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This thesis studied texts written by Finnish-speaking learners of English. The goal of this
study was to examine how Finnish-speaking learners use determiners in their written
English. English has traditionally been difficult to learn for native Finnish-speakers, as
the languages are quite distant from each other. This study focuses specifically on
determiners, as the challenges a Finnish-speaking learner faces can be more
comprehensively understood by examining a linguistic system that greatly differs
between the two languages.

The texts analyzed in this thesis originated from the YKI-Corpus; a collection of essays
written by candidates taking The National Certificate of Language Proficiency
examination, compiled by the University of Jyvaskyla for research purposes. Essays were
taken from 30 participants in total, all of whom were native Finnish-speakers taking the
examination in English. 15 of the learners took an passed the exam on intermediate level
(B level on the Common European Framework of Reference), 15 on advanced level (C
level on CERF). The texts were analyzed using two Natural Language Processing tools:
Simple Natural Language Processing Tool (SiINLP) and a Python extension library spaCY.
All determiners in the texts were first counted and categorized, then analyzed and
compared using the statistical analysis tool SPSS.

The results of this study indicated that Finnish-speakers prefer articles as their
determiners: 57 % of all determiners were some type of an article across both
proficiency levels. Definite articles were the most common type of an article on both
levels. Advanced level learners used a higher number of determiners per word than
intermediate learners, slightly over 18 %, which seemed to be very close to the ratio of
native level speakers. Advanced level learners also used zero articles much more often,
whereas intermediate level learners preferred possessive determiners instead. Overall,
a higher proportion of articles, especially zero articles, as well as an increased number
of determiners per word suggested a higher level of proficiency in English. However, it
is outside of the scope of this thesis to further analyze the reasons for these differences,
as that would require more extensive, perhaps qualitative research.
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1 Introduction

The goal of this study is to examine language transfer in the written English of Finnish-
speaking learners. If focuses specifically on identifying and analyzing how Finnish as a
native language influences determiner use and the concept of definiteness in
compositions written in English, as well as how the proficiency in English affects these
linguistic choices. As Finnish as a language is very different from English in many ways,
including typology, there are many challenges a Finnish-speaking learner must
overcome in order to achieve proficiency in English. While this idea has been generally
acknowledged and accepted (see e.g. Ringbom 1987, Merildinen 2010), much of the
influence Finnish, or any native language for that matter, has on learning English remains
uncertain. The topic of language transfer and the complex psycholinguistic processes
related to language learning are in need of further research, and while this study will not
offer conclusive answers, it can help alleviate that need and advance the research from
its own perspective, both in terms of English language pedagogy in Finland, as well as
language learning as a broader, more general subject.

Finland has offered a hospitable environment for transfer research, especially
comparative studies, due to its peculiar language situation: Finland has two official
languages, Finnish and Swedish, and the speakers of both come from very similar
cultural and socioeconomical backgrounds, enabling comparison of English learners with
minimal differences other than the native language. Such studies have been conducted
by Finnish researchers like Hakan Ringbom (see e.g. 1987, 2007) since the 1970s, the
results suggesting that Swedish-speakers have less difficulty in learning English than
Finnish-speakers, presumably due to language similarities. In the early 2000s, the
transfer research opportunities in Finland also attracted non-Finnish scholars such as
Scott Jarvis and Terence Odlin (see e.g. Jarvis and Odlin 2000). However, despite the
fruitful environment, Finnish transfer into English has not been extensively studied,
relying mostly on Ringbom’s work, some of it from over 30 years ago. In the last decade,

Lea Merildainen has done research on transfer with a focus on Finnish-speakers as well



as learner Englishes in general (see e.g. 2010, 2017), bringing forth a fresh perspective
on Finnish-to-English transfer.

As determiners (and especially articles) have traditionally been challenging for
Finnish-speakers to integrate into their English, it has been a topic of interest in transfer
research in Finland. However, Merildinen does not include articles in her 2010 study of
Finns” written English, explaining that studying such a frequent element is better served
in a study focusing on articles, and that truly identifying transfer-related issues in article
use would require analysis on different types of article use; something that is simply
outside the scope of her research (Merildinen 2010, 114). Furthermore, even though
problems in Finnish-speakers’ article use are well documented in e.g. Ringbom’s work
(1987), language teaching and the linguistic landscape has changed in Finland in the last
20-30 years, as can be seen in Jarvis’s research (see e.g. 2017). Perhaps as a result of
English becoming more prominent in Finland, even the Finnish language has changed:
there has been some discussion about whether colloquial Finnish already has what could
be identified as an article (see e.g. Laury 1996, Larjavaara 2001). This could indicate a
shift in the perspective of Finnish-speakers regarding definiteness and articles. For all
the reasons above, this study examines determiners in Finnish-speakers’ English texts,
as determiners can potentially offer a fresh, broad insight on Finnish-to-English transfer,
as it includes but is not limited to articles.

The texts in question (by 30 writers in total) come from the YKI-Corpus (2017)
compiled by the University of Jyvaskyla. This corpus is intended for research purposes,
and it offers a vast collection of essays written by candidates taking the National
Certificates of Language Proficiency examination, combined with comprehensive
background information and data of the candidates, which allows for selecting Finnish
native speakers taking the English examination to fit the purposes of the present study.
First, these texts were analyzed by two tools designed for linguistic analysis, SiNLP and
spaCyY, in order to parse the essays for determiners of different categories and other
important metrics, such as word count. The parsed data were further examined with the
statistical analysis tool SPSS, which enabled comparison between the two groups of
learners.

