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This article investigates the use of the lexical items belonging to the complementizer
phrase of relative clauses (relative CP): overt complementizer that, null complementizer
ø, and relative pronoun which. The research purpose was to understand whether
language learners are moving toward the target norm for nativeness, in terms of the
selection of lexical items in the relative CP. Two hypotheses were tested: (1) Learners
prefer the [–wh] relative CP, as L2 proficiency improves; and (2) learners prefer the
[–wh] relative CP more for DO RCs than for SUB RCs. Data were elicited from Korean
learners, teachers, and native speakers by way of a cross-sectional production method. A
picture-description instrument was employed in which the participants were presented
with sets of two pictures containing the same item. The statistical results show that
learners, not teachers, show a closer correspondence to native speakers, in terms of the
selection of lexical items in the relative CP, and it is teachers who seem to be moving
away from the target norm for nativeness. Teachers’ feature preference is more deviated
from native speakers’ than learners’ in the production of English relative CPs.

I. INTRODUCTION
When we think of an improvement in learning a second language (L2), we usually think
of the improvement as a step closer to nativeness, such as native-like pronunciation,
native-like grammar, and native-like nuance (Haznedar, 2003; Lardiere, 1998a, 1998b).
Nativeness, then, seems to be the target norm in the acquisition of an L2, and teachers and
learners seek to teach and to learn an L2 toward the target norm for nativeness. But for
selecting certain lexical items, there seems to be an inverse relation to the paradigm of L2
improvement and nativeness. This study identifies a phenomenon that certain lexical items
produced by Korean teachers of English (henceforth, teachers) are generally less
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native-like than that of their students (henceforth, learners).
The lexical items under consideration belong to the complementizer phrase (CP) in the
restrictive relative clause (henceforth, relative CP). The relative CP retains lexical items,
such as the relative pronoun which or the overt complementizer that for the subject relative
clause (SUB RC), as in (1), and the null complementizer ø in addition to the two lexical
items which and that for the direct object relative clause (DO RC), as in (2).
(1) SUB RCs
a. the kangaroo that is looking at the camera
b. the kangaroo which is looking at the camera

(overt complementizer that)
(relative pronoun which)

(2) DO RCs
a. the gloves ø a lady is holding
b. the gloves that a lady is holding
c. the gloves which a lady is holding

(null complementizer ø)
(overt complementizer that)
(relative pronoun which)

According to Rizzi’s (1990) analysis, the relative CP allows only two types of lexical
items specified with the morphosyntactic features: [–wh] and [+wh]. SUB relative CPs can
be produced with that having a feature [–wh], as in (1a), or which having a feature [+wh],
as in (1b). For DO relative CPs, either ø or that retaining [–wh], as in (2a) and (2b)
respectively, or which with [+wh], as in (2c), can be used. Below, the lexical items are
categorized according to specified features in (3).
(3) [–wh]: ø and that
[+wh]: which
Rizzi (1990, p. 57) further claims “[–wh] is obligatory, while [+wh] is optional.” If so,
the relative CP of English can be produced with the obligatory feature [–wh] or the
optional feature [+wh]. It will then be interesting to compare which of the two features is
preferred in the production of RCs by learners, teachers, and native speakers (NSs).
Learners may show a similar preference pattern to their teachers, or they may not. Perhaps,
teachers have a similar pattern to NSs and a different pattern from learners, or they may
behave in the opposite or a distinctive way.
Based on these assumptions, the present study attempts to investigate which feature out
of [–wh] and [+wh] Korean learners and teachers prefer in the production of English RCs,
also in comparison with that of NSs. An expectation is that, although both learners and
teachers may prefer [–wh], in general, teachers may produce a greater number of [+wh]
relative CPs than learners, because teachers have supposedly acquired more developed
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English grammar than learners.
In addition, feature preference can be altered among different relative CPs. That is, for
example, one feature, [–wh] or [+wh], is preferred for the SUB relative CP, while the other
is for the DO relative CP. Or, one feature over the other one may simply be employed for
all relative CPs. A rough conjecture is that [+wh] may be more evident in the SUB relative
CP than in the DO relative CP, because the former involves with a syntactically less
complex derivation than the latter, causing a simplicity to more freely employ the optional
feature [+wh]. Simpler structures may render easier parsing to language learners (Dickey,
1996; McKee & McDaniel, 2001).

