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  Abstract


This paper is an investigation on the issue of teaching Chinese learners English relative clauses. The first part of it deals with the difficulties Chinese learners encounter in learning English relative clauses and explains the reasons causing the difficulties, namely the difference of the linguistic structure of the discussed grammatical point between English and Chinese. The second part of it provides lesson plans and activities designed to facilitate the acquisition process of the Chinese learners in acquiring English relative clauses--- its form, meaning and use. The activities aims at arousing learners’ awareness of the concerned grammatical point and assisting them intake and ultimately produce relative clauses accurately and appropriately. 

Introduction

English relative clauses are difficult for Chinese learners to master due to two reasons: one being that the structure of English relative clauses are different from its Chinese counterpart, the other being that there is a variety of English relative clauses.  This paper first deals with the difficulties Chinese learners encounter in acquiring and producing English relative clauses, then suggest some lesson plans and activities designed to facilitate their learning process. 

Difficulties in Learning Relative Clauses

The major difficulty in Chinese learners’ acquisition of English relative clauses is caused by their different structure from that of their Chinese equivalents. The English relative clauses are mostly postmodifiers, that is, they are put after the noun they modify. On the contrary, their Chinese equivalents must be placed before what is modified, functioning as an adjective phrase. For example, 

He is the person I am looking for. (English)

He is I am looking for person. (Chinese)

According to Rutherford (1987), this feature is referred to as “branching direction”. English is primarily a “right-branching” language, meaning objects are put mainly to the right of verb, noun-phrases to the right of their prepositional heads, and relative clauses to the right of their head nouns (cited in Norris, 2000). As a result, Schachter (1974) hypothesized that the structural difference in branching led Chinese learners (whose language is left-branching) “to avoid using relative clauses” (cited in Norris, 2000). Celce-Murcia and Larsen-Freeman also point out, 

“English relative clauses follow the head noun…Not all language…adhere to this 

syntactic pattern. Japanese, Chinese, and Korean… all require that the relative clause occur before the head noun. Students who are native speakers of these languages will have to grasp this fundamental ordering difference ( Celce-Murcia & Larsen-Freeman, 1999, p. 573).

The other difficulty for Chinese students in learning relative clauses is caused by relavitizers--- relative pronouns and relative adverbs--- and the various types of relative clauses. The English relativizers have a variety of forms: who, whom, which, that, whose, where, when and why. The choice of them is determined by gender and/or case, whereas there are no relativizers in Chinese. In addition, the English relative pronouns may be deleted in many cases. Besides relativizers, the various types of relative clauses: restrictive, nonrestrictive, sentential and nominal relative clauses can also be hard for Chinese learners to master.

The diversity of relative clauses is shown in the table that Celce-Murcia and Larsen-Freeman use to illustrate the example sentences for the various relative clause structures in English. The five functions of head nouns in main clauses are subject, direct object, indirect object, object of the preposition, and predicate noun. Under each category, four different functions of the relativized noun in relative clauses are listed: subject, direct object, indirect object and object of a preposition. In addition, the possessive determiner “whose” is mentioned in the footnote to be able to “relativize any noun… giving 40 distinct relative clause structures in English” (Celce-Murcia & Larsen-Freeman, 1999, p.579).

Cognitive Approach in Teaching Grammar

In order to facilitate Chinese learners’ acquisition process in learning English relative clauses, the author of this paper plans to emphasize the following aspects in designing teaching plans and activities: consciousness-raising or noticing, meaningful and comprehensible input, meaningful output and communication. This procedure is adapted from Foto’s cognitive approaches to grammar instruction, which “develops both explicit and implicit knowledge of a grammar point, supplies opportunities for information exchange through task performance, and then provide purely communicative input containing the target structures so that students can notice form-meaning relationships” (Fotos, 2000, p. 282). Lee and Vanpatten also confirm the importance of this proposal that the forms of a grammar point, presented in a meaningful and comprehensible manner, is necessary for successful acquisition, as such a “form-meaning” connection is easier to be processed into part of the developing system, which is termedd by Foto as “central processing”. In other words, the filtered data becomes intake which is then processed by the learner’s brain to create a linguistic system. The procedure is shown as: input(intake(developing system(output (Lee and Vanpatten, 1995). From personal communication, the interviewee as well assured the need of explicit explanation in teaching the relative clauses.