This thesis will begin with Section 2: an overview on transfer studies and the

definition of transfer and terms related to it, followed by a brief comparison of the two
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languages relevant to this thesis, Finnish and English, with special focus on definiteness
and determiners. Next, Section 3 will introduce the material and methods used in this
study: the aforementioned YKI-Corpus with the participants and essays it offers, the
tools and programs used in the analytic process, and the reasoning behind all choices
made in terms of the material and methods in this study, as well as all principles the
analysis will follow in organizing and calculating the data. Section 4 will present the
results of the study in tables and figures for both a deep insight into the data, as well as
an efficiently interpretable overview of the results. The results will be succeeded by
Section 5, discussion, which will further elaborate on the produced results, attempt to
achieve the goal set for this study, and find answers to the asked questions. Finally,
Section 6 will conclude this study by summarizing it and binding it to a broader context

of language research by exploring further areas and opportunities of research.

2 Theoretical framework

This section will outline the history of transfer studies in a concise manner from the
1950s until the present day and cite the research of major contributors in the field of
transfer, especially with Finnish-speaking language learners. This section will also clarify
the purpose for this thesis and demonstrate the gaps in knowledge this study attempts
to fill, as well as present the results of previous research on the topic of determiner use
and distribution in the English language. Finally, the relevant terms and concepts as well

as the research questions for the present study will be defined.

2.1 History of transfer studies

Throughout history, the source for language learning and acquisition has been people
speaking different languages coming into contact with one another for various reasons
(Odlin 1989, 6-14). In such a scenario, three elements are often present: the individual,
their native language (NL) and the target language (TL) they have encountered and are

now either actively learning or at least passively absorbing. While all three are vital parts



of the process called second language acquisition, this thesis as well as transfer studies
in general are focused on the language learner’s native language.

Inthe 1950’s, language learning was believed to occur through habits formed by
imitation and repetition, where the goal was automatization of stimulus—reaction
patterns, behaviors, as they were called (Ellis 2015, 117). This model of learning was
based on research by behavioral psychologists, such as Pavlov and Skinner, whose
studies led to these behavioristic methods gaining popularity in language learning and
teaching (Jarvinen 2014, 78-79). While this repetitive and mechanical model was rather
quickly abandoned, as it could not adequately explain, for instance, learners’ creativity
(Jarvinen 2014, 79), it paved the way for other influential language learning models, first
of which was Robert Lado’s (1957) Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis. Like the
behaviorists, he focused on habits as well, but from a different perspective: his theory
claimed that old habits (formed by learning one’s native language) actively prevent new
habits (which are needed in order to learn a new language) from developing (Lado,
1957). Two different views on this hypothesis were presented: the strong form of
Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis by Lado in 1957 and a weak form by Ronald Wardhaugh
in 1970 (Ellis 2015, 117). The strong form proposes that all difficulties in second language
learning can be predicted by contrasting the learner’s native language and the target
language, and identifying the differences, whereas the weak form suggests that instead
of predicting the difficulties, contrastive analysis can be used to identify and explain
them (ibid.).

Contrastive analysis established that a learner’s native language does have an
effect on their second language learning and acquisition, but not to the extent Lado had
hypothesized: empirical research in the 1960s showed, that not all learning difficulties
can be attributed to differences between languages, and even the ones that do were
not always correctly predicted by contrastive analysis (Odlin 1989, 17). Moreover, some
cross-language differences do not always cause learning difficulties, whereas some
cross-language similarities do: for example, Spanish-speaking learners of English often
commit errors with the English verb be, despite similar grammatical structures in both
languages, as documented by multiple studies (Odlin 1989, 17-18). Therefore,
contrastive analysis has been deemed not only incapable of predicting learning

difficulties, but also inadequately comprehensive at explaining said difficulties.



These shortcomings of contrastive analysis led to the development of Error
Analysis, which was a model that aims to classify and evaluate learner errors to find
explanations to errors not stemming from language transfer (Odlin 1989, 18). Different
types of analyses of learner errors were conducted in the late 1960s and 1970s by
researchers such as S. P. Corder, Jack C. Richards, Heidi Dulay and Marina Burt (see e.g.
Dulay, Burt and Krashen 1982), and they found that many learner errors should be
attributed, instead of the native language, to other factors, such as the training the
learner had received, overgeneralization of a structure, or the stage of development the
person is currently in as a language learner (Gass and Selinker 1994, 6-7; Odlin 1989, 18-
19; Ellis and Barkhuizen 2005, 52). Error analysis, while to this day a useful tool for e.g.
teachers to evaluate their students, proved ineffective as a comprehensive model to
understanding language learning, partly because of how difficult it is to define an error;
language can be used in various different contexts and situations by different groups of
language users, which makes judging grammaticality or acceptability a very complicated
process (Ellis and Barkhuizen 2005, 56). However, out of the error analysis era emerged
Dulay and Burt’s 1974 theory of developmental sequence, which suggested that
language learners acquire the linguistic elements of a new language in a similar order
children do in their native language (Odlin 1989, 20-21). Dulay and Burt conducted an
error analysis, which resulted in an overwhelming majority of errors stemming from the
learner’s developmental stage (Ellis 2015, 118). From result they inferred that the
learner’s native language has minimal effect on second language acquisition (ibid.)

