it is likely to draw a 

conclusion on how Thai EFL learners acquire RCs in English. First of all, the results 

reveal that the acquisition orders of ERC types in both groups of proficiency tend to 

conform to the Noun Phrase Accessibility Hierarchy (NPAH), proposed by Keenan 

and Comrie (1977), in such a way that the subject relative (SU) was the first ERC 

type the learners acquired owing to its highest number of use. In other words, a 

feature is claimed to be acquired prior to another if its occurrences are higher in 

number (Brown, 1973; Dulay & Burt, 1973, 1974; Krashen, 1978; Gass & Selinker, 

2001). In this case, the learners produced SU with the most frequency in writing (H, 

L: 56.24%, 51.48%) and speech (H, L: 46.36%, 63.33%).15 

 

Table 31: Percentage of learners’ accuracy in the translation task 

 % of correct translation of RCs from Thai to English 

RC types High group Low group 

SU 

DO 

IO 

OPREP 

GEN 

83.06 

71.15 

68.63 

66.23 

58.72 

70.18 

61.09 

58.14 

57.70 

52.85 

                                                 
15 The frequency order is used to determine the order of acquisition in several SLA works, e.g. Brown, 
1973; Dulay and Burt, 1973, 1974. 
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This is also supported by the findings from the translation task, according to 

Table 31, which shows that SU is the RC type which the learners apparently master 

most (H, L: 83.06%, 70.18%). 

 They seemed to acquire the direct-object relative (DO) after SU since both 

groups used this RC type with the second-most frequency in writing (H, L: 34.86%, 

43.60%) as well as in speech (H, L: 44.55%, 32.22%). Again, the translation task also 

lends support to this as the learners used DO with an accuracy of 71.15% in the high 

group and 61.09% in the low one; their performance is ranked second in grammatical 

correctness. The third RC type that the learners acquired appeared to be the object-of-

preposition relative (OPREP), whose occurrences rank third in frequency in the essays 

(H, L: 9.33%, 4.73%) and the retold stories (H, L: 9.09%, 4.44%). Furthermore, the 

accuracy order of OPREP, which is lower than that of DO, in the translation task for 

both groups (H, L: 66.23%, 57.70%) confirms its order of acquisition. 

 The last type of ERC acquired by the learners is the genitive relative (GEN), 

which is found with the lowest degree of frequency. From the written data, GEN 

occurred 0.57% and 0.25% in the high group and the low group respectively. 

However, it is interesting that GEN was not at all produced in the speech of either 

group. 

 The hierarchy (366) below reflects the order of acquisition of ERC types: 

 

(366) SU > DO > OPREP > GEN 

 

 The order of acquisition corresponds to the one posited by the NPAH, except 

that the indirect-object relative (IO) and the object-of-comparison relative (OCOMP) 

are not seen in the learner corpus. As for IO, it is often merged into OPREP in several 
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studies since these two types are very similar in nature. In other words, these two 

positions should be collapsed into one category due to their analogous behavior in 

ERCs (Gass, 1979; Cowan, 200816). (367), which belongs to IO, and (368), 

representing OPREP, are alike in structure in such a way that each involves a 

preposition inside the RC. A minor difference between IO and OPREP lies in the fact 

that the relative pronoun whom in IO in (367) serves as an indirect object as well as 

the object of the preposition to, while whom in OPREP in (368) has only one function, 

i.e. as an object of the preposition to. 

 

(367) The woman whom I gave a dictionary to was very happy. 

(368) The woman whom I look forward to was Mary. 

 

Apparently, there is no use of IO in the present study although the learners are 

capable of producing it, as indicated in the translation task. It appears from the 

translation task that the percentage of accuracy for IO (H, L: 68.63%, 58.14%) and 

that for OPREP (H, L: 66.23%, 57.70%) confirm the structural affinity between the 

two RC types. It is expected that some tokens of IO may be evidenced by future 

research involving more data. 

 With regard to the non-existence of OCOMP, this is not unpredictable because 

OCOMP is regarded as the most marked RC type in the NPAH. According to Gass 

(1979, 1980), the participants who were of different L1 backgrounds, namely French, 

Portuguese, Italian, Arabic, Persian, Chinese, Korean, Japanese, and Thai, seemed to 

be troubled most with OCOMP in the sentence-combining task. In other words, they 

made the most errors in the OCOMP position. Moreover, they scarcely used this RC 

                                                 
16 According to Cowan (2008, p. 423), IO relatives are limited to only two prepositions, namely to and 
for, while for OPREP relatives, a wider range of prepositions can be used. 
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type in free compositions. Pavesi (1986), in a comparative study of instructed and 

naturalistic Italian learners of English, discovered from elicited oral data that both 

groups of learners acquired ERCs in the way predicted by the NPAH; they obviously 

acquired the unmarked before the marked types. Interestingly, GEN and OCOMP 

were almost entirely missing in the naturalistic group. Ellis (1994, p. 419) remarked 

that OCOMP is very problematic, considered the most complicated, as a number of 

English native speakers do not accept that sentences comprising this RC type are 

grammatical. As a result, discovering no use of OCOMP in English learners’ 

production as well as child native speakers’ did not come as a surprise. 

 According to the Chi-square analysis, it was revealed that Thai learners in 

both writing and speaking used different ERC types in relation to their proficiency. 

There was somehow a significant relationship between the learners’ proficiency and 

the types of ERC. 

 In summary, the order of ERC acquisition in Thai EFL learners’ interlanguage 

clearly follows what is predicted by the NPAH. This is also supported by other 

previous studies focusing on the acquisition of ERCs by speakers of different native 

languages. As mentioned before, Gass (1979, 1980) found support for the NPAH 

when the participants of nine different L1s revealed such an acquisition order of 

ERCs stated in the NPAH. Pavesi (1986) conducted a study on how Italian speakers 

acquired ERCs, relying on oral picture-cued production task. The study discovered 

the same order of ERC acquisition as the NPAH prediction. In addition, Eckman, 

Bell, and Nelson (1988) revealed that once the ESL learners were taught a more 

marked RC type, they were successful in generalizing this to other less marked ones. 

Such markedness presented by the NPAH was then claimed to determine the order of 

difficulty and acquisition of ERCs. Also, Doughty (1988, 1991) used a written 
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sentence combination test, a grammaticality judgment test, and an oral picture-cued 

production test in studying ERC acquisition by adult L2 learners of English. The 

studies lent support to the NPAH. 

 Aarts and Schils (1995), investigating the acquisition of ERCs in Dutch 

learners of English, have provided partial support for the NPAH acquisition order, 

with an exception that the participants produced fewer errors in DO than SU, which 

means SU might not have been acquired before DO. Izumi (2003) examined ERC 

acquisition by learners of different native languages, namely Chinese, Arabic, French, 

Japanese, Kazah, Korean, Persian, Polish, Portuguese, Spanish, Thai, and Turkish. He 

found support for the NPAH in predicting processing difficulty as well in a sentence 

combination test and the grammaticality judgment test. In Chen (2004), the researcher 

scrutinized a use of ERC found in Taiwanese EFL learners’ essays, presenting an 

order of ERC acquisition which generally accords with the NPAH. Similarly, Chou’s  

(2006) study on an ERC acquisition by Taiwan EFL college students demonstrated 

that the learners’ order of ERC type acquisition is largely constrained by the universal 

markedness postulated by the NPAH, except GEN and the order between IO and 

OPREP. 

 These studies cited above, by and large, evidently bear out the results of the 

current research, with regard to the prediction by the NPAH. 

 

 5.1.2 Acquisition of ERC embedding 

 The high-and-low proficiency Thai learners of English seemed to prefer right-

embedded RCs to center-embedded ones since the number of ERCs in right 

embedding (H, L: 82.29%, 75.86%) is higher than that in center embedding (H, L: 

17.71%, 24.14%) in writing. In the same vein, right-embedded ERCs in the speech of 
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both groups of learners (H, L: 70.09%, 75.56%) significantly outnumber center-

embedded ones (H, L: 20.91%, 24.44%). Such results in both types of data correspond 

to the prediction of the Perceptual Difficulty Hypothesis or PDH (Kuno, 1974), which 

pays particular attention to the memory system of human beings in processing 

language. The PDH, in theory, states that center-embedded RCs have to do with an 

interruption of the way the matrix sentence is processed, making the whole 

proposition perceptually difficult. By contrast, right-embedded RCs, which involve no 

interruption, since they appear finally, are considered less difficult to process. For this 

reason, RCs in right embedding are easier to learn and use, compared to those in 

center embedding, in a nutshell (Izumi, 2003). 

 Moreover, right-embedded RCs are also abundant in the language of English-

speaking children. According to Diessel and Tomasello (2000) and Diessel (2004, 

2005), most of the earliest RCs found in the speech of children speaking English as 

L1 occur in copular constructions, as in (159), repeated here for convenience.  

 

(168)  That is the sugar that goes in there.         (Diessel & Tomasello, 2000, p. 136) 

 

That is, the RCs are used at the end of the sentence, thus regarded as right-

embedded RCs. This is probably indicative of the fact that the right-embedded RC is 

acquired before the center-embedded counterpart. Additionally, Prideaux and Baker 

(1986) studied the L1 acquisition of RCs by adult English speakers, using three main 

means of data collection, i.e. a written sentence comprehension task, a written recall 

task, and a written video narration task. The findings give support to the PDH 

prediction in that RCs in right embedding were easier in terms of production and 

comprehension. 
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 Plenty of research works in second language acquisition of ERCs evidently 

lend support to the central claim of the PDH. Ioup and Kruse (1977) used a 

grammaticality judgment task in their study on learners whose mother tongues were 

Chinese, Japanese, Arabic, Persian, and Spanish. This study strongly supports the 

PDH since center embedding was seen to cause more errors than right embedding. 

Furthermore, Schumann (1980) examined ERCs produced by non-natives in the 

United States and found that right-embedded RCs were preferred to center-embedded 

ones. This means center embedding conveys greater complexity than the other, which 

apparently confirms the PDH as well. 

 Sadighi (1994), in analyzing the acquisition of ERCs by Chinese, Japanese, 

and Korean adult native speakers, finds support for the interruption hypothesis, the 

claim of which is similar to that of the PDH. That is to say, the learners encountered 

more difficulty when RCs were inserted between the matrix subject and the predicate. 

Flanigan (1995) tested the comprehension and production of restrictive ERCs of those 

whose first languages were Chinese, Indo/Malay, Korean, Icelandic, Arabic, Spanish, 

Sinhalese, and Hebrew. The findings reveal the order of accuracy in which right-

embedded RCs preceded center-embedded ones. The learners, put differently, 

performed better on RCs with right embedding, which strongly supports the PDH.  

Izumi (2003) lends support to not only the NPAH, as discussed earlier, but 

also the PDH since all the tests used to elicit the data showed that center-embedded 

RCs, as opposed to right-embedded RCs, hampered sentence processing in the 

learners. Chou (2006), in addition to giving support to the NPAH, presents the results 

that indubitably followed the PDH in that the learners experienced more difficulty in 

center-embedded RCs than right-embedded ones.  
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 All of the previous studies, which find support for the PDH, do corroborate the 

findings of the present research, which revealed that right-embedded RCs were 

acquired by Thai EFL learners earlier than those occurring in center embedding. 

 

  5.1.2.1 Right-embedded ERCs attached to a subject complement 

 Right-embedded ERCs attached to a subject complement are worth an in-

depth discussion thanks to their considerable occurrences in both written and spoken 

data. The essays show that ERCs of this type were employed by both groups of 

participants with second-most frequency, following those attached to a direct object 

(H, L: 28.57%, 35.96%). In the speaking task, the high group produced 23.64% and 

the low one used 40% of this ERC type accompanying a subject complement. 

Obviously, lower-proficiency learners used more ERCs in right embedding to modify 

a subject complement. Moreover, it is also discovered that, in the spoken data, those 

with low proficiency even produced this type of ERCs the most frequently. 

 What makes the learners come up with substantial production of right-

embedded RCs added to a subject complement is probably that the meaning of the 

whole sentence essentially falls on the RC’s, which makes the sentence easy to 

understand (Diessel, 2004). In this case, the matrix subjects are often pronouns, 

especially it, as in (369), or the demonstrative pronoun this, as in (370), or that, as in 

(371). 