Cooperative Learning to Enhance In-class Communication

In designing in-classroom activities, cooperative learning concept is paid special attention to. Thus pair work or group work are used to accomplish the communicative teaching approach as cooperative learning involves learners in interdependence, interaction, achievement and professional development, which are necessary factors in successful language learning. Interdependence can help reduce the cultural, linguistic, racial, gender and other differences among learners. Emotional and academic support also helps clear the obstacles learners meet with. In such an affective and supportive atmosphere, English learners can establish a more equal relationship with their peers. Consequently they are better able to participate and improve the actual know and ability. Cooperative learning creates natural and interactive context in which learners listen to one another, ask questions and clarify issues and restate points of view which all simulate real-world communication. Interactive tasks also naturally stimulate and develop the students’ cognitive, linguistic, and social abilities. By stimulating language input and out put, cooperative strategies provide English learners with natural settings in which they can derive and express meaning from academic content. In addition, such interaction helps to improve not only learners’ knowledge of the target language, but also their social communication skills, hence enhancing mutual understanding despite cultural differences. Another benefit of cooperative learning is that it arouses learners’ sense of achievement that can help them attain high academic standard (Abbott, 1998; Adams & Hamm, 1990; Anderson, 1995; Brown, 2001; Brown, 2000; Cohen, 1994; Crandall, 1999; Shulman, 1998). 



Teaching Plans and Activities Designed

The following activities are designed to teach learners to understand the form, meaning and use of relative clauses. In addition, using in-class information not only makes the input meaningful, but also arouses learners’ interest in learning. As they are involved in exchanging information relative to themselves, they are more likely to participate actively in the classroom activities.
Group works are used in carrying out the activities. The significance of group work or cooperative learning is approved by educators and applied linguists. What needs note is that the implementations of the following activities are selective with respect to learners’ linguistic proficiency level and their prior knowledge about relative clauses. In personal communication, the importance of presenting information appropriate to the level of the learner is expressly addressed. Too much and unnecessary input can only overwhelm learners and add the difficulty in their acquiring the discussed grammatical point. 

Some of techniques adopted in this paper are adapted from several sources: Celce-Murcia and Larsen-Freeman (1999), Aronson and Patnoe (1997), Holder (1995) and Ur (1988). 

Focus on Form: Consciousness-raising and Noticing activities

Explicit Instruction 


Arrange students to sit in a large circle so that each of them can see each other. The teacher then asks and writes on the board the following questions.

I am thinking of the student who is wearing a yellow sweater. Who am I thinking of? 

Here the teacher uses an appropriate example for the class to guess and waits for them to answer. When students find the answer, the teacher adds a few more examples of relative clauses. For example, “I am looking at the student who always get the right answer”, “The students who like music please stand up”. When the teacher makes sure that students comprehend the meaning of the grammatical point which is being discussed, he/she then proceeds to the next step---explaining explicitly the form of relativizers.

Extended Explicit Explanation on head noun, relativizers and their functions  in

the main and subordinate clauses

First, the teacher explains that the position of the relative pronoun always comes at the beginning of the relative clause. In other words, the relative pronoun stands in place of a noun, which usually appears earlier in the sentence. For example,

The man                 who/that           is sitting by the window   is our English teacher.

Noun, subject          relative            verb + rest of relative     verb + rest of main clause

of the main              pronoun           clause

clause 

        referring to        



        ‘the woman’,



        subject of 



        ‘spoke’


Here the teacher needs to emphasize that the relative clause is put after the head noun it modifies. Unlike in Chinese, the part which functions as the English relative clause is put before the noun modified. In doing so, the consciousness or awareness of the difference is aroused. Then the teacher shows on the OHP some sentences containing relative clauses for the students to identify. For example,

1. The girl who is in the kitchen is my sister.

2. The book that is on the desk is red. 

3. This is the school where I studied for five year…

In a word, the teacher gives examples using different relativizers for students

to recognize. This exercise can increase students’ awareness that different relavitizers are used to modify different head nouns. To enhance their consciousness, the teacher can elicit discussion on which relativizer is used to modify what head nouns. From students’ discussion and findings, the teacher leads naturally to explicit explanation of relativizers. 

       The categories of relative pronouns are demonstrated: who, whom, whose, which, that, and zero. 