The research since the mid-1970s, however, has shown that both Lado’s as well
as Dulay and Burt’s views on a native language’s effect on language learning have been
too extreme; the notions of contrastive analysis or developmental sequences are not
mutually exclusive (Gass and Selinker 1994, 6-7). The contemporary view on the first
language highlights its role as one of the components affecting second language
acquisition, shaping the learner’s mental processes with other factors, both internal and
external (Ellis 2015, 118). Instead of only harming the language acquisition process, the
learner’s native language can also be helpful. Odlin (1989, 36-37) separates positive and
negative transfer; positive transfer, i.e. similarities between the two languages can, for
example, reduce the time required to develop reading comprehension, make sound

identification easier, and lessen the difficulties with syntactic elements (articles, word
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order, etc.). Negative transfer represents the older view on native language affecting
language learning: differences between the two languages cause learning difficulties,

which can manifest themselves in various ways.

2.2 Defining transfer

The previous section offered the brief history of transfer studies, from the 1950s full
effect transfer through 1970s no effect transfer, all the way until the more balanced
view today. This section will further elaborate on the definition of transfer and its
different manifestations, focusing especially on issues regarding syntactic elements
(such as article use) and written language production.

Learning a second language (L2) implies that the learner already knows another
language: their first language or native language (L1). Unlike a toddler learning their L1,
an L2 learner has already achieved a native-level competence in one language. This
knowledge of a language consequently shapes the learner’s thinking and affects how
they can learn and use another language (Jarvis 2017, 12; Jarvis and Pavlenko 2008, 11).
This process is called transfer or crosslinguistic influence: transferring features, such as
vocabulary, sounds or cultural elements, from one language into another (Pietild and
Lintunen 2014, 14). As the learner has mastered their L1 but the development of the L2
is still in progress, transfer occurs in what is often described as interlanguage: a language
system the learner constructs at any given moment, independent from their L1 and the
target language (Selinker 1972, Ellis 2015). In addition to a learner’s L1 affecting their L2
learning, transfer can be used to describe the effects any previously learned language
can have on a subsequently learned language: L1 can affect a third language, L3, which
caninturn influence L4, and so forth (Jarvis 2017, 12-13). However, the primary focus is
often on how L1 affects any additional language learned after the L1 regardless of the
chronological order of learning those languages (Jarvis 2017, 13), as it will be in this study
as well. A strict focus on chronology is also problematic in a situation where a person
has more than one native language (Pietild and Lintunen 2014, 12). For example, in
Finland 5.2 percent of the population (approx. 290,000 people) speak Swedish as a
native language (Official Statistics of Finland). Many of these people have also learned
Finnish well enough to identify as bilingual (Ringbom 1987, 9); their first foreign
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language is technically their L3, which is influenced by both Finnish and Swedish, their
native languages.

Transfer manifests itself in different ways. It can affect all linguistic subsystems,
but not necessarily at all times or in all contexts (Jarvis 2017, 14). A variety of factors
affect the likelihood of the effects of transfer appearing in a learner’s language, for
example the relation of the two languages, markedness and frequency of the language
feature in use, and the learner’s stage of development (ibid.). As mentioned previously,
the contemporary understanding of transfer includes the notion of beneficial transfer,
similarities between languages that help the learner, in addition to detrimental transfer,
or interference, which denotes the differences between languages that can make
learning difficult (Pietild and Lintunen 2014, 15). A simple example of this is the use of
articles in Germanic languages such as Swedish and English but not in Finnish (Ringbom
1987, 19-20); a common feature makes the learning of articles presumably easier for
Swedish L1 learners of English than for Finnish L1 learners, who do not benefit from
transfer in this particular instance.

Positive L1 influence can be difficult to identify, but its outcome is clear: it makes
acquiring a new language either easier, quicker, or both. On the other hand, negative
influence often causes distinct divergences from the target language norms and is,
therefore, easier to recognize. There are multiple outcomes of negative transfer:
underproduction and overproduction refer to the frequency of use for certain structures
or elements in comparison to native speakers, whereas production errors fall within the
purview of traditional error analysis: a native language form being used in L2 (Odlin
1989, 36-37). Avoidance is a phenomenon rather similar to underproduction: if a
structure does not occur in a learner’s L1, the learner might try to avoid using that
structure altogether, resulting in no noticeable errors (Ortega 2009, 39-40). In certain
cases of production errors, the learner might be cognizant of their L1 affecting their L2
production and try to incorrectly compensate for that, leading to hypercorrections (Odlin
1989, 38). For example, a Finnish-speaking learner of English could use a sentence such
as */ went to home, because they know that the Finnish illative case -iin (the basic
meaning being into (the inside of something)) is often equivalent to the preposition

(in)to.



As previously mentioned, transfer affects all linguistic subsystems to some
extent. The effects of transfer are easier to identify in subsystems that are more
common and thus less prone to avoidance; it is quite difficult for the learner to never
use a certain difficult phoneme, for example, especially in unplanned speech. Syntactic
elements however, as opposed to e.g. phonetic or lexical elements, can be easier to
avoid, resulting in few noticeable effects of negative transfer (Merildinen 2010, 23). In
addition to this, the learner’s developmental stage and universal learning mechanisms
have a rather large influence on the learning of L2 syntax, which makes identifying the
effects of transfer more difficult (Odlin 1989, 85-110). As the mental processes of
language learning are exceedingly complex and no consensus on, for example, the
concept of universal grammar has been reached (White 1994; Merildinen 2010, 24-26),
this thesis will focus on adult learners of English with several years of language learning,
to diminish the effect the developmental stage has. Furthermore, although this thesis
studies determiners, a clearly syntactic system, avoidance should not pose much of an
issue: as far as syntax goes, determiners are a rather common element, present with
every noun and noun phrase of English, therefore making their occurrences frequent
and analyzing less difficult.