 

(369)  It’s a period of time that is romantic. 

(370)  This was the thing that everybody always did. 

(371)  That is the book I like most. 
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The occurrences of such an ERC type are equal to copular clauses, i.e. clauses 

containing be as the main verb, found in children’s spontaneous use of ERCs in their 

native language. Diessel and Tomasello (2000) revealed their discovery of copular 

clauses in observational oral data; children speaking L1 English created the 

constructions as such since they are semantically simple in nature with the principal 

meaning on the RC rather than the entire sentence, as can be seen in (168), repeated 

here for convenience. Such constructions are also characteristic of early RCs in 

children speaking other native languages, such as Hebrew (Dasinger & Toupin, 1994), 

French (Jisa & Kern, 1998), German (Brandt et al, 2005), and Indonesian (Hermon, 

2005). 

 

(168)  That is the sugar that goes in there.         (Diessel & Tomasello, 2000, p. 136) 

 

 The past studies cited above give support to the findings of the current study, 

explaining why such ERC types affixed to subject complement primarily occur in the 

speech of low-proficiency learners. That is, the child English speakers who are in the 

initial state of L1 acquisition can be equated with learners having low level of 

proficiency who have not much competence in applying some more complex 

structures in L2 (Ellis, 1994). This is why these learners are found to vastly produce a 

simple construction like a copular clause. Additionally, probably because the learners 

do not have much time or chance to monitor their speech or create more complicated 

structures, it follows that these simple copular clauses are abundant in the spoken 

data. 
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 5.1.3 Acquisition of relative markers 

 

(372) The order of relative marker acquisition from the written data 

that  > who   > which  >   

(H, L: 50.67%, 53.94%)    (H, L: 26.67%, 29.80%)         (H, L: 14.29%, 10.10%) 

zero  > whom   >  whose 

(H, L: 5.52%, 5.42%)      (H, L: 2.29%, 0.74%)          (H, L: 0.57%, 0.25%) 

 

(373) The order of relative marker acquisition from the spoken data 

that  >  who  >  which       > 

(H, L: 51.82%, 52.22%) (H, L: 17.27%, 26.67%) (H, L: 16.36%, 14.44%) 

zero  >  whom 

(H, L: 12.73%, 6.67%) (H, L: 1.82%, 0%) 

 

 5.1.3.1 That 

 In terms of the relativizer acquisition order, Thai EFL learners in writing and 

speaking generally demonstrate a very similar order, except whose, which is not 

existent in the spoken data. Overall, it appears from both groups of data that the 

learners of either proficiency level are claimed to acquire the relative marker that first 

as it occurs with the highest frequency (Brown, 1973; Dulay & Burt, 1973, 1974; 

Krashen, 1978). This is probably because of the following reasons. First and foremost, 

that is a multipurpose relativizer in terms of grammatical functions. It can function as 

a subject or an object of a RC. It can also refer to a human or non-human (Master, 

1996). This means that and who can be interchangeably used in a RC subject when 

the head is human, and that can be substituted for whom and who for a human 
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antecedent and for which in a RC subject or object for an antecedent which is non-

human. Since that has an ability to occur in different grammatical environments, it is 

normal for the learners to produce it more often than others, which implies its first 

rank in the acquisition order.  

 The findings of the current work in respect of that are supported by two 

corpora of English. The first corpus, compiled by Quirk (1968), is based on 

impromptu talk between educated English speakers. That in an object position with a 

human antecedent, according to the corpus data, occurs the most frequently, i.e. 

almost twice as frequently as who and whom. The second corpus by Svartvik and 

Quirk (1980), consisting of 34 conversations between educated speakers of English, 

indicates a similar use of that in an object position with a human head. To be precise, 

that, as opposed to who and whom, is clearly preferred. The corpus-based information 

on the occurrence of that in such a particular context, explaining why that is prevalent 

in this position, i.e. with an object function modifying a human antecedent, accords 

with the results of the current study. 

 As regards the use of that in the written data, the data show that this relative 

marker was found with the highest frequency. Such a result is backed up by Biber et 

al (1999), which have reported the highest frequency of that in fiction. As the essays 

written by the learners concern their personal life and experience, they share several 

features with fiction. This confirms a large number of that in the participants’ written 

data. 

 In addition, Biber et al (1999) also found strong support for the abundance of 

that in the learners’ speech because the corpus data point out the greatest frequency of 

that in conversation, in subject and object positions.  
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 To summarize, all the data from the above corpora clearly corroborate the 

findings of that found in the present study. Consequently, that is claimed to be the 

first relative marker acquired by Thai EFL learners. 

 

5.1.3.2 Who 

The relative pronoun who is viewed as the second relativizer that Thai EFL 

learners acquired according to the written and spoken data. The learners used who 

with high frequency to refer to a human head since it is allowed in both subject and 

object positions (Azar, 2003), while its objective counterpart, whom, has a limited use 

to appear only in an object position.  

 

Table 32: Distribution of who in different RC positions in the written data 

Proficiency Relativizer Subject Objects 

Direct object Object of preposition 

High who 128 

(24.38%)

8 

(1.52%) 

4 

(0.76%) 

Low who 113 

(27.83%)

5 

(1.23%) 

3 

(0.74%) 
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Table 33: Distribution of who in different RC positions in the spoken data 

Proficiency Relativizer Subject Objects 

Direct object Object of preposition 

High who 18 

(16.36%)

1 

(0.91%) 

0 

Low who 23 

(25.56%)

1 

(1.11%) 

0 

   

 From the written data in Table 32, it is clear that, in both proficiency groups, 

who was used in a subject position with the highest frequency (H, L: 24.38%, 

27.83%), in comparison to the low percentage of who in the object positions (H, L: 

2.28%, 1.97%). In brief, the occurrence of who in writing resembles that in the speech 

of the learners. The preponderance of who in subjects in the written data is predictable 

because in a very formal style, e.g. writing, who is the most frequent relativizer 

referring to a human head and occupying a subject position, while whom is preferred 

in an object position (Swan, 2005). More use of whom implies the rare production of 

who in objects. 

 As for the spoken data in Table 33, who was found with the greatest frequency 

in subject positions (H, L: 16.36%, 25.56%) in both high-proficiency and low-

proficiency learners, whereas it is rare in object positions (H, L: 0.91%, 1.11%). This 

is also borne out by corpus-based information from native speakers of English. The 

two mentioned corpora, created by Quirk (1968) and Svartvik and Quirk (1980), 

strongly support the findings of who in the spoken data, showing that who in subject 

positions vastly outnumbers who in object positions (385:8 tokens on average in the 

two corpora). 
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 The fact that the learners acquired who after that is confirmed by a native-

speaker corpus compiled by Biber et al (1999), which illustrates that the frequency of 

who is second to the frequency of that in conversation and that who as well as which 

appears to be less frequent only than that in fiction. 

   

5.1.3.3 which 

In the written and spoken data of both groups of learners, which is considered 

the third marker acquired, according to its third-most frequency seen in the data. 

Which is widely used perhaps because it is the single wh-word used to refer to a non-

human antecedent. Which, modifying a non-human entity, can have its head ranging 

from a thing or an animal to even a place (Swan, 2005). Unlike who and whom, which 

has only one invariable form that can be used in an either subject or object position 

and, for this reason, it is likely to see plenty of which in the learner corpus. 

 Its occurrence being ranked third in the acquisition and frequency order, which 

was also found to appear less frequently than that and who respectively in 

conversation of native speakers (Biber et at, 1999). Comparing between that and 

which in the same context where these two refer to non-human heads, the present 

study has discovered that the use of that (H, L: 63.41%, 60.65%) in speaking 

outnumbers that of which (H, L: 36.59%, 39.35%). This also holds true for the written 

data (H, L: 61.52%, 58.16% for that and H, L: 38.48%, 41.84% for which). This result 

is in line with the corpus-informed data in Biber et al (1999), which have revealed 

that is preferred in conversation and most contemporary fiction since it has more 

informal associations. Specifically, 75% of the fiction texts in the corpus contain that 

in RCs. 
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5.1.3.4 zero (ø) 

Zero or an omission of a relativizer is permissible when the relativizer 

functions as a RC object. It is clearly seen in the present study that more use of zero 

occurred in speaking rather than writing. Precisely, in the spoken data the high group 

used 12.73% of zero, whereas only 5.52% was produced in the essays. For low-

proficiency learners, 6.67% of zero was used in speaking, while 5.42% occurred in 

writing. All things considered, a deletion of relative markers seems to be 

characteristic of spoken rather than written English, as indicated in Thompson (2002) 

and Fox and Thompson (2007), both of which reported that spoken English of native 

speakers has much more use of zero than the written counterpart. 

 Regarding the acquisition order, zero is ranked fourth, in speaking and writing. 

This accords with Biber et al (1999), which have shown that in fiction the frequency 

of zero is lower than that of that and which respectively; zero approximately occurs as 

frequently as who. However, Biber et al (1999) have found that zero is more frequent 

than who and which in conversation, meaning zero is the second to be acquired, 

contrary to the result of the present study. The reason why zero occurs less frequently 

than who and which in this study may lie in the fact that the learners produced a 

greater number of subject relatives than object ones. In writing, both groups of 

learners used over 50% of SU, as discussed earlier, and in speech, the low-proficiency 

learners used up to 63.33% of SU, whereas, for the high-proficiency ones, almost half 

of the RCs belong to SU (46.36%). Because zero is never allowed in a subject 

position in standard English, it is less likely to be found in the present study in which 

the preponderance of the subject relative (SU) is manifest. Moreover, in an object 

position, the learners have a choice to use an overt relative marker in place of zero. 

This might reduce the likelihood of the occurrence of zero in the spoken data. Another 
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probable reason is when some of the learners are not sure as to in which context they 

can omit a relative word, they may avoid zero and use an overt relativizer instead. In 

addition, according to Carter and McCarthy (2006), zero is not allowed in non-

restrictive RCs, which leads to its low use than some other relative words. 

 

5.1.3.5 whom 

Whom may be claimed to be the second from the last acquired by Thai EFL 

learners. High-proficiency learners used whom only 2.29% in writing and with lower 

frequency in speech (1.82%). Those with low proficiency produced only 0.74% of 

whom, while no use of whom was found at all in the speaking task. The very low 

percentage of this relative pronoun does not come as a surprise due to its limited 

distribution in use. To clarify, whom can be used only in an object position referring 

to a human head (Master, 1996). According to Biber et al (1999), native speakers of 

English use a very small number of whom in news, fiction, and academic prose, 

despite the fact that whom is said to be mostly existent in a formal style as in written 

language (Carter & McCarthy, 2006). Moreover, the corpus also indicates that whom 

is really scarce in conversation. The information based on the corpus of authentic 

English may account for the infrequent occurrences of whom in the learners’ written 

and spoken language. 

 More evidence supporting the low use of whom can be seen in the corpus of 

spoken English by Quirk (1968), which has revealed that only 2.94% of whom is 

found in native speakers’ language. In addition, Svartvik and Quirk (1980) have 

yielded a supportive result, pinpointing only 1.14% of whom in the spoken language 

of English speakers. The low use of whom may be due to the fact that in the 

environment where whom is used, i.e. in an object position with a human antecedent, 
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it is also possible for other relativizers to occur, namely who, that and zero. Many 

ESL/EFL learners choose who or that when they are not certain or confused about the 

proper use of whom (Celce-Murcia & Larsen-Freeman, 1999). This is probably 

because they are not familiar with whom, the occurrence of which is rare. On the other 

hand, they are more used to the relative markers who and that, whose saliency is 

much more noticeable and which are capable of appearing in subject as well as object 

positions. 

 The written data from the two groups of proficiency level confirm this notion 

in such a way that whom, compared to who and that in the same context where the 

relative marker acts as an object modifying a human head, is found to be the least 

frequent (H, L: 23.40%, 10.34%). Additionally, the findings from the spoken data 

show that, although whom used by the high group is not the lowest in frequency 

among the three markers, it occurs only 50%, equal to a combination in percentage of 

who and that. This means whom occurs very infrequently since it can appear only in 

this environment, whereas the others can be employed elsewhere. From the spoken 

data of low-proficiency learners, no use of whom was noticed, which supports the 

claim that whom is not a frequent relative marker. 