II. PREVIOUS STUDIES
Several earlier studies of the acquisition of English RCs have been re-analyzed to
document evidence that ø and that (that is, [–wh]) are preferred lexical items to which (that
is, [+wh]), generally, in informal and spontaneous production situations. The preference is
even greater when the antecedents are nonhuman (Suñer, 1998).
Quirk (1957) collected 1,300 examples of RCs from impromptu speech by English NSs,
educated to university standard, and mainly between the ages of 25 and 50. He finds that
the colloquial occurrence of ø and that is of great significance. NSs even tend to substitute
who for that when the antecedent is personal: ‘the people that came’ for ‘the people who
came’ (p. 106). With nonhuman antecedents too, ø and that ([–wh]) are preferred to which
([+wh]) in object function: 183 [–wh] against 65 [+wh].
Limber (1973) reports that native children at the age of 3 have unmistakably acquired
the ability to produce complex structures. A child called Abe in Limber’s study produced 4
RCs over a period of 4 months, and the RCs were all ø relative CPs. Abe favored ø ([–wh])
at a rate of 60%. Limber further corroborates that ø is acquired first, followed by that and
then which; that is, the obligatory feature [–wh] before the optional feature [+wh].
Adamson (1992) further supports Limber’s finding from other previous studies that ø is
generally preferred to which, even according to social classes: only 38% of ø for the
Philadelphia working class speakers and 17% of ø for the Philadelphia upper-class
speakers.
Guy and Bayley (1995) extracted 827 restrictive RCs from speech data of The White
House Transcripts, the published version of the surreptitious recordings made by Richard
Nixon during the Watergate crisis. Guy and Bayley’s analysis indicates that a choice of ø or
that was favored for DO RCs, and that was favored in informal speech and for nonhuman
antecedents. For SUB RCs, which was selected 47% and that was 53%. If human SUB
antecedents had been excluded from their analysis, the percentage of that could have been
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much greater.
Ball (1996) reports that speakers on US Senate Hearing used that for 76% of nonhuman
SUB antecedents and people in the middle class used that for 84% of nonhuman SUB
antecedents. According to Berni (1995), Oklahoman speakers with high school education
used which for human SUB antecedents only 12% of the time, and that 69% of the time.
Berni suggests that which ([+wh]) is not part of the Oklahoman dialect.
Flanigan and Inal (1996) examine the use of DO relative CPs by NSs and non-NSs of
American English. Half the subjects were given a preference task for marking a preferred
relative CP, and the other subjects were given a sentence-combination production task.
Flanigan and Inal find that the choice of relative CP differs between NS and non-NSs. NSs
favored [–wh] relative CPs, while non-NSs generally used both types equally in speaking,
but preferred [+wh] relative CPs in writing.
Bayley (1999) analyzes interviews conducted with Latino graduate students and children.
The interview covered topics of dating, schooling, children, and community concerns.
After coding to the data according to age, social class, immigrant generation, and region,
the results agree with studies of other English vernaculars: There were a high incidence of
that ([–wh]) and correspondingly a low incidence of which ([+wh]), and thus it became
evident that that is by far the most common in Mexican-American English.
As seen in this section, it seems that native children first acquire ø or that ([–wh], the
obligatory feature in the relative CP) before acquiring which ([+wh], the optional feature in
the relative CP) (Adamson, 1992; Limber, 1973), and native adults favor [–wh] relative
CPs in colloquial or speaking situation (Ball, 1996; Berni, 1995), but less so in formal or
writing situation (Quirk, 1957). Immigrants as L2 learners of English favored [–wh]
(Bayley, 1999). If this is so, the target norm for nativeness by L2 learners in the selection of
lexical items in the relative CP should be to prefer [–wh] over [+wh], at least in the
informal, casual production situations.
Accordingly, upon the assumption that L2 learners and their English teachers have
acquired both [–wh] and [+wh] in the relative CP, it can be supposed that although learners
may prefer [–wh], whether teachers (i.e. possibly more advanced learners of English than
their students) would more predominantly employ [–wh] in the similar situations than
learners is unknown. If this were the case, it could be said that teachers are closer to the
target norm of nativeness than learners. If not, teachers are, for some reason, moving
farther way from the target norm of nativeness, and it is learners who are actually closer to
the target norm, at least in the selection of lexical items in the relative CP.
In the same sense, if [–wh] were more predominantly employed for DO RCs than for
SUB RCs and the tendency were stronger for teachers than for learners, the findings could
support that teachers are moving closer to the target norm for nativeness than learners. If,
however, the preference for [–wh] for DO RCs is stronger for learners than for teachers, it