In addition to different linguistic systems, the distance between the two
languages, the learner’s L1 and L2, is a factor in how transfer affects language learning.
This phenomenon was researched extensively in the late 1970s: several researchers,
including Ringbom and Sjoholm were able to show, that learners with an L1 distant from
their L2 are less likely to transfer forms than learners with less distance between their
L1 and L2 (Ellis and Barkhuizen 2005, 65; Ellis 2015, 123). In his study of Dutch university
level learners of English translating idioms, Kellerman (1979) argued that larger
perceived distance between L1 and L2 makes the learner less likely to rely on their L1 to
fill in the gap in knowledge, and that more advanced learners are more likely to
recognize the “problem” that is their L1 and have a larger selection of linguistic tools to
approach such situation. To put it more simply, transfer occurs less in an advanced
learner with distant native language and target language. Comparative studies on
Finnish-speaking Finns and Swedish-speaking Finns learning English have produced
similar results. Ringbom (1987) describes studies on these two groups of learners

conducted by himself, as well as e.g. Rolf Palmberg and Kaj Sjoholm: evidence suggested
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that Swedish-speakers benefit from transfer caused by L1-L2 similarity much more than
Finnish-speakers do, however, they also manifested more negative transfer in the form
of errors.

It is important to note, that in terms of transfer, language distance can refer to
both the actual, structural similarity between two languages (typological proximity), as
well as the perceived distance, the differences language learners assume exist between
their L1 and L2 (lvaska and Siitonen 2017, 227-228; Ringbom 2007, 28); the objective
and subjective distance, respectively. Interestingly, the perceived distance can override
the objective distance: if the learner feels like their L1 is very different from their target
language, they might act as if that is the case and rely less on their L1, regardless of how
distant the two language are in reality (Jarvis and Pavlenko 2008, 177-178).
Furthermore, Ringbom (1987) presented that perceived distances are not limited to L1
and L2; Finnish-speaking learners recognized that their L3, Swedish, is much more similar
to English than Finnish is, resulting in them attempting to fill the gaps in their English
proficiency with Swedish. Therefore, transfer in this instance occurs between Swedish
and English, rather than Finnish and English.

The final concept of transfer regarded in this thesis is markedness. The term has
been defined in different ways, but at its core, it divides linguistic elements into marked
and unmarked, “special” and “basic” (Ellis 2015, 124). Generally in all languages, English
included, positive and negative meaning are conveyed differently from each other: |
write versus | do not write. In this example, | write is the positive, basic, unmarked form,
whereas | do not write is the negative, special, marked form, which requires a distinct
feature to separate it from the unmarked form: a dummy do plus the negation not.
Markedness is higher in features that are, for instance, complex or low in frequency.
Kellerman (1979, 53-54) notes the importance of markedness in transfer: marked forms
are “potentially less transferable than unmarked ones”, i.e. a learner is less likely to use
a linguistic feature in their L2, if said feature is uncommon or special in their native
language, thus limiting the effects of transfer in these instances. Several studies have
showed, that markedness is also a factor in how easy a structure is to learn: unmarked
structures are easier and faster to learn (Jarvis and Pavlenko 2008, 186; Ellis 2015, 124—
125). Finally, markedness can also affect the choices a learner makes in L2 production.

The learner usually relies on the less marked, prototypical forms of their L1 to transfer
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over to L2, instead of the more figurative choices (Jarvis and Pavlenko 2008, 188). An
example would be a learner describing something as big instead of tall, wide or long,

even if one of those would have been a more accurate representation.

2.3 Determiners and definiteness

This research examines determiners, which are defined in Longman Student Grammar
of Spoken and Written English as follows: they are “function words used to specify the
kind of reference a noun has” (Biber et al. 2002, 65). A simple example of such reference
is the article a noun possesses: an indefinite article a or an is used when the following
noun names something yet unidentified, whereas a definite article the indicates that the
noun is already known and identified (Krohn 1971, 54). Articles, however, are not the
only type of determiners. The following table is modelled after Table 4.1 in Longman
Student Grammar of Spoken and Written English (Biber et al. 2002, 65), and it shows
different determiner types and examples of how they combine with nouns.

As Table 1 shows, determiners consist of much more than just articles. Articles
are a single word class amongst many others, such as nouns, pronouns and numerals,
which can all be used as determiners in the correct context and situation. According to
Verspoor and Sauter, the present-day English articles derive from the demonstrative
pronoun this (now the) and the cardinal number one (now a(n)) (Verspoor and Sauter
2000, 99). They also note that “articles are always used dependently as determiners”
(Verspoor and Sauter 2000, 100), which further highlights the relationship between

articles and determiners: all articles are determiners, but not all determiners are articles.
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Table 1: Determiner types

determiner type

zero article
indefinite article
definite article
possessive
genitive

demonstrative

quantifier

Numeral

Wh-word

countable nouns
singular

a book

the book

my book

Juuso’s book
this book

that book

every book

(n)either book
any book

no book

one book

whose book

plural

books

the books

my books
Juuso’s books
these books
those books
all (the) books
many books
some books
(a) few books
enough books
several books
both books
any books