 It is interesting to note that whom in general occurs more in the high group 

than in the low one. This probably demonstrates that low-proficiency learners are in 

the beginning process of acquiring whom, so they have not completely internalized 

the use of whom. By looking at the interlanguage of those with higher proficiency, it 

may be assumed that more use of whom stems from their more experience of and 

exposure to English RC system. Therefore, they can produce more use of whom than 

low-proficiency learners. 
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5.1.3.6 Whose 

The possessive relative marker whose may be viewed as the last relativizer 

acquired by Thai EFL learners of high and low proficiency. It was produced with the 

least frequency in the written task (H, L: 0.57%, 0.25%) and does not show up at all 

in the spoken one. Such results do correspond to the corpus of native speakers’ use 

(Biber et al, 1999) in that the occurrence of whose is extremely low even in written 

genres, i.e. fiction, news, and academic prose. Furthermore, seldom does whose 

appear in spoken English, according to the corpus. In other words, it is the most 

infrequent relativizer in conversation. 

The fact presented above indicates that even native speakers use whose with 

considerably low degree of frequency. This enables us to conclude that it is normal to 

find a very low number of whose in the EFL learner corpus. Another possible reason 

why whose occurs very infrequently is that it cannot occur alone but has to have a NP 

attached to it at all times (Master, 1996). This makes whose different from other 

relativizers, resulting in more difficulty to produce or comprehend. Moreover, the 

combination of whose + NP functioning as a RC object, as in (374), could be more 

problematic than the one serving as a RC subject, as in (375), since the former deals 

with moving the relativized element to the beginning to introduce the RC. Further, the 

complexity will become more intense if the genitive construction functioning as an 

object occurs in center embedding, as in (376) (Kuno, 1974). 

 

(374)  It was a meeting whose purpose I did not understand.  

        (Swan, 2005, p. 496) 

(375)  I saw a girl whose beauty took my breath away.  

        (Swan, 2005, p. 496) 



 

 

222

 

(376)  A meeting whose purpose I did not understand was eventually postponed.  

                         (adapted from Swan, 2005, p. 496) 

 

 For the two groups of learners, it is found that the frequency of whose in the 

high group is higher than that in the low one, meaning that the low-proficiency 

learners, who represent beginner EFL learners, have not fully acquired the use of this 

possessive relativizer. As a result, they used it with lower frequency. In contrast, those 

of high proficiency, representative of upper-intermediate EFL learners, may have a 

better control over the use of whose and produced more tokens of whose with more 

accuracy. 

 To sum up, the learners with high proficiency produced more ERCs than those 

whose proficiency is lower. Additionally, the former can use more marked ERC 

types, especially OPREP and GEN, than the latter. As regards ERC embedding, both 

proficiency groups are alike since they produced more ERCs in right embedding than 

center-embedded ones. With respect to the relative marker use, the Chi-square 

analysis showed that the use of relativizers in writing is connected in some way with 

the types of ERCs, regardless of the learners’ proficiency. There was no significant 

relationship between the use of relative markers and the ERC types. 

 

5.2 Universality and Second language acquisition 

 5.2.1 The Perceptual Difficulty Hypothesis (PDH) 

 The Perceptual Difficulty Hypothesis (PDH), by Kuno (1974), as mentioned in 

2.3.1.1, is strongly borne out by the findings of the present study in the learners’ 

writing and speaking. In brief, most of the ERCs used by the participants occurred in 

right embedding because RCs in this manner are easier for processing by the human 
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memory system as well as for production. Center-embedded RCs, which interrupt the 

NP subject and its predicate, are considered more complicated. Hence, they are 

naturally produced in a lower number. 

 As previously discussed, the PDH proves true in predicting the processing 

difficulty of ERCs and the majority of embedding type to be seen in the learner 

corpus. For this reason, the PDH may be claimed to be a language universal which 

accounts for L2 acquisition of ERCs across learners from different L1 backgrounds. 

 

 5.2.2 The Noun Phrase Accessibility Hierarchy (NPAH) 

 The Noun Phrase Accessibility Hierarchy (NPAH), the claims of which have 

been discussed in 2.3.2.2.3, postulated by Keenan and Comrie (1977), also derives 

tremendous support from the findings of the current research. The posited hierarchy 

holds true in Thai EFL learners’ production in writing and speech in that the subject 

relative (SU) is the most common and the first acquired ERC type, followed by the 

direct-object relative (DO), the object-of-preposition relative (OPREP), and the 

genitive relative (GEN) respectively. As can be seen in the previous discussion, 

OCOMP is assumed to be too advanced and too complex for the learners to acquire at 

this stage. In addition, IO shares several common features with OPREP, so its non-use 

is not surprising. The use of marked types, OPREP and GEN, is lower in the group of 

low-proficiency level, which supports the claim by the NPAH that more marked RC 

types are acquired later than less marked ones. 

 Now that the NPAH is largely supported by the present study, so is it by many 

other previous ones, it can also be regarded as a language universal which is useful to 

second language researchers aiming to investigate RC acquisition. 
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 5.2.3 Resumptive pronouns 

 As stated in Chapter 4, more pronoun retention was discovered in right-

embedded ERCs than center-embedded ones, in both writing and listening. This is in 

line with the PDH because it predicts that more RCs are found in right embedding and 

so more resumptive pronouns should be seen more in that position as well. 

 The existence of pronoun retention is also closely connected with the 

Resumptive Pronoun Hierarchy, introduced in 2.3.2.2.3, which is under the NPAH 

(Keenan & Comrie, 1977). According to the hierarchy, resumptive pronouns are 

claimed to be supplied more in marked RC types. The findings of the present study 

clearly lend support to the Resumptive Pronoun Hierarchy. To be specific, in the 

essays the learners with high proficiency employed 83.34% of pronominal copies in 

objects and only 16.66% in subjects, the most unmarked RC type. Low-proficiency 

learners, in a similar vein, used 72.22% of resumptives in objects and only 27.78% in 

subjects. As for the learners’ speech, high-proficiency learners supplied 80% and 20% 

of pronominal reflexes in objects and subjects respectively. By the same token, those 

with a low level of proficiency produced 66.68% of pronoun retention in objects and 

33.34% in subjects. 

 It should be noted that resumptive pronouns are not existent in standard 

English as well as standard Thai (Gass, 1979), the native language of the learners. 

Nevertheless, the participants produced pronoun copies in their ERCs. As a matter of 

fact, resumptive pronouns are universal since they are noticeable in L2 acquisition of 

RCs, regardless of the learners’ first language. Hyltenstam (1984) revealed that, in his 

study on Swedish RC acquisition by speakers of Finnish, Spanish, Greek, and Persian, 

the Finnish and Spanish speakers, whose L1s do not have pronominal reflexes, were 

found to use resumptive pronouns, which are not allowed in the target language, 
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Swedish, either. The findings as such confirm the universality of pronominal reflexes 

and also support the findings of the present research. 

 With regard to resumptives in L2 acquisition of ERCs, Gass (1979) found that 

English learners whose native languages, namely French, Portuguese, Italian, Thai, 

Korean, and Japanese, do not have pronoun retention used resumptive pronouns, most 

of which appeared in marked positions, such as IO, OPREP, and OCOMP. The 

percentages of pronominal reflexes distributed in the RC types conform to the 

Resumptive Pronoun Hierarchy in that the more marked RC type, the more 

pronominal reflexes.  

 Gass and Ard (1984) have also provided supportive evidence that pronominal 

reflexes are most likely in OCOMP, the most marked RC type, and least likely in SU, 

the most unmarked ones, which was true for all the participants in their study. Such 

findings give strong support to the Resumptive Pronoun Hierarchy. Pavesi (1986), 

which examines ERC acquisition by Italian speakers, found support for Gass (1979) 

and Gass and Ard (1984). From the study, Italian does not permit pronoun retention, 

yet the Italian learners of English were found to use resumptive pronouns in their 

ERCs. To be specific, Pavesi divided her subjects into two groups: formally instructed 

English learners and informal learners who learned English in a natural setting. She 

discovered a pronoun-retention strategy employed by the two groups, each of which 

indicated an interestingly different result. That is, the formal learners used resumptive 

pronouns, whereas the informal ones produced resumptive noun phrases . 

 As can be seen from the use of resumptive pronouns in second language ERCs 

of those learners no matter whether their first languages have pronoun retention or 

not, it seems that resumptives are universal, usually occurring in the ERCs of L2 

learners. The findings of the present study confirm the prediction of the Resumptive 
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Pronoun Hierarchy, which posits that pronoun copies tend to be used in more marked 

positions, so it is sensible enough to state that such a hierarchy is another language 

universal that explains the occurrences of pronominal reflexes in second language 

acquisition of ERCs. This is also supported by Braidi (1999), who has proposed that 

pronoun retention is cross-linguistically unmarked; consequently, L2 learners 

normally apply this strategy in their L2 ERC acquisition regardless of the existence of 

such pronoun copies in the L1. Braidi also remarks that pronouns are usually retained 

in the more marked positions on the NPAH because doing so makes the meaning of 

the RC more transparent. In particular, if the distance between the head and the trace 

is great, supplying a resumptive pronoun may help the interlocuter better understand 

the message in the RC (Ramat, 2000). 

 There is also evidence of pronominal reflexes in native speakers’ language, 

especially in very informal speech, as in (377), which is derived from the Cambridge 

International Corpus. 

 

(377)  So with this Amtrak thing then, basically that’s just a voucher that I take  

it to the station. 

                (Carter & McCarthy, 2006, p. 568) 

  

 Another support, (378), is from Loock (2007), based on the spoken section of 

The British National Corpus (BNC) 

 

(378)  My foot is narrow in the arch area, which I would’ve expected it to widen. 

         (Loock, 2007, p. 72) 
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 In addition, Biber et al (1999) have reported an existence of resumptive 

pronouns in native speakers’ authentic conversation, according to Longman Spoken 

and Written English Corpus (LSWE Corpus). Such pronoun copies are associated 

with the difficulties of online production. These difficulties cause the speakers to 

employ a non-standard construction of resumptive pronouns so as to make the RC 

meaning clearer, as in (379) and (380). 

 

(379)  There was a case of one girli whoi back in 1968 shei killed two boys when she 

was eleven. 

         (Biber et al, 1999, p. 622) 

 

(380)  Usually, they give you a, a thing to return it, you know, a thingi thati you don’t 

want iti. 

 (Biber et al, 1999, p. 622) 

 

 In (379), the resumptive pronoun she in the RC and the relative pronoun who 

are coreferential with the head one girl. 

 In (380), the resumptive pronoun it, occupying the RC direct object position, 

and the relativizer that both refer to the head a thing. 

 All of the information from the above discussed corpora gives credence to the 

findings of the present study, as far as pronoun retention is concerned. That is to say, 

even native speakers are found to use resumptive pronouns in informal speech, so it is 

not strange at all to see such pronoun copies in the learner corpus. To put it 

differently, L2 learners in acquiring ERCs produce resumptive pronouns to clarify the 

meaning of RC, particularly in marked ERC positions. 



 

 

228

 

5.3 Learning strategies and learners’ problems 

 According to Selinker (1992), when learners are faced with problems or 

difficulties in second language acquisition and communication, they are often seen to 

rely on some strategies based upon cognitive processes in order to surmount these 

linguistic barriers and put the meaning across. The present-study participants were 

found to apply the following strategies below, some of which prove successful, 

whereas many result in deviations in L2. 

 

 5.3.1 First language transfer  

 Learners are inclined to depend on their native language (L1) when they 

encounter certain kinds of problems in their second language learning or 

communication. They then transfer the forms and meanings from L1 to the production 

and perception in the target language (Lado, 1957). Such a strategy could facilitate L2 

learning on the condition that L1 and L2 share some similarities in that respect. In this 

manner, transfer is considered to be positive. In contrast, L1 transfer is frequently 

viewed as interference since it causes a negative effect on second language acquisition 

when the distance between the two languages is great (James, 1998). 