The More Proficient, the Less Native-like in the Production of Relative Clauses

207

means that learners are also closer to the target norm for nativeness rather than teachers.

III. EMPIRICAL STUDY
1. Research Question and Hypotheses
To examine the direction toward the target norm for nativeness, the following
hypotheses were proposed below. The hypotheses were structured to answer the principal
research question of the present study: Are language learners moving toward the target
norm for nativeness in terms of the selection of lexical items in the relative CP?
Hypothesis 1: Learners prefer [–wh] relative CPs, as L2 proficiency improves.
Hypothesis 2: Learners prefer [–wh] relative CPs more for DO RCs than for SUB RCs.

2. Participants and Level Classification
Three types of participants were selected: English students (learners), Korean teachers of
English (teachers), and native speakers of English (NSs).
First, in order to sort out advanced learners who were proficient enough in English to be
capable of producing English RCs in the experimentally-controlled situation, 126 Korean
students who were majoring or minoring in English at a university were initially contacted.
A sentence combination test was given in which two separate sentences containing the
same noun had to be properly combined by using one of ø, that, or which; that is, either
[–wh] or [+wh] (see Appendix A). Twelve questions with fairly low-level vocabulary were
used for four of each SUB, DO, and IO relative CPs.1 Each RC consisted of a matrix
sentence with a subject or an object as the relative head. Thus, a total of 12 relative CPs
were collected from each participant. 47 participants who were classified as advanced
learners had greater than 7 correct answers out of the 12 questions, and one of the correct
answers had to be an IO relative CP.2 Not all participants who took the preliminary test,
however, participated in the actual experiment. Forty of 47 learners participated.
The teachers were six Korean instructors lecturing on elective English courses at the
university which the learners of this experiment were attending. Teachers had about 2 to 6
years of living experiences in English-speaking countries (U.S., Canada, and Australia) as
1
2

IO relative CPs were used as a way of classification.
Two colleagues, a Korean graduate student, and a Korean professor in linguistics approved the
level of classification and commented that the method was reasonable, according to their
experience in language acquisition research.
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graduate students. NSs consisted of eight NSs who were traveling or residing in Korea.
They were randomly asked on the street to participate in the experiment.3

3. Data Collection Method
A cross-sectional elicited production method was employed to obtain sufficient relative
CPs within a single experiment because such a complex structure like RC occurs quite
infrequently in natural spontaneous situation (cf. Crain & Thornton, 1998; Labelle, 1996;
McDaniel, McKee, & Cairns, 1996). The experimental setting and linguistic environments
during all sessions were managed in order to produce circumstances which were as similar
as possible for each participant.
Irrelevant but immediate extraneous variables were possibly the time of the day for data
collection, and the motivation and sincerity of the participants in the experiment. Results
substantiate that the elicited production task helps uncover language learners’ grammatical
knowledge of relative CPs more directly than comprehension tasks would do.

4. Data Collection Instrument
A picture-description instrument was employed with three critical aspects: situation,
lead-in statement, and participant’s production, as suggested in Crain and Thornton (1998).
Each situation included two experimental pictures containing the same object (e.g., ball,
glass, teddy bear, etc.) but in different settings. For example, to elicit a spoken DO relative
CP, the participant was presented with two pictures of a glass (see Appendix B). The target
object glass was marked with a different colored sticker in each of the two pictures. One
picture illustrated a glass with a yellow star, and a lady was kissing the glass. The other
picture had another kind of glass marked with a white star, and a lady was holding the glass.
In that situation, the research administrator4 asked the participant after guiding with the
lead-in statement, “Which glass has the white star?” An appropriate answer would be, for
example, “the glass that a lady is holding.” Pictures for eliciting written outputs were
3