no books
three books

whose books

uncountable nouns

water

the water

my water
Juuso’s water
this water
that water

all (the) water
much water
some water
(a) little water

enough water

any water

no water

whose water

To understand how and why determiners are used in different languages, the concept
of definiteness must be examined. As mentioned previously, determiners in the English
language specify the kind of reference a noun or a noun phrase (NP) has. The nature of
that reference dictates the definiteness (or indefiniteness) of the noun phrase in
question: generic or specific, countable or uncountable, identified or unidentified
(Chesterman 1991). However, in practice definiteness can be difficult to determine, as
it is often context-dependent and subjective: what is, for example, already identified,

old information changes from conversation to conversation, naturally affecting the
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definiteness of the subject matter of the conversation. Furthermore, the systems
different languages have for denoting definiteness are often full of exceptions, which
makes analyzing definiteness very complicated. For instance, in the English article
system articles generally do not occur with proper nouns such as names, however, the
John I knew is perfectly fine and grammatical given the right context. Almost any noun
or noun phrase can be made work with any article in the right context and circumstance
(Chesterman 1991, 7). Furthermore, despite the dichotomy of definite and indefinite,
the reality is seldom so black and white: Chesterman argues that definiteness is a scalar
quantity, and different tools are used to place a noun’s reference somewhere on that
scale (Chesterman 1991, 182). The function of determiners can be defined in such ways
that do not mention definiteness, such as setting specifying or generalizing the meaning
of a noun, or providing grammatical status (Master 2013), but for the purposes of the
present study, these definitions are close enough to the concept of definiteness to be
regarded as similar.

The above examples of definiteness have been from the English system, which
denotes definiteness with determiners, most commonly articles. As to how exactly
determiners are used in English, especially written English, has been studied by Peter
Master: his 2013 study on determiners in research articles of different fields of study
written in English found, that articles are the most prominent determiner type in the
English language, especially in the genre of research articles (Master 2013). In more
detail, Master discovered that the main focus of his study, research articles in science
and technology, had an average determiners to words ratio of 0.183 and an articles to
total determiners percentage of 90.3 % (ibid.). Out of these articles, the most common
type was zero article at 51.2 %, followed by the definite article (37.8 %) and the indefinite
article (11.0 %). Master highlights, that while the definite article the is the most common
word in the English lexicon, the zero article is actually the most common linguistic unit
(Master 2013, 7). As for the other determiner categories, demonstrative determiners
comprised 4.5 % of the total determiner count, followed by possessive determiners at
2.4 % (ibid.) After these major determiner types, Master categorization diverges from
the present study’s; Master separates the assertive-nonassertive determiners (some
and any), negative determiners, and universal/dual determiners (each, every, either,

neither), whereas in the present study, all of these fall within the category of quantifiers.
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Together, they cover 2.06 % of the total number of determiners (0.9 + 0.16 + 1.0 %).
Finally, wh-words tallied up to 0.14 % in Master’s study (ibid.). Master study will be
revisited in the material section 3.1 of this study to discuss the benefits and limitations
regarding its use as a baseline in this study, as well as in the discussion section 5 to
highlight and compare Master’s results with the present study’s results in more detail,
whenever applicable.

Contrary to the English system, where articles are the most common determiner
type, there are no articles in Finnish: instead, definiteness is traditionally represented
by the case system. The following is an example of countability: ostin auto|n [I bought
a car (in accusative case)] as opposed to ostin ruokaa [I bought food (in partitive
case)]. The Finnish linguistic system, similarly to English, can use other determiners, such
as pronouns as demonstratives, to mark definiteness: erds mies [a man]. As mentioned
before, the Finnish system does not officially use articles to denote definiteness.
However, structures similar to articles have been emerging especially in colloquial
Finnish for some time: the Finnish grammar book Iso suomen kielioppi (2004) states, that
pronouns such as se [it], tdmd [this] and yks(i) [one] have been used to define a noun in
an article-like manner (Hakulinen et al. 2004, § 1418). No consensus has been reached
on whether articles exist in the Finnish language, as there is not enough material for a
comprehensive diachronic analysis and comparing Finnish to article-languages has
proven inadequate for determining one or the other (ibid.). Laury (1996) argues for the
Finnish article by claiming that se [it] can be used with referents that are new, generic,
or identifiable by common knowledge. On the other hand, Larjavaara (2001) sees that
se cannot be viewed as an article, because its use is not obligatory in the general sense
of definiteness, but instead it occurs for special purposes. However, both Laury and
Larjavaara agree, thatin colloquial Finnish, the use of article-like structures is undeniably
commonplace. For the purposes of this study, whether the prescriptive Finnish grammar
officially has articles or not is irrelevant; important is that Finnish-speakers are
presumably somewhat familiar with the concept of definiteness from an article-
language perspective. This study attempts to discover how and to what extent that
manifests in their interlanguage.

Section 2 introduced the history of transfer studies, the present study’s

definition of transfer and the essential terms and concepts in regard to the study. As
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established, Finnish and English are intrinsically quite different from each other as
languages, but English has an influence on many Finnish-speakers’ native language:
structures akin to the English determiners have snuck into Finnish as well. This study is
interested in whether this manifests as transfer in Finnish-speakers’ English, and if so,
to what extent. Thereby the research questions for the present study are as follows:

1. How dointermediate and advanced level Finnish-speaking learners of English

use determiners?