 Positive transfer in Thai EFL learners is evident as the RC systems in English 

and Thai bear a resemblance in several ways. First of all, in terms of head-directions, 

the two languages are right-branching. That is, the RCs in both languages follow its 

head (Sornhiran, 1978). Learning RCs in English, Thai learners can transfer the right 

branching of Thai RCs to their English RC production and comprehension. The 

second similarity between RCs in the two languages concerns the relativization 

strategy. Both English and Thai RCs are constituted through the relative-pronoun 

strategy (Keenan & Comrie, 1977). Explicitly, they similarly used relative markers to 
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introduce RCs. With the same strategy of relative clause formation, Thai learners 

could feel comfortable enough to apply the relative-pronoun strategy in producing 

ERC, so do they with their native RCs. The third affinity between RCs in English and 

Thai lies in the fact that they disallow the pronoun-retention strategy, using the 

relative-pronoun strategy instead (Song, 2001). The absence of resumptive pronouns 

in Thai, which is in line with the same phenomenon in English, probably prevents 

Thai learners from using a number of pronominal reflexes in ERCs. Such transfer of 

resumptive pronoun absence in Thai may confirm the findings of the present study 

that the pronoun retention employed by the learners should originate from some other 

sources, e.g. language universals as proposed in 5.2.3. 

 The evidence of the positive transfer in the learners’ ERC acquisition is 

obvious in a huge number of ERCs they produced. Learners are less likely to use L2 

RCs whose head direction is different from that in their native language (Schachter, 

1974). The present study shows that the participants used a substantial number of 

ERCs in writing and speaking, thus meaning they did not have problems with the 

ERC direction. In addition to the head direction, the present research work obtains 

some evidence that Thai learners really carry over the relative-pronoun strategy from 

their native language into ERC learning because they mostly used relative markers to 

introduce ERCs. If this were not as a result of transfer, they should be found to 

produce considerably more resumptive pronouns, which are cross-linguistically more 

common and less marked than a use of relative pronoun (Comrie, 1989). 

 The transfer of non-existence of pronoun retention in standard Thai to English 

may account for the very low percentage of resumptive pronouns found in the 

learners’ writing (H, L: 3.43%, 4.43%) and speaking (H, L: 4.55%, 6.67%). As 

mentioned before, pronoun copies were used as a result of the universality when 
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learners want to elucidate the RC meaning, even though such copies do not occur in 

L1. This can be seen as well in other learners speaking different L1s which do not 

have resumptive pronouns (Gass, 1979). They employ these pronouns in ERCs to 

make the meaning of the ERCs more transparent (Comrie, 1989; Ramat, 2000). 

 Aside from the positive transfer, the present study also found evidence of 

negative transfer in learners’ interlanguage. From the current research work, both 

high-and-low proficiency learners seemed to be troubled with the object-of-

preposition relative (OPREP). In the written and spoken data, the learners apparently 

transferred the lack of preposition stranding and pied piping from Thai to the OPREP 

construction of ERCs, which leads to ungrammatical target structures. 

The problems arise because Thai does not have the structure of OPREP in its 

RC system (Gass, 1979; Suktrakul, 1975). Precisely Thai has merely three less 

marked RC types on the NPAH (Keenan & Comrie, 1977): SU, DO, and IO. 

Naturally Thai EFL learners who resort to their mother tongue RCs may transfer the 

absence of preposition to the OPREP in ERCs. That is, they omit a preposition in 

OPREP where there must be one as in (381)-(384).  

 

(381)  *She gave me the best advice that I never thought ___. 

 (She gave me the best advice that I never thought about/ of.) 

(382)  *In our life, we meet everyone we talk, play, and work ___ . 

 (In our life, we meet everyone we talk, play, and work with.) 

(383)  *My favorite hobby that I tell you __ first is playing internet in my free time. 

(My favorite hobby that I tell you about first is playing internet in my free 

time.) 
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(384)  *They make great companion they are very loyal ___. 

 (They make great companion they are very loyal to.) 

 

 All the above examples are ungrammatical due to the lack of preposition. Each 

represents an attempted use of English preposition stranding, without an obligatory 

preposition. The preposition about or of is needed in (381), whereas with in (382) is 

missing. As for (383), the preposition about is required. Similarly, (384) lacks the 

preposition to. In English RCs, either preposition stranding or pied piping is of 

necessity in forming an OPREP (Swan, 2005; Cowan, 2008). However, because 

OPREP does not exist in Thai RCs, Thai EFL learners are perhaps not aware of either 

construction in English, ending up not including a preposition in such a structure, 

which causes errors in the target language. 

 Previous studies on second language acquisition of ERCs have also presented 

evidence of L1 transfer, so does the current research work. Chang (2004) analyzed 

and described the difficulties facing Chinese learners of English in the ERC 

acquisition. The study has pointed out that, upon assessing the learners’ receptive 

knowledge of ERCs, they had more problems with OPREP than SU and DO. Chang 

attributed these problems to the learners’ lack of knowledge of the need for the 

preposition in OPREP. Being unaware of the necessity of the preposition was partly 

influenced by L1, Chinese, in which there does not exist preposition stranding. Xiao-

rong, Yip, and Li-xia (2008) lend support to Chang (2004) when the Chinese EFL 

learners omitted prepositions in OPREP in a sentence combination task, as in (385). 

 

(385) *The bed which the baby slept __ is expensive.  

(Xiao-rong, Yip, and Li-xia, 2008, p. 4) 



 

 

232

 

 In (385), the preposition in is missing, which brings about the ill-formed 

construction. Erdogan (2005) also strongly supports the present research in that 

Turkish learners of English left out a preposition in OPREP, as Thai EFL learners do, 

since Turkish does not have RCs in the OPREP position. The learners were seen to 

resort to their native language and transfer such an absence of preposition to their 

ERC embedding, ending up creating a deviation in L2 grammar. Odlin (2003) found 

that, for several times, the absence of obligatory prepositions in a learner’s 

interlanguage is concerned with the learner’s native language. This observation may 

support the omission of preposition in OPREP discovered in the present study. 

 Apart from L1 transfer in OPREP, Thai EFL learners also seemed to transfer 

from their first language when using DO. This is exclusive to the high-proficiency 

learners in both speaking (1.82%) and writing (0.19%). The learners probably applied 

direct translation from Thai, omitting RC subjects as seen in (386)-(388). The subject 

pronouns I and they in (386) and (387) respectively are required in English. Likewise, 

the omitted position in (388) needs the pronoun she. 

 

(386) * I not like other hobby such as tennis which __ cannot play without tennis ball.  

(387) * People think, wealth, fame, honour is thing that __ need.  

(388) * She hates difficult questions that __ must answer.  

 

 Thai, in fact, is a pro-drop language like Chinese (Song, 2001). That is, a noun 

deletion is permissible if that noun is understood in the context (Panthumetha, 1982). 

It follows that an omission of RC subject is likely in Thai and the learners might 

transfer this deletability of RC subjects into the RC use in English, resulting in 

unacceptable structures in the target language. On the other hand, English is a non-
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pro-drop language, prohibiting the subject in declarative sentences form being deleted 

(White, 2003).  

The present research also finds support for Tan (2008), which analyzed errors 

in compositions written via the researcher’s web blog by Chinese EFL learners. Tan 

found that one of the common errors was missing subjects. The Chinese learners are 

likely to omit a subject because Chinese, which is also a pro-drop language, allows 

null subjects, while English does not. Chinese, in actuality, is a topic-prominent 

language, so the role of a subject is not so important as that of a topic. Because of this, 

an omission of subject is permitted in Chinese (Chen, 2004), and the learners seemed 

to transfer this feature in L1 into their English learning, committing an interlingual 

error of subject deletion. Like Chinese, Thai is also a topic-prominent language 

(Iwasaki & Ingkaphirom, 2005). Thus, an omission of a RC subject in English by 

Thai learners is common when the context is clear enough and the identification of 

that deleted RC subject is possible (Panthumetha, 1982). 

 However, it should also be noted that such errors in (386)-(388)  might be 

caused by the learners’ attempt to form passive constructions in English. They 

probably failed to use correct forms of passive voice, omitting be and using verbs in 

the base form rather than verbs in the past participle form. Accordingly, the target 

passive constructions of (386), (387), and (388) should be like (389), (390), (391) 

respectively. 

 

(389)  I not like other hobby such as tennis which cannot be played without a tennis  

          ball. 

(390)  People think, wealth, fame, honour are things that are needed. 

(391)  She hates difficult questions that must be answered. 
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 Furthermore, high-proficiency learners were probably influenced by their L1 

in the SU position as well. This is spotted when they used the construction that + 

each + noun in place of the quantity structure each of which in writing as in (392). 

 

(392)  *Everybody has own hobby that each hobby is different. 

 

The source of error in (392) is perhaps attributed to direct translation from 

Thai, as in (393). 

 

(393)   thukkhon mii Naanadi re ek khç‡çNtuaeeN  syN 

 everyone have    hobby       own  REL 

 

 Naanadi re ek tEEla Naan  tEEkta aNkan 

 hobby  each classifier different 

           ‘Everyone has their own hobby, each of which is different.’ 

 

(392) could be the corresponding Thai version of (393). The learners directly 

relied on the word order in L1 instead of the relative construction of quantity each of 

which in English, which is more appropriate. Another possible reason may lie in the 

fact that the learners do not have enough knowledge of L2 English, ending up 

producing such an interim deviant form in (392) (Littlewood, 1984). 

 GEN is also another position, where the learners with high and low 

proficiency are associated with negative transfer in writing the essays. 
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(394) *This organization manages the people who their age between fourteen to  

           seventeen years old to be the exchange students.  

(This organization manages the people whose age between fourteen to  

seventeen years old to be the exchange students.) 

 

(395) *The first work is Thai’s drama that drama name is Full Hut.  

           (The first work is Thai’s drama whose name/ the name of which is Full Hut.) 

 

 In (394) and (395), the constructions who their age and that drama name 

reflect those in the learners’ L1. They might directly translate Thai RCs into English 

RCs with dependence on the structure of their native language. Probably, the learners 

have not fully internalized the use of whose in English, coming up with ill-formed 

interlanguage constructions in (394) and (395) (Celce-Murcia & Larsen-Freman, 

1999). To rectify the errors, whose age should replace who their age in (394) and 

whose name or the name of which is preferred to that drama name in (395). 

The errors pertaining to the direct translation from L1 may also be explained 

by incomplete application of L2 rules, which involves “a failure to learn the more 

complex types of structure because the learner finds he can achieve effective 

communication by using relatively simple rules.” (Ellis, 1985, p. 53). From the 

present study, the learners probably have not learned the quantifying RC 

constructions, which are rarely present in most EFL textbooks having been explored, 

nor have they mastered the use of genitive RCs. Moreover, they may not realize that 

RC subjects cannot be omitted. Such incomplete application of rules in English leads 

to deviant structures as illustrated above. 

 



 

 

236

 

 5.3.2 Avoidance 

 Avoidance is another significant phenomenon in second language acquisition 

of RCs. Its occurrence is possibly due to several factors. According to Gass (1980), 

L2 learners’ avoidance can be caused by high degree of markedness of structure they 

are learning. The findings of the current work strongly bear out Gass (1980) since 

marked ERC types on the NPAH seemed to be avoided. The overall learners were 

found to use more unmarked RC types, SU and DO. Meanwhile, more marked 

positions, OPREP and GEN, were produced with low frequency. In the written data, 

those with low proficiency used less OPREP (4.73%) and GEN (0.25%) than the 

high-proficiency learners, who produced 9.33% of OPREP and 0.57% of GEN. As for 

the spoken data, 9.09% and 4.44% of OPREP were employed by the learners with 

high proficiency and those with low proficiency respectively. However, no use of 

GEN was seen in the speech of both groups. The lower use of marked RC types in the 

low-proficiency learners lends support to Chiang (1980), which found out that 

avoidance is closely related to language proficiency in such a way that those with 

lower proficiency tend to avoid an L2 structure than higher-proficiency ones. 