4

As an anonymous reviewer indicates, the sample sizes for teachers and NSs were insufficient to run
statistical calculations. It was, however, not an easy task to find those teachers who were willing to
sign the consent form and participate in the experiment. Many were asked for participation, but
declined the request.
Furthermore, to avoid collecting data from NSs who were teaching English in Korea, foreign
travelers or US soldiers were contacted in the form of street interview. Again, despite a great
number of attempts, only these eight NSs agreed to sign the consent form and to participate in the
experiment. Although the sample size might be a little insufficient for inferential statistics,
descriptive statistics can also tell a general preference pattern.
The research administrators who collected data from Korean participants were two NSs of English
(two Americans), and the one who collected data from NSs was a Korean teacher.

The More Proficient, the Less Native-like in the Production of Relative Clauses

209

different, but the contents were similar. For example, the written DO relative CP
corresponding to the spoken DO relative CP for the pictures with a glass was to write “the
gloves that a lady is wearing.” The order of picture presentation for different types of
relative CPs and for the distractors was exactly the same in each of the two output modes.
The sticker method was first developed in Labelle (1990), and has since been uniquely
modified and applied inter alia in Lakshmanan (2000), O’Grady, Yamashita, Miseon Lee,
Miho Choo, and Sookeun Cho (2000), and other papers by O’Grady’s colleagues.
The lead-in statements did not contain any relative CPs, but only short declarative and
question sentences (see Appendix C). A total of 14 situations were presented to each
participant: 6 experimental situations and 8 distracting situations. The 6 intended relative
CPs elicited from a participant consisted of two of each SUB, DO, and IO relative CPs.
The data for IO relative CPs were discarded in the present study.

5. Data Treatment
When transcribing the spoken and written output, the researcher first distinguished
understandable responses from those that could not be understood by the researcher and
the administrators. The latter were excluded. Also excluded were good responses without a
relative CP, or with a relative CP but in an unintended structure like a passivized SUB RC
for the intended DO RC.5 When there was more than one response to a question, the first
grammatical relative CP was selected.
Listed in Table 1 are the numbers of spoken and written relative CPs elicited from 40
learners, 6 teachers, and 8 NSs.
The data were counted by the number of occurrence and further analyzed to make
inferences about the general tendency of learners and teachers toward the target norm for
nativeness. The appropriate statistical technique for such types of data is the nonparametric
Bionomial test for calculating the choice. The test is of the goodness-of-fit type, which
indicates whether a significant difference exists between the observed relative frequency
(converted into a proportion) of a variant and the expected number of occurrences based on
the null hypothesis (cf. Franekel & Wallen, 2003; Siegel & Castellan, 1988). The types of
data (spoken and written) and the expected sample size for the present research fit the
5

The relatively lower percentages of SUB relative CPs by NSs (25% in speaking and 38% in
writing) when compared to learners and teachers are accounted for by their heavy dependence upon
the -ing non-finite clauses (i.e. reduced RCs) such as the kangaroo looking at the camera.
Learners and teachers frequently employed passivized SUB relative CPs such as the glass which
is held by a lady to avoid the intended DO relative CPs. This type of passivization strategy to avoid
a more complex structure like DO RCs was so prevalent. Jeon and Kim (2007) call this avoidance
the circumlocution strategy. Further research can be carried out to investigate whether passivized
RCs belong to a preliminary stage toward the DO RC after the acquisition of the SUB RC.
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general requirements for use of the technique. When inferential statistics showed
insignificance between variables, descriptive statistics was called for to understand any
differences, at least, for the sample data, without making inferences about the general
tendency of populations.
TABLE 1
Numbers of Spoken and Written Relative CPs
SUB
DO
Spoken Data
[–wh]
[+wh]
[–wh]
[+wh]
Learners (80)a
16
32
(48/80=60%)
26
25
(51/80=64%)
Teachers (12)b
2
8
(10/12=83%)
4
5
(9/12=75%)
3
1
(4/16=25%)d
10
3
(13/16=81%)
NSs (16)c
SUB
DO
Written Data
[–wh]
[+wh]
[–wh]
[+wh]
Learners (80)
19
43
(62/80=78%)
25
28
(53/80=66%)
Teachers (12)
2
9
(11/12=92%)
1
9
(10/12=83%)
NSs (16)
4
2
(6/16=38%)
6
7
(13/16=82%)
a.
40 learners x 2 tokens = 80 b. 6 teachers x 2 tokens = 12 c. 8 native speakers x 2 tokens = 16
d.
X/Y=Z%; X is the number of obtained relative CPs, Y is the number of total tokens, and Z is the
percentage of relative CPs produced.