2. How does their determiner use differ from native level English speakers?
Finding these answers would not only expand the understanding of Finnish-speakers’
English use and language transfer in general, but also shed more light on the problems
Finnish-speakers encounter as they learn English, and thus help teachers and the
learners themselves focus on the most important subjects and challenges. To achieve
this, these questions will be answered by utilizing the material and using the methods

outlined in the next section.

3 Material and methods

Section 3 outlines the data, tools, and methods used in this study. The materials section
will introduce the corpora, participants, and the texts that were chosen to be analyzed,
as well as explain the reason behind these choices. The methods section will present the
tools used in the text and statistical analysis and explain the importance of those tools
in the framework of Natural Language Processing (NLP), as well as describe the concrete

process of the aforementioned analyses.

3.1 Material

The data for this study come from the YKI corpus by the University of Jyvaskyla (YKI-
Corpus 2017). YKI-Corpus is compiled by the University of Jyvaskyld from the
examinations of The National Certificates of Language Proficiency (Yleiset kielitutkinnot).
The certificate is a language testing system aimed at adults, and it is independent from

any curriculum or syllabus (YKI-Corpus 2017). The examination is offered in many
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languages; however, the present study is interested in Finnish native speakers taking the
exam in English. The exam comes in three proficiency levels, all of which are further
divided into two sublevels: these are the Basic level (1-2), the Intermediate level (3—4),
and the Advanced level (5-6) (ibid.). The levels 1-6 correlate with the Common
European Framework of Reference (CEFR) levels A1-C2. The examination tests four
different aspects of language proficiency: reading comprehension, listening
comprehension, speaking, and writing. Because the present study is concerned with
written language production, all examinations without a written performance are
ignored. The written performances include three essays per participant, with various
topics such as informal letters, formal letters, application forms, letters to editors,
Curricula Vitae, or argumentative pieces. In all topic choices, the most important
indicator of success in each task is effectively conveying the message (YKI-Corpus 2017).
New material is added to the YKI-Corpus after every testing round, and the current
corpus is divided into old (up to 2010) and new (from 2011 onwards) material (ibid.).
This study focuses on the new material, as it can provide the most up-to-date view on
the topic.

In addition to the qualitative data, i.e. the essays by the examination
participants, the corpus also provides ample quantitative data: background information
of the participants, such as age, gender, education, and socioeconomic status; the level
and grade of the certificate, as well as the participant’s self-assessment; the reason for
taking the examination, for example demonstrating language proficiency for work or
studies; and self-reported frequency of use of the examination language in different
situations, such as “I speak the test language with my family” from “Not at all” to
“Almost daily”. However, filling in the background information is not mandatory and is
therefore not available for every participant. This study discards participants without
complete background information, in the interest of the best, most comprehensive
comparative analysis of different learners.

Both the intermediate level and the advanced level texts come from the YKI-
Corpus. Following Zoltan Doérnyei’s (2007, 309) principles of practicality and cost-
effectiveness, both groups will include 15 learners, each with three essays of
approximately 100—200 words each. This number is a compromise between a healthy

amount of text to provide a good basis for analysis, and the limited resources for

15



conducting said analysis, in case of an extended amount of manual analysis is required
to achieve reliable results. The sample of 15 learners per proficiency level was selected
by picking the first 15 hits from the list generated by the search function of the YKI-
Corpus by the following criteria: test in English, test level intermediate/advanced, a
passing grade, native language Finnish, age range 18—25. These criteria were chosen to
have the two groups be as comparable with each other as possible, excluding their
competence level in English. The downside of such search criteria is that the sample of
learners became rather homogenous, and thus cannot reliably be considered to
represent the whole population. However, one could argue that young adults are one
of the premier groups of English learners and users amongst the Finnish population, and
that a contemporary review of their language use probably guides us on how Finnish
speakers’ use of English is developing in the future.

As mentioned, the sample of learners whose texts qualified to be analyzed in the
present study is rather homogenous, but the YKI-Corpus’ background information
reveals a number of noteworthy differences that should be highlighted. All of these are
displayed in a table in the appendices section. Out of the intermediate learners, only
two are women, 13 are men. For advanced learners the ratio is more balanced, seven
women to eight men. Ages of the participants range from 19 to 25 with a mean of 21.1
for the intermediate group, 23.6 for the advanced group. Of the intermediate learners,
13 had mentioned upper secondary school as their basic education, two had reported
university level, whereas the ratio is five to ten, respectively, for the advanced group. All
but one of the participants reported having studied English either 7-9 years or 10+ years,
and as that is very common within the Finnish basic education system, it can be assumed
that the one participant with missing information falls somewhere around the nine-year
mark. All of the learners had studied English at school, and five participants mentioned
they had studied English abroad as well. Finally, the learners differed in their reasons for
acquiring the language certificate: 26 of them report taking the test to apply for a job,
and six of them need the certificate to prove their language competence in their current
job. Two of the learners also mention study purposes as a reason, and three participants
took the test to get feedback on their English. As mentioned earlier in this section, there

is more background data available in the YKI-Corpus, such as where and how often the
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learners use English, but as that is not the focus of this study, these differences are not
presented here.