 Both OPREP and GEN are claimed to undergo avoidance because the 

translation task, as shown in Table 31, repeated here for convenience, indicates that 

both the high-and-low proficiency learners were able to use these two marked types to 

a certain extent, the high group’s performance being better than the low one’s. Thus, 

the very low frequency of these types in writing and speaking confirms the learners’ 

avoidance. 
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Table 31: Percentage of learners’ accuracy in the translation task 

 % of correct translation of RCs from Thai to English 

RC types High group Low group 

SU 

DO 

IO 

OPREP 

GEN 

83.06 

71.15 

68.63 

66.23 

58.72 

70.18 

61.09 

58.14 

57.70 

52.85 

 

In addition to OPREP and GEN, OCOMP is claimed to be avoided too. The 

high degree of markedness probably accounts for the absence of OCOMP, the most 

marked position on the NPAH. Even though OCOMP was not tested in the translation 

task, the extremely low use of OPREP as well as GEN and the non-existence of GEN 

in the spoken data may imply non-appearance of OCOMP, which is the farthest on the 

marked end of the NPAH. 

 Regarding types of ERC embedding, a center-embedded RC is considered 

more marked than a right-embedded one since the former is more complex and 

difficult for human processing system (Kuno, 1974). For this reason, ERCs in center 

embedding were probably avoided, according to the present research. Only 17.71% 

and 24.14% of center-embedded RCs has been spotted in the essays of the high group 

and the low group respectively. Likewise, in the speaking task, merely 20.91% and 

24.44% of center-embedded ERCs were used in the high group and the low one in the 

order given. 

 Avoidance is also prominent as far as relative markers are concerned. As 

discussed earlier, GEN seems to be avoided in this study, which in turn results in low 
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use of whose as it is an important relative marker of genitive RCs. Precisely, only 

0.57% and 0.25% of whose were found in the essays of the high and low groups 

successively. As explained in 5.1.3, whose appears to be the last relativizer acquired 

by Thai EFL learners due to its complicated construction of whose + noun. The fact 

that the low-proficiency learners avoided slightly more use of whose than the learners 

with high proficiency gives support to Chiang (1980), which has claimed that those 

with lower proficiency are more liable to avoidance. 

  

Table 34: Use of overt relative markers as a RC object with a human head in writing 

(high group) 

            relativizers 

ERC types 

who whom that 

S-DO 

S-OPREP 

O-DO 

O-OPREP 

SC-DO 

SC-OPREP 

4 

- 

1 

1 

3 

3 

2 

1 

5 

- 

2 

1 

6 

- 

8 

4 

6 

- 

Total 12 11 24 

% 25.53 23.40 51.03 
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Table 35: Use of overt relative markers as a RC object with a human head in writing 

(low group) 

            relativizers 

ERC types 

who whom that 

S-DO 

S-OPREP 

O-DO 

O-OPREP 

SC-DO 

SC-OPREP 

- 

- 

2 

- 

3 

3 

- 

- 

- 

- 

2 

1 

8 

1 

3 

3 

3 

- 

Total 8 3 18 

% 27.59 10.34 62.07 

 

 

Apart from whose, the relative pronoun whom seems to be avoided as well. 

From the written data of the high group, as can be seen in Table 34, whom occurred 

with the lowest frequency (23.40%), in comparison to that (51.03%) and who 

(25.53%) in the same environment. Likewise, in the low group, according to Table 35, 

only 10.34% of whom was employed, compared with 27.59% of who and 62.07% of 

that in the particular position, i.e. in a RC object referring to a human antecedent. 

Hence, whom should be regarded as an avoided relativizer.  

According to the data from the speech of the high-proficiency learners as in 

Table 36, although the use of whom (50%) outnumbers that of who (25%) and that 

(25%), it should be noted that only 2 tokens of whom occurred, which is a very small 

number. In contrast, whom was totally avoided in the speech of the low-proficiency 

learners. The reasons why whom and whose were low in frequency are provided in 

5.1.3. 

 



 

 

240

 

Table 36: Use of overt relative markers as a RC object with a human head in speech 

(high group) 

            relativizers 

ERC types 

who whom that 

S-DO 

S-OPREP 

O-DO 

O-OPREP 

SC-DO 

SC-OPREP 

- 

- 

1 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

1 

1 

- 

- 

1 

- 

1 

- 

- 

- 

Total 1 2 1 

% 25 50 25 

 

 In addition to the low level of L2 knowledge and high degree of markedness, 

avoidance is also associated with the role of the mother tongue. According to 

Kleinmann (1977), L2 learners often avoid structures or features in the target 

language that are different from those in the native language or those that pose 

problems for them. This notion bears out the present-study results as to marked ERC 

types. Thai allows relativization only in three positions on the NPAH, i.e. SU, DO, 

and IO (Gass, 1979). The other three more marked in English RCs, OPREP, GEN, 

and OCOMP do not exist in Thai. It is possible that the learners transferred the lack of 

these three marked RC types in L1 into their L2 acquisition of ERCs, which has given 

rise to their avoidance of these marked positions in the interlanguage. In short, L1 

transfer apparently works in conjunction with markedness in making learners avoid 

marked types of RCs in English. 
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 5.3.3 Transfer of training 

 Another learning strategy on which learners rely in acquiring ERCs is transfer 

of training. There can be some influences on L2 acquisition from the way learners are 

taught (Selinker, 1972). Occasionally some influences from previous instruction may 

be of benefit to the learners. However, they may sometimes suffer from committing 

errors as a result of such influences. In this present study, it has been discovered that 

many commercial English textbooks selected to be used in highschool offer plenty of 

explanations and exercises on subject relatives (SU) in almost all the levels starting on 

average from grade-9 to grade-12 textbooks. The contents regarding relativization on 

object-of-preposition relatives (OPREP) and possessive relatives (GEN) are relatively 

low in frequency. Doubtlessly, information on object-of-comparison (OCOMP) 

relatives is not present at all in the explored textbooks. 

 From the above survey, the learners seemed to gain more benefits from the 

abundance of information on SU, thus producing SU with the highest accuracy. They 

were found to use less DO than SU. That the learners produced OPREP and GEN in 

very low frequency and accuracy, and that there occurred no use of OCOMP possibly 

resulted from the influence of the contents in these textbooks about which they have 

been taught. 

 One more interesting drawback of transfer of training can be seen in the use of 

relative markers. Most of the textbooks investigated show a number of examples of 

who used in different grammatical positions, i.e. subjects and objects, while its 

objective counterpart whom is found in a very small number of instances. This could 

account for why the Thai EFL learners avoided whom, the usage of which they are not 

accustomed or not much exposed to, and then produce more use of who instead. 

 



 

 

242

 

 5.3.4 Overgeneralization 

 According to Richards (2002), overgeneralization is a process in which a 

learner extends the use of a grammatical rule of linguistic item beyond its acceptable 

uses in the target language. This phenomenon is often seen in the language of children 

acquiring their mother tongue as well as in the interlanguage of L2 learners 

(Littlewood, 2004). In the present study, the learners used the relativizer that with the 

highest frequency and also extended it to non-restrictive RCs. The application of that 

in NRCs, as in (396)-(398) violates the English rule which prohibits that in this RC 

type, resulting in an ungrammatical structure in English. 

 

(396)  The single of Shanye Ward(,) that I like is back at one the meaning inform  

          about process of love make me more understand love.  

(397)  However, my favorite pet is Moo-Moo(,) that I loved more and more.  

(398)  About 8 years ago, I went to Chiang Mai with my family, that consist of my  

          father, mother, and sister.  

 

 In detail, the high-proficiency learners used 28.95% of that in NRCs, whereas 

those with low proficiency produced 31.43% of the relative word in NRCs in the 

essays. For the spoken data, 62.5% of that was found in NRCs used by the high 

group, and only 1.11% of the low group’s NRCs contain that. 

 The findings concerning the use of that in NRCs provide support for 

Sattayatham and Honsa (2004), in which Thai medical students were found to rely on 

overgeneralization or system-simplification and violate the grammatical rule by 

employing that in NRCs. In a similar way, Turkish learners of English also 

overgeneralized the use of the relativizer that to NRCs (Erdogan, 2005). Erdogan 
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suggested that such an overextention could be influenced by Turkish, in which there is 

no differentiation between restrictive and non-restrictive RCs. The prohibition of that 

in English NRCs is considered an arbitrary grammar rule. It is quite difficult for 

English learners to naturally realize the rule unless they have enough exposure to 

English. This may explain why Turkish as well as Thai learners of English, especially 

those whose English proficiency is rather low, have failed to observe such a rule 

governing non-use of that in NRCs. 

 For Thai EFL learners, it seems that the learners’ L1 could have an impact on 

their use of that in NRCs. In Thai, all the three relative markers are allowed in both 

RRCs and NRCs (Sornhiran, 1978). Therefore, Thai learners can have difficulty 

learning the restriction of that and finally used it in English NRCs. 
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS, AND IMPLICATIONS 

 The present research project was aimed at investigating the ERC acquisition 

by Thai EFL learners with special emphasis on the types of ERCs postulated in the 

NPAH. Also in this study, the way ERCs were embedded into a matrix clause was 

examined in order to find which type of embedding, i.e. center or right embedding, 

caused more difficulty for the learners and which was acquired earlier. Furthermore, 

the acquisition of relative markers in English was studied in great detail. As the 

present study was based on the interlanguage of Thai learners of English, the 

participants were divided into two proficiency groups, i.e. high and low, to satisfy the 

need of a cross-sectional design. That is, learners’ proficiency division was done to 

enable the researcher to clearly see the development of Thai learners in acquiring RCs 

in L2 English. The ERCs produced in the writing and the speech of the two groups 

were also compared and contrasted. The written data were obtained from the 

descriptive essays, while the story-telling was used to elicit their spoken ERCs. 

 The present study was also carried out to search for the evidence of native 

language transfer, which by some means could facilitate as well as hinder the process 

of the learners’ ERC acquisition. Finally, the learning strategies based upon cognitive 

processes on which Thai learners dealing with ERCs depended were thoroughly 

analyzed. Some of them were considered effective in assisting the learners in learning 

and using ERCs. However, several strategies proved to be sources of the learners’ 

errors. The explanations, in addition to the error identification, for these problems 

were supplied, which should be useful to English teachers who would like to know 

what real problems of ERCs do occur to their Thai students and what reasons underlie 
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these difficulties. In other words, the findings of this study could help the teachers 

enhance their ERC instruction to Thai and probably even other EFL learners. 

 In parallel with all the above objectives, the present study had primary goals to 

provide answers for the following research questions addressed in Chapter 1: 

 

1 What are the types of ERCs used by Thai EFL learners? 

 

2 What is the evidence of transfer found in the ERCs in Thai EFL learners’ 

interlanguage? 

 

 

3 What are the similarities and differences in the IL of Thai EFL learners of high 

and low proficiency levels with respect to ERC acquisition? 

 

4 What are the problems underlying the use of ERCs for Thai EFL learners? 

 

The following hypotheses were therefore formulated and tested: 

 

Hypothesis 1: 

The subject relative (SU) is the most common in the interlanguage of Thai 

EFL learners. Furthermore, the learners avoid using marked ERC types. Resumptive 

pronouns are also employed, especially in the marked types, to clarify the ERC 

meaning although these pronouns are allowed neither in the learners’ native language 

nor in the target language. 
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Hypothesis 2: 

 Transfer both facilitates and hinders the ERC acquisition of Thai EFL learners.  

 

Hypothesis 3: 

 The ERCs produced by high-proficiency Thai EFL learners comprise more 

marked RC types than those used by low-proficiency ones. Additionally, the learners 

with low level of proficiency produce more ERCs introduced by that and who, the 

salience of which is remarkable in English; furthermore, more resumptive pronouns 

are found in the interlanguage of low-proficiency learners. 

 

Hypothesis 4:  

 The problems with which Thai EFL learners are faced are attributed to 

transfer, avoidance, and overgeneralization. 

 

 This final chapter comprises three sections. The first one will discuss the 

major findings of the current study. The second section will provide some 

recommendations for further research in this area. In the final section, certain 

implications to language pedagogy are offered.  

 

6.1 Major findings of the study 

 In response to the first research question, all of the ERC types were sought in 

the written and spoken data. Generally speaking, four types of ERCs on the NPAH, 

i.e. SU, DO, OPREP, and GEN, were produced in the essays of the high-and-low 

proficiency learners. As for the speaking task, no production of GEN was noticed in 

both proficiency groups, which might be because of its far higher degree of 
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markedness compared to the other existing types. Moreover, no existence of GEN 

may be attributed to the fact that GEN is uncommon in spoken English (Biber et al, 

1999; Carter & McCarthy, 2006). This may also imply that GEN was acquired later 

than the others, which were less marked. SU, regarded to be the most unmarked ERC 

type, occurred in both groups of learners with the highest frequency in writing (H, L: 

56.24%, 51.48%) and speaking (H, L: 46.36%, 63.33%). The preponderance of SU in 

the two tasks strongly confirms the first hypothesis, which has predicted that the 

subject relative would be the most common type of ERCs found in the learner corpus. 