6. Results
Learners generally preferred [+wh] SUB relative CPs in both the speaking and writing
situations, as shown in Table 2.
TABLE 2
The Binomial Test Result of SUB Relative CPs for Learners
Observed
Test
Asymp. Sig.
Features
N
Prop.
Prop.
(2-tailed)
[–wh]
16
.33
Spoken-SUB
.50
.029
[+wh]
32
.67
Total
48
1.00
[–wh]
19
.31
Written-SUB
.50
.003
[+wh]
43
.69
Total
62
1.00

In the speaking situation, the N of [–wh] SUB relative CPs is 16 for learners, while the N
of [+wh] SUB relative CPs is 32. The probability associated with x ≤ 16 for N = 48 is p
= .029. Because this p is smaller than α = .05, it can be said that learners preferred the
[+wh] SUB relative CP. In the writing situation, the probability associated with x ≤ 19 for
N = 62 is p = .003. Because this p is smaller than α = .05, it can also be said that learners
preferred the [+wh] SUB relative CP.
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The result for DO relative CPs is, however, different from that for SUB relative CPs.
Learners randomly selected [–wh] or [+wh] DO relative CPs in both the speaking and
writing situations.
TABLE 3

Spoken-DO

Written-DO

The Binomial Test Result of DO Relative CPs for Learners
Observed
Test
Asymp. Sig.
Features
N
Prop.
Prop.
(2-tailed)
[–wh]
26
.51
.50
1.000
[+wh]
25
.49
Total
51
1.00
[–wh]
25
.47
.50
.784
[+wh]
28
.53
Total
53
1.00

In Table 3, the probability associated with x ≤ 26 for N = 51 is p = 1.000. Because this p
is greater than α = .05, the decision is to accept the claim that the choice between [–wh]
and [+wh] was the result of random selections. The writing situation was similar. The
probability associated with x ≤ 25 for N = 53 is p = .784. Because this p is greater than α
= .05, the decision is to accept the claim that the result was due to random selections.
It can be concluded that learners preferred [+wh] for SUB relative CPs, while they
randomly selected [–wh] or [+wh] for DO relative CPs in both the speaking and writing
situations.
The numbers of collected data from teachers and NSs, however, turned out to be
insufficient to run separate Bionomial tests, as was done for the learner group. The
researcher, then, decided to combine the spoken and written data of each group. Table 4
shows the statistical results of SUB and DO relative CPs for teachers.
TABLE 4
The Binomial Test Result of SUB and DO Relative CPs for Teachers
Observed
Test
Asymp. Sig.
Features
N
Prop.
Prop.
(2-tailed)
[–wh]
4
.19
SUB relative CP
.50
.007
[+wh]
17
.81
Total
21
1.00
[–wh]
5
.26
DO relative CP
.50
.064
[+wh]
14
.74
Total
19
1.00

After combining the spoken and written data, the probability associated with x ≤ 4 for N
= 21 is p = .007. Because this p is smaller than α = .05, the decision is to accept the claim
that [+wh] was preferred to [–wh] for the SUB relative CP. The case is nearly the same for
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the DO relative CP. The probability associated with x ≤ 5 for N = 19 is p = .064. Because
this p is greater than α = .05, the decision is that DO relative CPs were randomly selected
between [–wh] and [+wh]. If, however, a greater number of data had been collected for the
DO relative CP, the result could have been significant.
NSs, however, seemed to have randomly selected [–wh] and [+wh] for both SUB and
DO relative CPs, as shown in Table 5.
TABLE 5
The Binomial Test Result of SUB and DO Relative CPs for NSs
Observed
Test
Asymp. Sig.
Features
N
Prop.
Prop.
(2-tailed)
[–wh]
7
.70
SUB relative CP
.50
.344
[+wh]
3
.30
Total
10
1.00
[–wh]
16
.62
DO relative CP
.50
.327
[+wh]
10
.38
Total
26
1.00