      Next the teacher explains that the choice of the relative pronoun depends largely upon the head of the noun phrase they modify. To simplify the complexity of explaining in words, the following list can be used.


who + subject NP
which + subject NP


        + human

           - human


whom + object NP       that + subject NP


           + human                   + human





 whose + human






+ possessive






+ determiner


After that the teacher explains through OHP which relative pronouns are used. But the explanations are not dry instructions by the teacher. Students are involved in the instruction process as they are assigned tasks to complete.  For example, the teacher can show students the following sentences and asks them what decides the choice of the relative pronouns. After students’ responses to the question, the teacher summarizes the grammatical rule. 

Have you met the person who is going to speak at the meeting? (Personal)

Have you found a house which is large enough for our family? (Non-personal)

Summary: The choice of relative pronoun depends on whether the head of the NP

is personal or non-personal. Then he/she asks students to find out why different relativizers are used in the following sentences.

Is that the man who is going to marry Mary? (Personal, subject)

Is that the man whom Mary is going to marry? (Personal, object)  

Summary: The choice of pronoun also depends on what role the pronoun has in the relative clause: whether it is subject, object, etc. This determines the choice between who and whom. In the latter sentence, who or more common, zero (i.e. who is omitted) are usually used to replace the more formal whom. Here the choice of pronouns is not only determined by their role in the relative clause, but also by their use.


What the teacher needs to mention is the distribution of relativizers across registers. Who, which and that are three most commonly used relativizers. Among them, which is more frequently and commonly used in academic prose and in news than that, while that is more commonly used than which in fiction. In conversation, which is relatively rare, while that is moderately common. Relativizer omission is most common in fiction and in conversation. Who is more commonly used than which and that in fiction and in news (Biber, Johnson, Leech, Conrad & Finegan, 1999).

Follow-up Noticing and Controlled Exercises: Identification 

After the explicit input of the grammatical point, dividing the students into pairs to work on identification or recognition exercises. They are given sentences with relative clauses and are assigned the task to identify the relative clauses, the head nouns they modify, relative pronouns used and their role in the relative clauses. After this task the teacher asks each pair to tell their findings about one sentence and then lead to more input. The exercises can be as follows. 

The man who robbed the store was carrying a gun. (Modifying a subject and functioning as subject)

The police caught the man who robbed the store. (Modifying an object and functioning as subject)

The store that the man robbed is on the campus. (Modifying a subject and functioning as object)

His brother works at the store that the man robbed. (Modifying an object and functioning as object) 

Follow-up Noticing and Controlled Exercises: Joining sentences

   
Learners are asked to join two sentences together using appropriate relative clauses. For example, 

The boy is my brother. The boy is in the center of the picture.

The boy who is in the center of the picture is my brother. 

The watch was broken. My father gave me the watch as a birthday gift.

The watch that/which/zero my father gave me as a birthday gift was broken.

Follow-up Noticing and Controlled Exercises: Finding relative clauses through reading.

To create students more opportunities of exposure to the input, available authentic materials, such as newspapers, novels, academic writing can be utilized. The assignment for the relative clause is to have students find 10 relative sentences from their reading materials. Such an activity can not only consolidate learners’ perception of the form, but also arouse their awareness about how relative clauses are used in a given context or register.

Focus on Form and Meaning: Guided Communicative Activities

The class then moves on to the next stage of the classroom activity---the output activity. Although the activity is carried out in a somewhat controlled manner, students produce meaningful information rather than practice on filling into relative pronouns in pattern drills, which are meaningless and irrelevant to them. 

 Likes and dislikes: use of relative clauses to define nouns (writing and oral interaction)


I like people who…, I dislike people who…

            I like the days when…, I dislike the days when…

            I like the places where…, I dislike the places where…

I like teachers who…, I dislike the teachers who…

I like films which…, I dislike the films which…

I like lessons…, I dislike lessons which…

First, students are asked to write out the sentence and then asked to tell their group members what they have written. In doing so, an information gap is created. Students need to use interactive language, which is similar to real-world communication, to ask about one another’s likes and dislikes. When finishing this activity, learners obtain a better understanding of the meaning, the function, the use as well as the form of relative clauses. 

Clues for solving: use of relative clauses for defining nouns (mainly reading and writing)


Write a list of different nouns, familiar to students, on the board and demonstrate how to give definition to them. For example, 


A teacher is someone who…


A pen is an instrument which …

When assuring that students understand how to accomplish the task, divide them into groups, asking them to compose a list of nouns and then define them. The teacher can also more specifically require learners to give definition to a kind of people, an animal, a place, an instrument to practice on the use of different relative pronouns. In this activity, in order to reach the common goal, learners ask questions, clarify issues and negotiate to accomplish the task. 