 As regards resumptive pronouns, it has been predicted in Hypothesis one that 

pronoun retention would appear in the interlanguage ERCs of Thai EFL learners in 

spite of the fact that the learners’ mother tongue does not have such use of pronouns. 

The results of the present study apparently bear out this hypothesis because the 

learners with high and low levels of proficiency produced resumptive pronouns not 

only in the written data (H, L: 3.43%, 6.67%) but also in the oral data (H, L: 4.55%, 

6.67%). The existence of resumptive pronouns did not result from the role of the 

learners’ native language in the second language acquisition of ERCs. To be precise, 

the Resumptive Pronoun Hierarchy (Keenan & Comrie, 1977) was claimed to be 

responsible for the production of pronominal reflexes in Thai learners’ ERCs. Across 

languages, resumptive pronouns are unmarked and occur in many languages of the 

world (Comrie, 1989). As proposed in Zobl (1980) and Ramat (2000), to use 

resumptive pronoun can help learners make the meaning of a RC more transparent 

and clearer. Even native English speakers are found to use such resumptive pronouns 

in spoken language to repeat the head when a RC is too long and complex (Carter & 

McCarthy, 2006). 
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 Accordingly, it is normal and natural for English learners in general, e.g. the 

participants of the present study, to employ pronoun retention in their ERCs, 

irrespective of the presence of pronoun copies in L1. 

 In the light of the Resumptive Pronoun Hierarchy, which posits that 

resumptive pronouns are likely to be used in more marked RC positions, the present 

research evidently gives support to such a claim. From the written data, high-

proficiency learners and those with low level of proficiency supplied 83.34% and 

72.22% of pronoun copies respectively in object positions, which are more marked 

than subject positions containing only 16.66% and 27.78% of resumptive pronouns in 

the high and low group in the given order. The data from the speaking showed a 

similar result. That is, the high group of learners was seen to use 80% of resumptives 

in objects, while the low one came up with 66.68% in the same position. In contrast, 

the subject position, which is the least marked, had only 20% and 33.34% of 

pronominal reflexes used by the high and low groups respectively. The fact that 

resumptive pronouns in objects tremendously outnumbered those in subjects confirms 

the Resumptive Pronoun Hierarchy as well as the first hypothesis of this study. 

 The second research question concerns transfer in the acquisition of ERCs by 

Thai EFL learners. The transfer came in two types: first language transfer and transfer 

of training. With respect to the transfer from the native language, it played a role in 

facilitating the ERC learning process, due to the similarities between Thai and 

English. To be specific, RCs in both languages have the same head direction, 

occurring to the right of the head (Sornhiran, 1978). In addition, Thai and English rely 

on the same relativization strategy. They both constitute a RC with a relative pronoun, 

whereas some other languages depend on different strategies. The other similar point 

is that the two languages, in standard forms, do not permit resumptive pronouns. 
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Therefore, Thai EFL learners tended to transfer such a lack of resumptive pronouns in 

L1 into their ERC production, enabling them to be more successful in using the target 

RCs in English. 

 Apart from the positive transfer mentioned above, L1 transfer also had a 

negative effect on the learners’ acquisition of ERCs, leading them to commit errors in 

L1 learning. Most of the problems stemming from negative transfer lied in the 

OPREP position. OPREP is not existent in the native language of Thai EFL learners 

who are more familiar with the three less marked positions, i.e. IO, DO, and SU. That 

is, a preposition does not occur as an obligatory element to form a RC in Thai. When 

they transferred the absence of preposition in L1 RCs to OPREP production in 

English, deviant constructions in the target language could emerge. In this study, the 

participants omitted an obligatory preposition in OPREP, which is ungrammatical in 

English. 

 Moreover, when the learners depended on direct translation from Thai, they 

produced errors in DO and SU positions. For DO, the learners were found to omit a 

RC subject. This was influenced by L1, which allows a noun deletion in case the 

particular noun is understood in the context (Panthumetha, 1982). In the position of 

SU, some of the learners failed to use a relative structure of quantity and supplied a 

deviant structure based on their L1 knowledge. Also, negative transfer from Thai can 

also be seen in GEN, where some of the learners showed an attempt to employ a stage 

in their interlanguage which will develop towards the target language end. In other 

words, they are expected to eventually master the use of whose when their proficiency 

increases. 

 In addition to L1 transfer, there was also some evidence of transfer of training 

in this study. The learners seemed to be able to use SU with the highest frequency and 
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accuracy, as a result of the fact that the information about RCs in several commercial 

textbooks used in Thailand has been geared towards the use of SU. By contrast, 

OPREP and GEN appear in a relatively low quantity in more advanced textbooks. 

This probably made the learners not proficient in using RCs in these two positions, 

thus producing them in far less quantity and quality. Also, that no textbooks in the 

survey contain any information of OCOMP may explain why the learners did not 

produce any token of OCOMP. 

 Furthermore, transfer of training could also account for the more use of who 

than whom in the learner corpus. The investigation of EFL textbooks in Thailand 

indicated that most of the explanations and examples were given to who rather than 

whom. This was why the learners were probably less exposed to the use of whom and 

then avoided it in the writing and speaking tasks. 

 The evidence of native language influence and transfer of training in the 

present study, up to this point, is clearly seen. As described above, both kinds of 

transfer played a positive role in aiding the ERC acquisition of Thai EFL learners. 

Meanwhile, they also negatively impacted on their ERC learning, creating a range of 

difficulties. The evidence of positive and negative transfer proves Hypothesis 2, 

which claimed that transfer facilitated and hampered the learners’ acquisition of 

ERCs. 

 In terms of the comparison between the high-and-low proficiency learners, 

both similarities and differences were discovered in many respects. First, the orders of 

acquisition of ERC types on the NPAH, according to the written and spoken data, 

were the same in the two groups. In other words, the learners appeared to acquire SU 

before DO and OPREP respectively; GEN was apparently the last they acquired. A 

major difference between the two groups lies in the fact that, as predicted in 
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Hypothesis 3, the learners with high proficiency used more ERC types which have 

higher degree of markedness than the low-proficiency ones. In the essays, the high 

group produced 9.33% of OPREP, while the low one used only 4.73%. As for GEN, 

0.57% was employed by the high group, whereas those with low proficiency used 

merely 0.25% of GEN. Regarding the spoken data, those with high level of 

proficiency used 9.09% of OPREP, while only 4.44% of this type was found in the 

low group. 

 With regard to the acquisition of ERC embedding, both proficiency groups in 

the two tasks were similar in producing more right-embedded ERCs than center-

embedded ones, which are more marked and more perceptually difficult. In the 

essays, the high group used 82.29% and the low one produced 75.86% of ERCs in 

right embedding. On the other hand, only 17.71% and 24.14% of ERCs in center 

embedding were discovered in the high and low groups respectively. Concerning the 

spoken data, 70.09% and 75.56% of right embedded ERCs were used by high-and-

low proficiency learners in the given order. Only 20.91% and 24.44% of center-

embedded ERCs were found in the speech of the high and low groups respectively. 

All in all, it appeared from the data that the RC in right embedding was acquired 

earlier than the one in center embedding, which supports the PDH (Kuno, 1974), 

which has claimed that right-embedded RCs are easier to understand and acquire than 

center-embedded ones. 

 The ways the learners from both groups acquired relative markers are identical 

in the same sequence of relativizer acquisition, as shown below: 

 that  >17  who  >  which  >  zero  >  whom  >  whose 

 
                                                 
17 >means ‘acquired earlier than’ 
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 However, there are some differences in frequency of certain relative markers 

between the two types of learners. That is, the low-proficiency learners produced 

more use of that (53.94% in writing and 52.22% in speaking) than the learners of high 

proficiency (50.07% in writing and 51.82% in speaking) Likewise, who was made 

with higher frequency in the low group (29.80% in writing and 26.67% in speaking), 

whereas those whose proficiency was higher used who less frequently (26.67% in 

writing and 17.27% in speaking). On the other hand, the low-proficiency learners  

used the other relativizers, i.e. which, zero, whom, and whose, less frequently than 

those with the high level of proficiency. Such findings could be explained on the basis 

of salience. Since that and who are viewed as the most common and salient relative 

markers, English learners are then more likely to be exposed to their uses in learning 

English. Learners, chances are, could consider that and who to be the easiest in 

comparison with the other markers. This was why beginner learners, represented by 

the low-proficiency learners in the present study, produced more uses of that and who 

and less frequently employed the other relative markers which are less salient or more 

difficult to use. Nonetheless, as the learners’ experience and development increased 

over the time, they tended to use more relativizers which are uncommon and less 

salient. Such learners at a higher stage of interlanguage have been represented by the 

high-proficiency learners of this study. The findings as to that and who discussed here 

prove Hypothesis 3, which claimed that the low-proficiency learners used these two 

relative words more than the high-proficiency ones. 

 In comparing the use of pronominal reflexes between the two groups, it was 

shown that both groups of proficiency similarly produced more reflexes in marked RC 

positions, i.e. objects, than the least marked one, subjects, as illustrated earlier. 

Nevertheless, these two groups slightly differed in frequency of pronoun retention. 
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The low group appeared to use slightly more resumptive pronouns than the high 

group, both in writing (L, H: 4.43%, 3.43%) and in speaking (L, H: 6.67%, 4.55%), 

which confirms the third hypothesis. Presumably, this occurred as a consequence of 

the different levels of proficiency between the two groups. The low-proficiency 

learners, who have been the embodiment of English learners whose L2 knowledge 

was at the beginning level, might not have had much experience of L2 and then 

supplied pronoun copies to clarify the RC meaning without awareness of the 

ungrammaticality in L2 caused by the copies as such. Conversely, the high-

proficiency learners seemed to have developed more L2 competence and probably 

realized the constraint on pronoun retention in English. Hence, they used fewer 

resumptive pronouns than those with lower proficiency. 

 As regards the fourth research question, it was demonstrated in this study that 

the learners’ problems were caused by learning strategies in L2 learning, namely 

transfer, avoidance, and overgeneralization. Evidence of L1 transfer and transfer of 

training that caused problems for Thai EFL learners has been fully discussed earlier. 

In addition to transfer, avoidance was also another strategy that the learners relied on 

when encountering some difficulties in L2 (Ellis, 1994). According to the present 

study, marked types of ERCs, such as OPREP and GEN, were avoided because their 

uses were quite low in writing. In speech, furthermore, GEN was not at all produced, 

which was probably owing to avoidance as well. 

 In terms of ERC embedding, center-embedded ERCs were found to be 

avoided as the learners produced more right-embedded RCs instead. It has also been 

discovered that, as far as relative markers were concerned, whose and whom dealt 

with avoidance behavior as well. Whose was avoided as a result of the low use of 

GEN. As for whom, the learners had other options, such as who, that, and zero, in this 
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particular context, so they could find it easier to avoid whom, which is less salient, 

and use any other relative markers with which they were more acquainted. Like 

transfer, avoidance was closely connected with the degree of markedness in that more 

marked features were often avoided as the learners were probably not completely 

certain of their proper use. Although avoidance does not lead to ungrammatical 

construction in L2, it is considered an overt error since it causes the learning pace to 

slacken. The deceleration of learning could end up with fossilization, meaning the 

learners cannot have any more development of their interlanguage (Corder, 1981). 

 Another source of errors pertaining to the strategies employed in L2 learning 

was overgeneralization. The current research indicated that the learners probably 

assumed that the relative marker that were able to be used with no limitation and 

extended its use to non-restrictive RCs (NRCs). Doing so resulted in an ill-formed 

grammatical structure in the target language. 

 To sum up at this point, evidently the learners’ main area of problems 

involved the learning strategies which frequently led them to deviations in L2 

English. The strategies, based upon cognitive processes found in the study, were 

transfer, avoidance, and overgeneralization. Such findings do support the fourth 

hypothesis of the present study. 