For the SUB relative CP, the probability associated with x ≤ 7 for N = 10 is p = .344.
Because this p is greater than α = .05, there was no difference in selections between [–wh]
and [+wh]. For the DO relative CP, the probability associated with x ≤ 16 for N = 26 is p
= .327. Because this p is greater than α = .05, there was also no difference in selections
between [–wh] and [+wh].
Table 6 summarizes the statistical results from the previous section. ‘[+wh]’ in the shell
indicates preference for it, and ‘random’ means that [–wh] or [+wh] was randomly
selected.
TABLE 6
The Statistical Result of SUB and DO Relative CPs for All Participants
SUB relative CP
DO relative CP
Learners
[+wh]
random
Teachers
[+wh]
random
NSs
random
random

Hypothesis 1 “Learners prefer [–wh] relative CPs, as L2 proficiency improves” does not
seem to be supported, according to the statistical result shown in Table 6. Both learners and
teachers preferred [+wh] SUB relative CPs and randomly selected [–wh] or [+wh] DO
relative CPs.
Hypothesis 2 “Learners prefer [–wh] relative CPs more for DO RCs than for SUB RCs”
This hypothesis is supported, because both learners and teachers preferred [+wh] for SUB
relative CPs and randomly selected [–wh] or [+wh] for DO relative CPs.
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IV. DISCUSSION
The present study started with the claim that nativeness is the target norm in the
acquisition of an L2, and pointed out that a certain group of language learners move away
from the target norm as L2 proficiency improves, in terms of the selection between the
relative pronoun which as well as the complementizers ø and that in the production of RCs
of English. The relative pronoun which retains an optional feature [+wh] and the
complementizers ø and that have an obligatory feature [–wh] (Rizzi, 1990).
The present study, then, raised a question as to which of the two features, [–wh] and
[+wh], Korean learners and teachers of English have a preference for, in comparison with
NSs, in the production of RCs. The inferential statistical result shows that both Korean
learners and teachers of English seem to have a similar tendency toward preference for
[+wh] for SUB relative CPs and for either [–wh] or [+wh] for DO relative CPs, thus
rejecting Hypothesis 1. For now, it seems that proficiency level was not a significant
variable for feature preference. In other words, regardless of proficiency levels, both
learners and teachers preferred to employ [+wh] for the SUB relative CP, which has a less
complex syntactic derivation, and [–wh] or [+wh] for the DO relative CP, which has a
more complex syntactic derivation, thus supporting Hypothesis 2.
The descriptive statistical result, however, showed a shallow, but meaningful
discrepancy between learners and teachers, which renders Hypothesis 1 supported. Table 7
shows the numbers of [–wh] and [+wh] for all three groups of participants.
TABLE 7
Numbers and Percentages of SUB and DO Relative CPs for All Participants
SUB
DO
[–wh]
[+wh]
[–wh]
[+wh]
Learners (160)a
35 (32%)
75 (68%)
51 (49%)
53 (51%)
Teachers (24)b
4 (19%)
17 (81%)
5 (26%)
14 (74%)
7 (70%)
3 (30%)
16 (62%)
10 (38%)
NSs (32)c
a.
b.
40 learners x 2 tokens x 2 outputs = 160
6 teachers x 2 tokens x 2 outputs = 24
c.
8 native speakers x 2 tokens x 2 outputs = 32