In the present study, only the texts from the YKI-Corpus will be analyzed.
However, in order to cover research question two, some sort of a comparison is
required. To serve as a point of comparison, Peter Master’s (2013) study of determiner
use in research articles in the field of science and technology will be used. Master
studied texts of researches in e.g. biology, physics, and computer science using many
methods similar to the ones the present study will as well, such as a comparable
categorization of determiners, and Natural Language Processing, which will be more
thoroughly defined in the next section of this study. Master’s study also provides
comparable metrics, such as percentages of different determiners types in relation to
the total word count as well as total determiner count. An overview of Master’s results
was shown in Section 2.3. However, Master adds the number of zero articles into the
total word count to accommodate for the fact that zero articles do not show in the total
word count otherwise, which will not be the case for the present study. Furthermore, in
the texts Master examined, the genre is strictly “research article” regardless of the field
of study, whereas the genres in the texts from the YKI-Corpus are varied and distinctly
different from an academic text. However, while the YKI essay topics vary in formality,
none are pure fiction, which would be the genre opposite of research articles in terms
of objectivity, which could cause problems in comparing determiner use. For example,
in terms of determiners per word, the total word could bloat in a work of fiction due to
increased figurativeness, diluting the ratio of determiners in the text. The gap in style
between the YKI-Corpus essays and the research articles should be negligible enough to
allow for fair comparison. Another challenge with using Master’s study as a point of
comparison is that not all of the authors are native English speakers. However, as most
of them are (either North American or Indian), and as one could expect peer-reviewed
and published articles to be proofread, and thus contain flawless language, Master’s

study can be deemed to provide results for native-level English.
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3.2 Methods

This study analyzes the material introduced in section 3.1, texts written in English by
Finnish-speaking learners. This analysis is achieved by Natural Language Processing, or
NLP, which is the use of computers or artificial intelligence to analyze and understand
human languages (Crossley et al. 2014; Bird, Klein and Loper 2009). Compared to a fully
manual text analysis, NLP can be used to parse a much larger amount of text quicker,
which allows for a larger sample size of text. The primary language processing tool used
in the present study is the Simple Natural Language Processing Tool (SiNLP) which is a
tool written in the programming language Python (Crossley et al. 2014). SiNLP was
chosen for two reasons: firstly, because of its overall simplicity in comparison to other
language processing tools, as for the analysis in this study, using an unnecessarily
complex tool would be a waste of resources. Secondly, | myself am somewhat familiar
with Python, which makes modifying the tool for the needs of this study much easier.
However, one shortcoming of SiNLP is its incapability of part-of-speech tagging, which
means it cannot distribute words into different categories and thus, cannot recognize
parts-of-speech like nouns, for example. This is a problem, as without part-of-speech
tagging the case of a zero article as a determiner would be impossible to include without
extensive manual analysis, yielding a skewed picture of the learners’ determiner use.
For this reason, SiNLP was supplemented by spaCY, an open-source Python extension
library, which allowed for a complete analysis, including instances of a zero article.

Two primary factors make SiNLP simple to use: it operates on simple file types
without the need for much computation, and it relies on no external or third-party
databases. The tool takes text input in plain text (.txt files) and outputs the parse results
as comma separated values file (.csv), which essentially is a plain text file transformed
into a table, easily convertible into a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet (.xls file). These file
type requirements together with SiNLP functioning as a standalone tool and needing
very little computational power make the analysis process quick on a modern device. In
addition to requiring no extra tools to be run simultaneously, SINLP operates on no
external databases: simply a user-created dictionary as a text file suffices. This also
eliminates the need for an internet connection, which reduces the number factors that
could hinder the analysis process.
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Despite all of its simplicity, choosing SiNLP presented a few challenges. Originally
the tool was created for the purposes of discourse analysis and its functionality has been
tested primarily in predicting essay quality by finding linguistic features in essays
(Crossley et al. 2014, 515-517). As the present study is concerned with a specific
linguistic subsystem, determiners, many of the metrics provided by SiNLP by default are
irrelevant, as they relate to the text as a whole, assess the quality and cohesion of the
text, or are too broad or imprecise. These metrics include, for instance, the number of
sentences or paragraphs, the number of unique words, word frequency, type-to-token
ratio, or the mean number of words before the main verb. In addition to the unnecessary
metrics, the default dictionary in SiNLP is almost entirely unsuitable for the purposes of
the present study, as even though it does contain some of the determiners in the English
language, it is mainly built to parse references and anaphor use (Crossley et al. 2014,
518-519).

The analysis using SiNLP proceeded as follows: first, the essays were formatted
in plain text, combining all three essays per writer into one .txt file. Next, the text files
were placed in a folder, which serves as the input folder for SiINLP. An output folder was
also generated to house the analysis results. Finally, a text file to serve as the dictionary
had to be created. As established before, the default dictionary was insufficient. The
new dictionary file was categorized into all the different determiner types outlined in
Table 1, with two exceptions: the zero article types, because that is outside of the
capabilities of SiNLP, and the genitive determiners, which were manually checked and
added to the possessive determiners category, as those were very difficult to separate
from other “apostrophe + s” structures in the SiNLP analysis. In addition to the
determiner categories, a number of exception categories had to be created in order to
exclude counting any determiner type words serving a different function in the text.
Examples of exceptions include sentence final positions (That is his. Can you see that?),
positions linked to an auxiliary or copular verb (This could be bad. What is it?), and
positions linked to a preposition (He knows much about it. One of the guys.). With the
input folder and the dictionary complete, the analysis was run. SiNLP outputs the results
of the analysis as a .csv file, which was then converted into a .xls spreadsheet, which was
then formatted as follows: the aforementioned irrelevant metrics were removed,

leaving only the total number of words per writer. The number of exceptions was then
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subtracted from the total number of determiners in the corresponding category (for
example, demonstrative exceptions were removed from the total number of
demonstrative determiners). That concluded the SiNLP portion of the analysis process,
but as noted before, the cases of a zero article used as a determiner were still missing.
To include those and complete the analysis, another tool was needed to supplement
SiNLP. A Python extension library spaCY was chosen for that purpose, and spaCY’s setup
and analysis will be presented next.