 

6.2 Recommendations for further research 

 Owing to the time constraints in conducting the present study, not all the 

aspects of ERC acquisition by Thai EFL learners could be explored. As stated in the 

limitations of the study, the current research project focused only on the study of 

relative markers that fitted into the framework of the study, viz. who, whom, which, 

whose, that, and zero. This means relative adverbs, namely where, when, and why, 
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were beyond the scope and so left untouched here. For this reason, it should be 

interesting and useful to undertake a further study on ERCs introduced by these 

relative adverbs. In addition, in the present research, there existed some sorts of ERCs 

that could have been examined but were not, due to the restriction of our framework. 

For instance, the RC in an existential construction there be + NP + RC, as in (399), 

was often seen to be both properly and incorrectly used by the participants. Thus, a 

research design for a future study could be developed for an investigation of such a 

construction of ERC. 

 

(399)  There is a car which I want to own. 

 

 The next point in which researchers in the field of second language acquisition 

of ERCs might be interested concerns free ERCs. Because the present study aimed to 

examine the bound ERC, as mentioned in the scope of the study, a future research 

work can also be carried out on the free relative construction of English found in the 

interlanguage of Thai EFL learners. Aside from the free ERC, it is also useful to do 

research on how Thai EFL learners acquire reduced ERCs, which begin with a verb in 

the present or past participle form. The reduced constructions as such appear to be 

problematic to EFL/ESL learners (Celce-Murcia, 1999), so a study on them can make 

a valuable contribution towards English language teachers and researchers. 

 Those who have an interest in English instruction may conduct a study to find 

out the most effective method to teach ERCs to Thai EFL learners. Furthermore, 

teachers whose interest is in material development may also rely on the results of the 

current study to create such materials that best provide knowledge of ERCs for 

students. 
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6.3 Pedagogical implications of the study 

 As discussed earlier, Thai EFL learners acquire ERCs in a similar way as other 

learners speaking different native languages. In other words, the acquisition of ERCs 

by Thai learners is primarily governed by language universals, so is the ERC 

acquisition by other EFL learners. This way, the results of the present study can be 

beneficial to EFL teachers in general, in addition to those teaching EFL in Thailand. 

 It is advisable that EFL teachers introduce the least marked type of ERCs, i.e. 

SU, to the learners, especially those in the beginner level as this is the easiest one to 

learn. Later, once the learners are accustomed to the RC formation in English, more 

marked and complicated types may then be instructed in a step-by-step fashion. Also, 

IO and OPREP can be merged into one lesson since they are syntactically very close, 

as noted in Chapter 5. Additionally, more emphasis should be placed on GEN 

teaching because it is the position which learners find extremely difficult and commit 

various types of errors on, through such learning strategies as native language transfer 

and avoidance. As can be seen in Chapter 5, most commercial EFL textbooks used 

widespread in Thailand contain little information on marked ERC types like OPREP 

and GEN, those teaching Thai EFL learners and the instructors fundamentally using 

these internationally-sold textbooks in other countries should consider adding more 

details, explanations, and exercises to their lesson planning so that their students will 

have more opportunity to become familiarized with these marked ERC types and 

ultimately be able to use them in a more accurate manner. As for OCOMP, which is 

the most marked ERC type, EFL teachers may not have to include this in their ERC 

instruction because it is very rare in real use (Carter & McCarthy, 2006) and even 

considered to be grammatically unacceptable in some native English speakers’ view 
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(Ellis, 1994). There will be minimal chance for the students to come across or produce 

OCOMP in daily life. 

 In regard to teaching the way ERCs are embedded into a matrix clause, the 

present study suggested that it should be more sensible to first instruct right-

embedded ERCs, which are perceptually simple as there is no interruption between 

the matrix subject and the predicate. Once the learners appear to have developed a 

skill in forming a RC in English, the teachers may then try introducing center-

embedded ERCs, which are now more challenging for the learners at this stage. 

 For an instruction of relative markers in English, EFL teachers could see from 

the results of this study that the relativizers that, which, and who are not much 

problematic to Thais, except for the misuse of that in NRCs. As for zero, the learners 

should be reminded of its ungrammaticality in a subject position. Since zero is a 

major feature found in spoken English, teachers are supposed to emphatically point 

out its occurrences in such a genre or provide the students with examples and 

exercises of relativizer omission, based on spoken-English corpora. In a similar vein, 

in teaching whom, EFL teachers are advised to present the texts derived from corpora 

of written English. The learners should be taught to have awareness of the fact that 

whom is more formal than other equivalent relativizers. Moreover, as explained in 

Chapter 5, whose is regarded as the most problematic since it has to have an 

accompanying noun. Thus, whose should be carefully taught through plenty of sample 

sentences based on authentic English from corpora as well. 

 To successfully teach English relative markers, EFL teachers are 

recommended that they encourage an inductive learning method. That is to say, the 

learners should be given a lot of information on L2 relative words and how they really 

occur in sentences. Then they can learn individually, in pairs, or in groups to draw a 
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comparison and make a distinction between the relativizers. After this, they may 

exchange their findings with their classmates’ and revise their generalizations. The 

teachers may ask them to present what rules they have discovered for each relative 

marker, and they can give corrective feedbacks when some of the formulated rules 

seem to be inappropriate. Also, the teacher can supply some additional information 

not included in the learners’ findings. The instruction of relativizers as such is 

possibly more exciting and challenging for the learners who play an active part in 

looking for new knowledge of English grammar on their own. 

 The present study also demonstrates actual problems pestering Thai EFL 

learners. These problems should be directly paid attention to since they prove to be 

real sources of the learners’ errors. The following points need to be taken into 

consideration. First of all, the problems that result from L1 transfer should be 

prevented. When teaching OPREP, the EFL teachers are expected to pinpoint the 

importance of obligatory prepositions in constituting preposition pied-piping and 

preposition stranding. Furthermore, the teachers should make it a point that a RC 

subject deletion is impossible in standard English, even though this deletion is often 

acceptable in Thai. Having taught the basic rules of ERC formation, the teachers are 

also expected to introduce a quantity construction of ERCs, e.g. each of which, all of 

which, some of whom, etc, otherwise the learners not knowing the proper structure in 

question may resort to their L1 and produce some forms of deviations. Further, 

correct usage of GEN has to be instructed as well so that the learners would not create 

certain ill-formed constructions reflecting their L1 influence as described in Chapter 

5. 

 The second kind of problems originates from learners’ avoidance strategy 

when they are confronted with difficult or marked features in English. A solution to 
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this problem is possibly to highlight such marked structures, e.g. OPREP and GEN, in 

pedagogy perhaps by providing more exercises and instances to help make them more 

familiar with the marked features in the hope that the learners will so improve the 

ability to use them. Another source of problems arises when the learners transfer what 

they have been taught to ERCs learning at the present time. As discussed earlier, this 

could make them overproduce some features presented repeatedly in those textbooks 

or by the previous instructors at the expense of certain structures rarely found in the 

learning experience. EFL teachers who are conscious of this problem should prepare 

some extra materials or supplements on these features, alongside the selected main 

textbooks. This will probably increase the learners’ opportunity to expand their 

horizons on what is scarcely mentioned in the texts. 

 The last variety of problems has to do with the overgeneralization of the 

relative marker that in non-restrictive RCs. This rule is somewhat arbitrary and hard 

for learners to observe from the corpus data alone. It is necessary for EFL teachers to 

directly inform them of the main differences in meaning between restrictive and non-

restrictive RCs comprising the same words. The teachers are also required to point out 

that only wh-relatives are allowed in NRCs. In other words, that-relatives cannot be 

used in this particular type of ERC. The explicit instruction like this is likely to help 

prevent the learners from producing that in NRCs. 

 Sample lesson plans are also available in Appendix 3. These lesson plans are 

based on form-focused instruction, which concentrates on teaching linguistic form, 

e.g ERCs, when learners appear to have problems with it in L2 communication (Long 

& Robinson, 1998). Here the ERC is the highlighted construction which will be 

presented to the learners. Teaching ERCs should be planned to do alongside 

communicative tasks. Thus, not only will the learners practice the communicative 
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English skills, but they can also have direct access to the grammar points which they 

need to produce well-formed target structures of ERCs. 
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Appendix 1: questionnaire 

English Language Exposure Questionnaire 
 
Guidance Information:  
This questionnaire is composed of 2 parts: 1) personal information, and 2) English by 
exposure. The second part has 3 sections: A, B, and C. Please provide your answer by 
placing a cross (X) or writing down on the space given according to your true 
experience. 
 
I. Personal Information 
 

1.Faculty _______________________________ 

2.Major ________________________________ 

3.Age _______ years old 

4.I was born in  __ Thailand 

   __ other countries (please specify) ____________________ 

5.The first language I learned to speak is  

 __ Thai 

    __ other languages (please specify) 

_______________________ 

6.The language I usually use with my family is 1. ____________________ 

       2. ____________________ 

7. The language/languages I comfortably use is/are: 

1)_________________ 2)_____________________ 3)_____________________ 

8. I have studied English for _______________ years. 

9. I studied in  __ an English/international program  

   __ a Thai program at school 

 

II. English Language Exposure 

A.Please place a cross (X) on one of the boxes to indicate your true experience at 

school. 

1.) On average, my grades in English courses at school were. 

Grade 1 2 3 4 

     

 

2.) On average, this was how long my English Thai teachers at school spoke 

English to me in English course within an hour. ( 60 minutes) 
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Min: 1hr. 0 min. 1-10 min. 11-20 

min 

21-30 

min 

31-40 

min 

41-50 

min 

51-60 

min 

        

 

B. Please thoroughly read every situation in this section and write down your answers 

according to your true experience. If any of these situations do not correspond with 

your experiences, you may omit them. 

1. I have done some extra curricular activities/part-time jobs using English: 

  English tutor: ____________hours per week 

  tour guide  : ____________hours per week 

  correspondent: ____________hours per week 

  public relations: ____________hours per week 

  operator : ____________hours per week 

2. 

a. I have been to some English-speaking countries _________ time(s): 

1st time: country name: __________________ from ___________ to ____________. 

2nd time: country name: __________________ from ___________ to ____________. 

3rd time: country name: __________________ from ___________ to ____________. 

 

b. While staying in the country/countries reported above, I could place a cross (x) to 

indicate the average extent to which I think I used English. 

No use of English      Exclusive use of English 

 

0 % 1-20% 21-40 % 41-60 % 61-80 % 81-100 % 

      

 

3. I have taken some English course(s) in an English speaking country ______ 

time(s). 

 

1st time: country name: __________________ from ___________ to ____________. 

 English study time : ___________ hours per week. 

 

2nd time: country name: __________________ from ___________ to ____________. 

 English study time : ___________ hours per week. 
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3rd time: country name: __________________ from ___________ to ____________. 

 English study time : ___________ hours per week. 

4. I have taken intensive course(s) of English in Thailand ____________time(s). 

1st time: an intensive course of _______hours per week: from 

___________to_________ 

2nd time: an intensive course of _______hours per week: from 

___________to_________ 

3rd time: an intensive course of _______hours per week: from 

___________to_________ 

 

C. Please place a cross (x) to indicate the extent to which you think you had or have 

opportunities to expose to English at school or now by estimating on average how 

many hours per week. 

 
 

Situations 

Time 

Never Less 
than 

4 
hours 

a 
week 

4-8 
hours a 

week 

8-12 
hours a 

week 

12-16 
hours a 

week 

16-20 
hours a 

week 

More 
than 
20 

hours 
a week 

1. I had English classes at 

school 

       

2. I studied English with a 

native English speaking 

teacher. 

       

3. I studied English with a 

foreign teacher (who is a 

non-native English speaker) 

       

4. I studied in an English 

lab. 

       

5. I presented 

reports/projects in English. 

       

6. I read English textbooks.        

 

7.I wrote 

papers/assignments in 

English 
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8. I joined extra-curricular 

activities 

       

9. I attended extra English 

courses besides the school 

time. 

       

10. I listen to English 

songs. 

       

11. I watch English 

films/DVDs. 

       

12. I read English fiction/ 

cartoon books. 

       

13. I read English 

newspaper/magazines. 

       

14. I read information from 

English websites. 

       

15. I play computer games 

in which the information is 

in English. 

       

16. I watch English news/ 

documentaries. 