The percentages for [–wh] SUB and DO relative CPs in Table 7 are graphically
presented in Figure 1.
The bars for ‘[–wh] SUB’ on the abscissa show the percentages of [–wh] for SUB
relative CPs. Notice that whereas NSs preferred [–wh] 70% of the time, learners did so
only 32% and teachers only 19%. Teachers were farther away from the target norm for
nativeness than learners, while learners were actually closer to the target norm for
nativeness than teachers. Teachers, rather than learners, were moving toward the use of a
less native-like feature [+wh]; that is, the greater use of which in the production of SUB
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relative CPs than NSs and learners.
FIGURE 1
Percentages of [–wh] SUB and DO Relative CPs
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The case is similar for DO relative CPs. The bars for ‘[–wh] DO’ on the abscissa
indicate the percentages of [–wh] for DO relative CPs. When NSs preferred [–wh] 62% of
the time, learners did 49% of the time and teachers only 26% of the time. It is again
obvious that it was learners who were far closer to the target norm for nativeness and that it
was teachers who were farther from the target norm. 6 Learners’ tendency for the
preference of [–wh] was much stronger than teachers’ tendency.
This result is very peculiar in the sense that it is learners who seem to prefer the
obligatory feature [–wh], the target norm for nativeness, rather than teachers. And teachers
seem to prefer the optional feature [+wh]. According to the data from previous studies of
Section II, native children acquire [–wh] before [+wh], but a stage in which [+wh] is
predominantly employed is not reported. Such a stage, somehow, seems to exist in the L2
English grammar, at least, of these Korean teachers who participated in this study.
An anonymous reviewer mentions that teachers’ heavy dependence on [+wh] may have
decreased after acquiring both [–wh] and [+wh], and they might have been moving toward
the target norm for nativeness, which Professor Grover Hudson (p.c., Michigan State
University) points out as a possibility of U-turn shape acquisition. Whatever case it may be,
6

Discussion on detailed reasons for this phenomenon is not the target of this study. Morpeth (1998)
looks at which as a stylistic diagnostic based on social motivation. There must, then, be some sorts
of motivational or prestigious factors involved with the feature [+wh], more specifically [+wh,
+pred] (cf. Rizzi, 1990).
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such a stage in which native children retreat from preference for the optional feature [+wh]
to preference for the obligatory feature [–wh] is not, however, reported in L1. The stage
seems to be exactly an area where L2 learners, by and large, exhibit less native-like feature
preference, despite the increase of L2 proficiency. Unfortunately, whether the stage is a
fossilized or intermittent state cannot be determined from the current data.
NSs in this study, on the other hand, have supposedly acquired [+wh], and know the
usage of which. The data of NSs in Table 7, however, show that, in general, NSs seem to
dispense with the optional feature [+wh]. They seem to be satisfied with the obligatory
feature [–wh] 70% of the time for the SUB relative CP and 62% of the time for the DO
relative CP.7
For both learners and teachers of this study, exposure to interactive English with NSs
may help them move toward the target norm for nativeness, as Flanigan and Inal (1996)
report that a shift away from which was evident for L2 learners after extended exposure to
NS English.8
Before finishing up with the discussion, the researcher would like to bring up a lacuna
that there seems to be essential lack of data of Korean teachers’ English (e.g. morphology,
grammar, vocabulary), and future research should put forth more of teacher data, along
with learner data. The lack of teacher data can only contribute incompletion for
understanding the prospect of learners’ moving toward the target norm for nativeness,
because data of learners, teachers, and NSs should be concurrently compared for
similarities and differences. Without properly documenting these data, the goal of
appropriate English teaching and learning can only be jeopardized. The researcher felt
regret that many of the initially contacted teachers were reluctant to participate in the
experiment for this study.

V. CONCLUSION
This study has explored feature preference by learners, teachers, and NSs in an attempt
to understand whether language learners are moving toward the target norm for nativeness
7

8

An anonymous reviewer points out a discrepancy between previous studies and the result of this
study. Although the result from inferential statistics in this study reveals a random selection by NSs
(p = .344 for SUB RCs and p = .327 for DO RCs) and previous studies show a consensus on the
preference of [–wh], the result of descriptive statistics in Table 7 presents a difference in
percentages preferring [–wh] to [+wh] (70% to 30% for SUB RCs and 62% to 38% for DO RCs).
Had the data size been greater, the p values could have been over the significance level.
An anonymous reviewer mentions how long the exposure to NS English should be sufficient
enough for learners to move toward the target norm for nativeness. His concern was due to that the
teachers in this study lived in English-speaking countries for a few years, but still show a less
native-like behavior in terms of certain feature preference.