spaCyY is an extension library for the programming language Python, and it is
designed to be used in Natural Language Processing. Compared to SiNLP, spaCY offers
many different options and features for text processing and analysis, such as name
recognition, phrase recognition and dependency parsing, visualization and, most
importantly for the present study, part-of-speech tagging. Despite its multiple functions,
spaCyY lacks in ease-of-use, speed, and providing readily reportable results — all of which
are reasons why SiNLP was chosen as the primary tool for this study’s analysis. However,
as discussed previously, spaCY was needed to fill in the gaps left by SiNLP.

At the time of the analysis in early 2020, the latest version of both Python and
spaCY were used; Python 3.7.6 and spaCY 2.2.3. spaCY was downloaded and installed
through Python’s package manager pip. All of the code for the text parsing and analysis
was written in Python’s shell window, which is an interactive mode that waits for the
user’s input and executes one line of code at a time instead of entire chunks, which
allows for trial and error, and quick debugging of the code. As was the case with SiNLP,
spaCY required the essays in plain text, as .txt files. The texts were then input and read
by spaCY, which separates every word in the text as an independent unit and assigns the
words their relevant attributes, for example, which part-of-speech they represent. From
this list, all noun phrases were selected and separated into a new list, which was further
refined by removing every but the head of each noun phrase. This was done in order to
produce a list of words that can be converted from spaCY’s attributed entities into
strings, which are essentially countable, plain text words. This process has now provided
the number of noun phrases in each writer’s essays. The number can now be compared
with the number of determiners in the essays, calculated by the SiNLP analysis: the

remainder is the number of noun phrases with zero article.
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To conclude the analysis and to finalize the results spreadsheet, a manual check
was still needed. The essays were copied into Microsoft Word to utilize the program’s
spell checker. First, as mentioned previously, all genitive determiners were counted and
added to the possessive determiners column. Next, all spelling errors were checked, and
if the nature of the error was such that it would cause miscalculations in the automated
analysis, the numbers were manually adjusted in the relevant determiner categories in
the results spreadsheet. An example of an error like this would be taht* car, where the
determiner that would have gone unnoticed by SiNLP, as the program searches for exact
matches for the word that. Finally, all 15 intermediate and 15 advanced writers were
added together in the same spreadsheet with counted and adjusted determiner
numbers, including the cases of zero article, total number of determiners, the
percentage of each type of determiner for each writer, total number of words, and
determiners per word ratio. However, in order to get a clearer picture of how the two
groups of learners used determiners in their text, statistical analysis is required.

To conduct the statistical analysis of the data in the present study, the software
SPSS version 25.0 by IBM was used. In addition to SPSS, Microsoft Excel was used to
produce the preliminary spreadsheets, which were then be imported into SPSS for the
analysis. The statistical analysis consisted of determining the normality and variance of
the results by calculating means, variances and the standard deviation of the relevant
data, using the Shapiro-Wilk test to determine the normality of each category’s
distribution. In addition to numeral calculation of normality, a graphical evaluation was
used as a supplement due to the limited sample size of 30 participants. This was
achieved by examining quantile-quantile plots drawn from the data using SPSS. Next,
the two proficiency level groups were compared with both parametric and non-
parametric tests, depending on whether the determiner category in question is normally
distributed or not, to find any statistically significant differences between them. The
tests chosen for the present study were the independent samples t-test as the
parametric test, and its non-parametric counterpart Mann-Whitney U-test as the non-
parametric test. These tests were the most suitable for comparing the means of two
independent groups, in this case two groups of learners representing two proficiency
levels of English. Finally, the effect size of the results was analyzed to further supplement

the comparison of means, strengthen the validity of this study, and to better highlight
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interesting results arisen from the comparison of the two groups. As SPSS does not have
a built-in effect size function, these were calculated manually using the following
formulas:

Cohen's d = (meani — meany) / V((sd1? + sd,?) / 2)
Correlation coefficientr=2 / VN

The use of these formulas will be explained further in the relevant parts of the results
section. To conclude the statistical analysis, the correlations between different
determiner categories were tested. This was done using Pearson’s correlation and
Spearman’s correlation, a parametric and non-parametric correlation test, respectively.
The significant correlations were also graphically presented for easier and viewing, and
to supplement the numerical correlation results. All choices in terms of tests were made
following the suggestions of Larson-Hall (2010) and Mackey and Gass (2005), and these

choices will be further elaborated in the results section.

4 Results

This section will present the results of the study. First, the overall frequencies of
determiners in the texts of both intermediate and advanced writers will be displayed.
Next, the focus will be on the statistical analysis, presenting the results of comparing the
two groups as well as highlighting any interesting details, should those emerge from the
data. Finally, the results will be summarized, and their reliability and validity will be
reviewed. All the results shown in this section will be further reviewed in the discussion

section of this study.

4.1 Distribution of determiners

Table 2 shows the word and determiner count as well as the determiners per word ratio
for 