Describing Pictures: Using Relative Clauses to Describe Some Aspect of a 

Picture.


Ask students to use as many relative clauses as possible to describe a picture 

shown to them. For example, the description may be like following.


This is a picture of my family. The man who is smoking is my father. Besides him 

is my old sister, who is standing in front of the mirror and looking herself in it. It seems 

that is the only thing she likes to do. My mother, (who is) sitting in the chair, is talking 

with my father. No one pays attention to my little sister, who is sitting on the floor and 

crying…

Focus on Use: Free Writing 


Have students write about some topics that can entail their using relative clauses. Compositions of such kind is important as there are differences in the use of relative clauses determined by whether they are used in formal writing or in informal speech. A topic which would prompt learners to use some relative clauses can be “ The Most Interesting Person That I Have Ever Met.”

New Cycle


The purpose of adding this part to the paper is to show how new information is 

introduced based on learners’ prior knowledge about  a given grammatical point and how 

language learning is a spiral process. Another reason is that it includes some new 

activities.   

Focus on Form: consciousness-raising and Noticing Activities

Explicit Instruction: On Restrictive/Identifying vs Nonrestrictive/Nonidentifying

 Relative Clauses (Real Information Exchange)

By reviewing what has been learned about relative clauses, the teacher elicit the

 two types of relative clauses: restrictive/identifying vs nonrestrictive/nonidentifying

 relative clauses. The input is given in a tangible manner: showing pictures to the whole

 classes and exchanging information about the pictures. The first picture is about a job 

interview. 

They hired the woman. (Written on the board)

Which woman? Who is she? 

They hired the woman who was wearing a red dress. 

Clearly, who = the woman 

They hired the woman. The woman was wearing a red dress. 

There are, however, two kinds of relative clauses with important grammatical differences: restrictive/identifying relative clauses and nonrestrictive/non-identifying relative clauses. 

Restrictive/Identifying Relative Clauses: these help us identify something. 

People who exercise live longer. (which people? people who exercise) 

Nonrestrictive/Non-Identifying Relative Clauses: these only give extra information. 

My uncle, who exercises everyday, is 97 years old. (which uncle? we don't know exactly)

The differences: Restrictive/Identifying Clauses cannot be taken away from a sentence: 

The people who work in the Sales Department are always busy. 

The people are always busy. (wrong, because we don't know which people) 

In Restrictive/Identifying Clauses, we often omit 'who, which or that': 

The man who I met yesterday is French. 

The man I met yesterday is French. 

Nonrestrictive/Non-Identifying Clauses do not take 'that' - 

This is John, who speaks Portuguese. (correct) 

(X) This is John that speaks Portuguese. (wrong) 

Nonrestrictive/Non-Identifying Clauses are normally separated by commas or pauses in speech: 

Jane, who works for IBM, is going to get married next month. 

Difference on referents: The referents of the restrictive relative clause and the nonrestrictive relative clause are different, too. For example,

a. The swans, which are white, are in that part of the lake.

b. The swans which are white are in that part of the lake.

Example (a) implies that all the swans concerned are white, while example (b) implies that the white swans in question are distinguished from some other not white swans or they are only a part of the referents. 

Follow-up Noticing and Controlled Exercise: Finding and Correcting errors

 
Now you try. Some of the following sentences contain mistakes, please correct them. Let students work in groups on the task given.

1. Mr. Derrick who has just recently joined the company, is already taking his vacation. 

2. The man that repairs my car has asked me to invest in his garage. 

3. She married a man she met at a party. 

4. Astronauts return from a long space flight often feel disoriented upon their arrival on Earth. 

5. Have you seen the black bag that I usually take to school with me? 
Noticing and Controlled Exercises: Substitution 

Arrange students into pairs to works on the following substitution exercises: Make the sentence in brackets a relative clause, with a relative pronoun. This material is provided by the interviewee.

1. Susan [Susan is 28 years old] looks younger that Tara [Tara is 21 years old].

2. His father [his father is Dr. Hill] is president of the university.

3. Do you think I can wear this dress [the dress has red polka dots] to the wedding?

4. He thinks his car [his car is a For Mustang] is the best car made.

5. The coat is in the closet [I cleaned out the closet yesterday].

6. I bought that book [the book was written by Stephen King] for 41 at a garage sale [the garage sale was in Decatur].

7. My sister [my sister lives in Miami] will visit us next week.

8. The dress [I bought the dress at the mall last month] is too big for me now.

9. My brother [I went to the movies with my brother] has my jacket.

10. The dog [the dog is a dachshund] climbed on the table and ate the roast.

 Focus on Form/Meaning

Elaborating a story: use of non-defining relative clauses for description (oral or written)


Make students into pairs and ask them to work on a passage which need non-defining relative clauses to fill in the gap, as in 


Once upon a time, there was a girl called Lily,_________________. She lived in a village, _____________________, with her father, __________________. One day….