216

Lee, Il-jae

in terms of the selection of certain lexical items. The lexical items were overt
complementizer that, null complementizer ø, and relative pronoun which, the first two of
which retain the obligatory morphosyntactic feature [–wh] and the last of which retains the
optional morphosyntactic feature [+wh], according to Rizzi’s (1990) analysis.
Data were elicited from Korean learners and teachers of English and NSs by way of a
cross-sectional production method, which employed a picture-description instrument for
explaining sets of two pictures containing the same item.
Hypothesis 1 “Learners prefer [–wh] relative CPs, as L2 proficiency improves” was not
supported, according to inferential statistics. Descriptive statistics, however, exhibited
evidence to support Hypothesis 1, further confirming that it was learners who had a more
similar feature preference to NSs, not teachers, in the production of SUB RCs and DO RCs
(see Table 7 and Figure 1).
Hypothesis 2 “Learners prefer [–wh] relative CPs more for DO RCs than for SUB RCs”
was supported, according to the result of inferential statistics. Both learners and teachers
preferred [+wh] for SUB RCs than for DO RCs, but NSs showed no feature preference for
both SUB RCs and DO RCs. The result identified that it was also learners who showed a
more similar feature preference to NSs, rather than teachers.
On the whole, in terms of the selection of lexical items in the relative CP, learners, not
teachers, show a closer correspondence to NSs, and it is teachers who seem to be moving
away from the target norm for nativeness. Teachers’ feature preference is more deviated
from the target norm for nativeness than learners’ in the production of English relative CPs.
This is true, at least, for the participants of this study.9
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APPENDIX A
Sentence Combination Test
다음의 두 문장을 각각 연결하세요. 반드시 that, which, ø만 사용하고, 절대 빈 칸을 두지
말고, 다른 단어로 교체하지 마세요. 반드시 문장 A를 먼저 쓰고 문장 B를 문장 A에 연
결시키세요. 절대 and 혹은 but은 사용하지 마세요.
1. (A) The apples are expensive.
(B) The apples grow in the mountain.
_____________________________________________________________________
2. (A) The computer is made in Korea.
(B) The computer works very well.
_____________________________________________________________________
3. (A) Everyone likes the dog.
(B) The dog can swim very well.
_____________________________________________________________________
4. (A) Paul hates the car.
(B) The car often breaks down.
_____________________________________________________________________
5. (A) The cat chases the bird.
(B) Tom owns the cat.
_____________________________________________________________________
6. (A) The songs are very sad.
(B) The old man wrote the songs.
_____________________________________________________________________
7. (A) Paul kissed the ring.
(B) His wife bought the ring.
_____________________________________________________________________
8. (A) The man kicked the car.
(B) His neighbor parked the car.
_____________________________________________________________________
9. (A) The office opens at 11:00.
(B) Jack wrote the office an urgent e-mail.
_____________________________________________________________________
10. (A) The cat hates dogs.
(B) His sister gave the cat a fish.
_____________________________________________________________________
11. (A) The lady cleaned the room.
(B) The boy sent the room a bottle of wine.
_____________________________________________________________________
12. (A) Mr. Lee owns the company.
(B) SONY offers the company a new deal.
_____________________________________________________________________
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APPENDIX B
Sample Pictures
Sample picture set for SUB relative CP in the speaking situation (SUB 1)

GB
G

BB
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Sample picture set for DO relative CP in the speaking situation (DO 1)
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APPENDIX C
Lead-in Statement for Appendix A
(SUB 1)
1. Two pictures with bears, right?
2. In one picture, three bears are looking at the camera. And the bear in the middle has a green star.
3. In another picture, a bear is catching a fish. And that bear has a red star, right?
4. Look at the green and red stars. Question 3: Which bear has the red star?
(DO 1)
1. I believe there are two pictures – each with a lady, right?
2. Now look at the gloves. They both have gloves, right?
3. In one picture, a lady is carrying gloves and a handbag. And there’s a blue star on the gloves.
4. In another picture, a lady is wearing gloves. And her gloves have a red star, right?
5. Look at the blue and red stars. Tell me. Which gloves have the red star?

Applicable levels: children to adults
Key words: relative clause, complementizer, relative pronoun, ø, that, which, [–wh], [+wh],
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