       

17. I practice speaking 

English or have English 

conversations with 

foreigners. 

       

18. I write letters/emails in 

English. 

       

 

       

    Thank you very much for your kind cooperation. 
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Appendix 2: translation task 

คาํส่ัง จงแปลประโยคต่อไปน้ีเป็นภาษาองักฤษโดยเขียนคาํแปลลงบนท่ีวา่งท่ีกาํหนดให ้

Directions: Translate the following sentences into English, writing your translation 
on the space provided. 
 

1. เพลงท่ีเราฟังเม่ือคืนน้ีไพเราะมาก 

คาํแปลภาษาองักฤษ The song to which we listened last night was very beautiful. 

2. ฉนัชอบเรียงความท่ีคุณเขียน 

คาํแปลภาษาองักฤษ I like the essay which you wrote. 

3. เดก็ผูห้ญิงคนท่ีชนะการแข่งขนัหวัเราะเสียงดงั 

คาํแปลภาษาองักฤษ The girl who won the competition laughed loud. 

4. ผูห้ญิงคนท่ีฉนัใหพ้จนานุกรมขยนัเรียนมาก 

คาํแปลภาษาองักฤษ The woman to whom I gave a dictionary is very studious. 

5. ฉนัรู้จกัผูช้ายคนท่ีจกัรยานถกูขโมย 

คาํแปลภาษาองักฤษ I know the man whose bicycle was stolen. 

6. หนงัสือสองเล่มท่ีเขาซ้ือเม่ือวานมีราคาแพง 

คาํแปลภาษาองักฤษ The two books which he bought yesterday were expensive. 

7. เดก็ผูช้ายคนท่ีฉนัซ้ือกระเป๋าสตางคใ์หย้ิม้กวา้ง 

คาํแปลภาษาองักฤษ The boy for whom I bought a wallet smiled broadly. 

8. ฟุตบอลเป็นกีฬาเพียงอยา่งเดียวท่ีผมสนใจ 

คาํแปลภาษาองักฤษ Football is the only kind of sports in which I am interested. 

9. นกัเรียนคนท่ีนัง่ขา้งฉนักาํลงันอนหลบั 

คาํแปลภาษาองักฤษ The student who is sitting next to me is sleeping. 

10. นอ้งสาวของฉนัมีลกูชายซ่ึงผมสีนํ้าตาล 

คาํแปลภาษาองักฤษ My sister has a son whose hair is brown. 

 

 



 

 

283

 

Appendix 3: Sample lesson plans 

Sample lesson plan 1 

Grammar focus: Introduction to English relative clauses 

Level: grade 9-10 

Time: 60 minutes 

Introduction 

 English relative clauses (ERCs) are postnominal modifiers, introduced by 

relative markers such as who, which, that, etc. EFL learners are required to know what 

they look like and what functions they perform so that they can effectively use them 

in their writing and speaking. 

 

Step 1 (5 minutes): The teacher reviews the basic concept of adjectives, providing 

students with 5-6  pairs of an underlined adjective and a noun, e.g. big houses, brave 

soldiers, kind teachers, etc. Then the teacher asks students about the relationship 

between the adjective and the noun in each pair. They should identify the relationship 

in such a way that the preceding word (adjective) modifies the following word (noun). 

 

Step 2 (5 minutes): The teacher shows colorful pictures, one by one, on the visualizer 

and also gives students a prompt under each picture, such as 

 

John is a boy who________________. 

           They are cats which always___________. 

 

 Then the teacher randomly asks students to complete the blanks with a verb 

phrase appropriate for the pictures. The teacher writes all the students’ answers on the 

whiteboard. After that, he/ she tells them that the underlined parts, referred to as 

relative or adjective clauses, function as adjectives and contain a finite verb agreeing 

with the antecedent. 

 

Step 3 (5 minutes): After students are taught about the function of a RC as a noun-

modifying clause, the teacher provides them with nine sample sentences containing 

who, which, and that functioning as RC subjects, in order that students can observe 

the basic use of these relative words. That is, from the data given, they should come 

up with some fundamental rules governing the use of these markers. For instance, 
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who is used with a human antecedent, which modifies a non-human antecedent, and 

that can be employed when the head is human or non-human. At this stage, the 

teacher is expected to limit the sample sentences to restrictive RCs in order not to 

confuse or put more burden on students. Moreover, the sentences should comprise 

only right-embedded RCs becauses this RC type is easier for beginner learners to 

process or understand (Kuno, 1974; Izumi, 2003). 

 After that, students are asked to work in pairs to figure out how and in what 

context each relative marker is used. The teacher then randomly asks some to present 

their findings or observations. He/ she should also ask for some peer comments. The 

teacher can help refine the rules they have and finally supply them with the final 

complete version of the usage of these relativizers. 

 

Sample sentences: All the sentences should be jumbled over so it takes students time 

and effort to discover the use of each relative word. 

 

 I have a cat which is cute. 

 Sally introduced me to a man who wears a red shirt. 

 Mary bought a new pencil which looks expensive. 

 We are the school representatives who can make a decision on this matter. 

 Please give me the book that has my pictures. 

 They met a doctor who loves children. 

 My dog chased the thief that broke into my house last night. 

 Joe wanted the ice that was in the freezer. 

 My friend will lend me a magazine that includes lots of colorful images. 

 

Step 4 (25 minutes): Now it is time for students to practice using the relative words 

they have learned. The teacher uses a gap-fill exercise which requires students to 

complete each blank with a proper relative marker. Again, all the RCs should be right-

embedded, and the relative markers should be RC subjects.   

 

Sample exercise 

 Daisy usually reads novels ________ are about romance. 

 Teachers like students _________ study hard. 
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 It is advisable that the relative word that be not allowed in this exercise as it 

can be filled in every blank. This is to prevent them from taking advantage of that as a 

muti-purpose relative marker. 

 After finishing the task, students are asked to compare their answers with their 

classmates’. The teacher may randomly ask some students to provide their answers 

with the supporting reasons. The teacher finally gives them the correct answer and 

reason for each item. 
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Sample lesson plan 2 

Grammar focus: relative clause formation/ direct-object relatives 

Level: grade 9-10 

Time: 60 minutes 

Introduction 

 In this lesson students will be familiarized with how to form RCs in English. 

A sentence-combination exercise will be used as the main task to make students 

clearly see how a complex sentence with a RC is transformed from two independent 

clauses. At the end of this lesson, the object relative will be introduced through 

corpus-based information. 

 

Step 1 (5 minutes): Students at this point are supposed to know how RCs look like 

and what kind of function it has. The teacher may begin this lesson by reviewing the 

usage of who, which, and that, by relying on the table below: 

 

Relative 

markers 

When to use examples 

who 

which 

that 

with human head 

with non-human head 

with human/ non-human head 

John is a man who cares for other people. 

Tortoises are animals which live in the sea. 

John is a man that cares for other people. 

Tortoises are animals that live in the sea. 

 

Step 2 (10 minutes): The teacher shows two simple sentences on the board: 

a. Mary needs a mobile phone. 

b. A mobile phone can take photographs. 

 

Then he/ she asks students to identify the shared phrases a mobile phone in a. 

and b. Students are then asked to supply a suitable relative word to replace a mobile 

phone. In this case, which is the one. After they are able to select the right marker, the 

teacher shows how to join a. and b. with which, producing c. as a result. 

 

c. Mary needs a mobile phone which can take photographs. 
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The relative clause should be underlined or highlighted to make it more 

prominent. The teacher can even show the relationship between the RC and the head 

it modifies, a mobile phone. 

 

Step 3 (20 minutes): Now the teacher shows five more pairs of sentences (one by one) 

and asks a volunteer from the class to combine each pair on the board. After each 

complex sentence containing a RC is produced, the teacher may ask another student to 

judge whether it is correct or not. If not, he/ she has to correct it. In order not to 

confuse students, the teacher should make it a point that it is b. that will be made a 

RC. Please note that of all the five pairs, two should be devoted to RCs in center 

embedding like: 

 

a. A dog is healthy. 

b. A dog barks very loudly. 

 

Result c. A dog which barks very loudly is healthy. 

 

Step 4 (25 minutes): Now the teacher asks students to match the main clauses in 

Column A. with the RCs in Column B. They are divided into two large groups. Each 

member of the first group has a card containing a main clause, while each from the 

other group has one with a RC. They have to find the other card from the other group 

that help them form a grammatical and meaningful sentence by walking around and 

ask others about the message in the card. They are not allowed to look at the message 

in others’ cards. Nor can they show their own. Those who can find the right air 

immediately sit down. The last pair of students will be considered the losers. 

However, the teacher also has to check the correctness of each pair sitting down. If 

the combination yields an incorrect result, they will be disqualified. 

It is also important for the teacher, after the activity, to point out the sentences 

with object RCs on the prepared slides, indicating that whom and who can be 

interchangeably used in object RCs, whereas which has only one invariable form in 

such a position. 

 

 

 



 

 

288

 

Sample exercise 

1. A television is an instrument (e.)   a. who lives in a small town in Thailand 

2. Mrs. Jones is a great teacher (d.)   b. which is used to cook food 

3. An oven is a tool (b.)    c. whom all the villagers feared 

4. She gave me a dictionary (f.)   d. who every student respects 

5. The police finally arrested the murderer (c.) e. which the family members enjoy watching 

6. She is a fantastic singer (i.)   f. which I always use in my writing class 

7. She knows an old woman (a.)   g. that licks its long tail 

8. I have a pretty white cat (g.)   h. who cares for his adopted son 

9. Mr.Smith is a great father (h.)   i. whom the audience admires 

10. Durham Castle is a wonderful place (j.)  j. that we visited last year 
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Sample lesson plan 3 

Grammar focus: object-of-preposition (OPREP) relatives 

Level: grade 9-10 

Time: 60 minutes 

Introduction 

 This lesson introduces the object-of-preposition (OPREP) relative, which is 

one-step more difficult than the direct-object (DO) relative, to students. Pictures can 

be used to elicit this type of RCs from learners. It should also be emphasized that an 

omission of an obligatory preposition is ungrammatical in English. 

 

Step 1 (10 minutes): the teacher reviews the major concept of how direct-object (DO) 

relatives can be formed, placing emphasis upon the relativizers that marek this RC 

type. He/ she may write sentences with DO RCs on the board to help remind students 

of the previous lesson. 

 

 The dog which / that he rescued from the street is healthy. 

 The woman who/ whom/ that he loves betrayed him. 

  

 The teacher should also suggest an omission of relativizers (ø) as another 

possible alternative when the relative markers serve as RC objects. 

 

 

Step 2 (15 minutes): Students are supposed to have a clear understanding of RC 

formation on direct-objects now, so it should be easy enough for them to  learn 

OPREP. The teacher shows them a picture of a man sitting on a chair labeled B 

among other chairs. Then, the teacher asks which one is Table B and writes the 

prompt below on the board: 

 

 It is the table which __________________________________ 

 

 Students are expected to complete the blank with a man is sitting on. The 

teacher can try asking three or four students at random before supplying them with the 

correct answer. It is necessary for him/ her to highlight the importance of the 
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preposition on, which they tend to ignore since a preposition is not existent or 

obligatory in Thai RCs (Gass 1979; Panthumetha, 1982). 

 Afterwards he/she can elicit more RCs with some other pictures until students 

become familiar with this RC type. 

 

Step 3 (10 minutes): Now the teacher gives students around 20 concordance lines, 

asking them to identify the preposition in each line. He/she is advised to include five 

examples of preposition pied-piping, where a preposition is placed right before a 

relative marker, such as  

 

 This is the best method on which most people depend. 

 

The teacher asks them to find those lines with preposition pied-piping, which 

look different from the majority. 

 The teacher then shows a slide of these five sentences with preposition pied-

piping, telling them that these sentences are equal in meaning to but more formal than 

the preposition stranding counterparts. 

 

Step 4 (15 minutes): A sentence-combination task (10 items) is used to check whether 

students are able to constitute OPREP RCs. They are asked to come up with both 

versions of OPREP (preposition stranding and pied-piping). 

 

Step 5 (10 minutes): Students are randomly asked to write the answers on the board 

before these will undergo peer-correction. Finally the teacher can give them some 

useful guidance or appropriate answers. 
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