When learners finish their task, they are asked to report what they have written to the whole class. As this activity encourages their creativity, it can be interesting and there can be a variety of versions to the same exercise. 

Focus on Use: Talk about Family Picture 


Arrange students into groups and ask them to talk about their family members. In this activity, students need to use relative clauses to describe each person, their job, their family, etc. For example, “ The guy (who is) sitting besides my mother is my oldest brother….” 

Focus on Use 

 Writing about a Favorite Movie (Assignment)


Students are required to write an essay about their favorite movie using both restrictive and non-restrictive relative clauses. At their next class meeting, activities are designed for them to share the information and do peer-editing (a kind of cooperative learning). Then the teacher collect the essays and give feedback. Personal communication discussed the effectiveness of feedback. Just as Larsen-Freeman highlights, giving feedback to errors is an essential function of language teaching (Larsen-Freeman, 2000). In 1993, Bates, Lane, and Lange pointed out that without such feedback, incorrect hypotheses my result in stabilized (fossilized) errors in a learner’s developing system of rules (interlanguage) (cited in Shih, 2001, p.348).

Focus on Use

When students are clear about the form and meaning of the two types or relative clauses, the teacher points out in what context relative clauses and non-restrictive clauses are used. Restrictive relative clauses are used more than non-restrictive in all written registers. “Nonrestrictive relative clauses make up only about 15% of all relative clauses in fiction and academic prose; non-restrictive relative clauses make up about 30% of all relative clauses in news” (Biber, et, al. 1999, p. 603). Then he/she leads the discussion to appositive noun phrases --- an abbreviated form of postmodifier of clausal postmodifiers, which includes no verbs, thus, mostly used in news and academic prose, or in the registers with highest informational density (Biber, et. al., 1999).   

Follow-up Noticing and Controlled Exercises: Identification

The materials for this activity are obtained from personal communication. The activity is presented before the whole class. Place brackets [ ] around the non-restrictive clauses and the appositives in the following paragraphs. Then, draw an arrow from each non-restrictive relative or appositive to the noun it is describing.

John F. Kennedy’s father, Joseph Kennedy, was a businessman who made a huge fortune. Joseph Kennedy had nine children (John was the second oldest), and he gave each of them a million dollars when they became twenty-one. He also planned what his sons should do. Joseph Kennedy, Jr. the oldest boy, was to be the family politician. John--his family called him Jack—was to be a writer and teacher. He went to Harvard.

Source: Wyatt Blassingame, The Look-it-up book o f Presidents (New York, Random House, 1996, 120).

 Noticing and Controlled Exercises: Identification (2)
When the teacher are sure of that students can work on their own, he/she distribute handouts for then to practice in pairs on the following paragraph.

The Sumerian people invented cuneiform, the first system of writing. In modern times, no one could read cuneiform until the secret of its meaning was unlocked, or decoded. This was done by Sir Henry Rawlinson, a 19th century British army officer and scholar. After two years of work, Rawlinson, who studied the cuneiform writings carved on a wall in Iran, was able to decode the first two paragraphs of the writing.

After students finished the task, the teacher pools the results and correct any mistakes if occur.

          Conclusion


It is never an easy task for Chinese learners to acquire English relative clauses. The acquisition process needs continuous efforts and practice. The difficulties are due to the structural differences between English relative clauses and their Chinese equivalents, the diversity of English relativizers and variety of relative clauses. Lack of language environment adds to the difficulty in mastering relative clauses, considering the EFL background. Controlled and guided activities are designed in this paper planned first to enhance learners’ consciousness and noticing of the form of relative clauses, then to create opportunities for them to use the relative clauses in meaningful interaction, thus joining form and meaning together and ultimately for them to use relative clauses in real context. 


Although opportunities to use relative clauses are provided, they are mainly confined in the in-class activities. Whether learners can use them accurately and appropriately in real-world context still needs investigation. What the author hopes is that the teaching plans and activities designed can facilitate the acquisition process of Chinese learner in dealing with English relative clauses. 
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