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Although much research has been done in second language (L2) acquisition of relative clauses (RCs) 

from the viewpoint of syntax (for example, the Noun Phrase Accessibility Hierarchy (NPAH), Comrie & 

Keenan, 1979) in the past few decades, this topic still provokes controversy. In addition, opinions about 

the NPAH are divergent with respect to many Asian languages. Teramura (1969, 1993) advocates that 

there is no such RC in Japanese. Additionally, Comrie (1998, 2002) himself, who proposed the NPAH, 

later classifies RC-like constructions in Asian languages including Japanese as attributive clauses, based 

on the argument of Matsumoto (1997), who argues that Japanese attributive clauses are less dependent on 

the grammatical structure and more dependent on semantic interpretation in context or frame. Comrie 

(1998, 2002) further proposed that these constructions are structurally different from RCs in European 

languages, and thus the NPAH may not be the best predictor of the acquisition order of attributive clauses 

in Asian languages.  

     In order to clarify and explore this issue, this paper examines the production of English relative 

constructions of Japanese learners from the discoursal point of view and focuses in particular on the 

information status of head noun phrases (NPs) modified by RCs.  

     There are three types of information status, New, Given, and Identifiable1. The status refers to the 

assumptions a speaker makes about whether or not his/her audience is conscious of references that the 

speaker mentions. The first two, New and Given, were initially proposed by Chafe (1974) in the analysis 

of NPs in general discourse, and were not limited to relative constructions. Any NPs denote certain 

information. New information refers to what the addresser assumes not to be in the addressee’s 
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consciousness at all, while Given information is what the addresser assumes to be already present in the 

current addressee’s consciousness. Given information tends to be in pronoun form, e.g., “I” in the 

example shown below (Chafe, 1974, p. 113):  

(1) I just found some books that belong to Peter. 

In this example, the lexical NP “some books”, is a New referent. In addition to these two statuses, Du 

Bois (1980) proposes the concept of Identifiable referents. An Identifiable referent is presumed not to be 

in the hearer’s present focal consciousness, but the hearer is able to identify the referent as having a strong 

correlation with a previously introduced referent in terms of frame, prior discourse, or prior knowledge 

(including world knowledge). Du Bois further argues that identification ordinarily involves singling out 

the particular referent intended by the speaker. A referent is treated as Identifiable even if it is the first 

mention as in the following example that the author created: 

(2) Jane went to a fancy beauty salon yesterday but didn’t get her hair cut. 

In this example, the information status of her hair is Identifiable because it is a part of Jane. As in this 

example, possessive pronouns often allow an object to be marked as identifiable on first mention. The 

present study will examine these three information statuses of head NPs. 

     Regarding relative constructions, there are several studies regarding information status in first 

language (L1). For example, Diessel and Tomasello (2000, 2005) investigated the relative constructions 

of English-speaking children. They found that the children produced presentational relative constructions 

(Diessel & Tomasello, 2000, p. 142) that consist of a predicate noun phrase as the head in the main clause 

and a subject RC as the following example (Diessel & Tomasello, 2000, p. 135): 

(3) Is this something that turn around?2 

A subject RC refers to a RC where its head is the subject of the RC. Diessel and Tomasello propose that 

these constructions function to draw the children’s caretakers’ attention to a newly introduced referent as 

the head NP. Therefore, the head NPs of the presentational relative constructions are generally New 

referents.  

     In adult English, Fox and Thompson (1990) investigated the functions of relative constructions in 

English conversation. They found a tendency for subject RCs to characterise both New and Given head 

- 226 -



NPs and for object RCs to identify Given head NPs, and these tendencies are associated with preferences 

in regard to argument type, i.e., Preferred Argument Structure proposed by Du Bois (1987). Du Bois 

(2002) examined English native speakers’ speech data in spoken American English, analysed all NPs, 

and proposed a constraint—the one lexical argument constraint, which postulates a speaker’s preference 

to avoid more than one lexical core argument in a sentence, as in the following examples (Du Bois 2002: 

9): 

(4) But I enjoyed the movie. 

(5) You called the police.      

In the examples, the movie and the police are at the object position, and the arguments take the form of 

lexical NPs, while the other argument position (i.e., the transitive subject) has only pronouns (i.e., I and 

you in the examples). In this way, a speaker maintains the consistency of his/her discourse, introducing 

only a new single referent at the object position into the discourse.       

     Studies that discuss the relationship between the information status of NPs and grammatical 

argument structure include Thompson (1997), who examined lexical NPs and pronouns in each argument 

position in general English conversation data (including, but not limited to RCs) as a part of her study. 

Thompson (1997) found that in English an oblique NP is most likely to be New, while a transitive subject 

NP is least likely to be New.  

     However, this discoursal preference might vary depending on language. For the information status 

of NPs in Japanese, Nakayama and Nakayama (1994) investigated the pragmatic properties of NPs in 

general conversation (including, but not limited to RCs). They found not only a similar tendency for 

Given transitive subject, but also different frequencies of New object and oblique in comparison to the 

English results found by Thompson (1997). Nakayama and Nakayama found that Japanese NPs in the 

object position are most likely to be New. The percentages of New NPs in the studies of Thompson 

(1997) and Nakayama and Nakayama (1994) are summarised in Table 1. In summary, these studies show 

that New NPs generally appear in the oblique position in English and in the object position in Japanese.  
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             Table 1: Percentages of New/Given NPs in Japanese and English 

English Japanese 
 

New Given New Given 

transitive subject 15 % 85 % 16 % 84 % 

intransitive subject 35 % 65 % 22 % 78 % 

object 35 % 65 % 57 % 43 % 

oblique 65 % 35 % 47 % 53 % 

                                     (adapted from Nakayama and Nakayama 1994; 170) 

 

     In L2 studies of relative constructions, Okugiri (2012, 2013) demonstrates that semantic and 

discoursal information affects the mechanisms of the L2 acquisition of the relative constructions in 

written language. She examined the production of English relative constructions by Japanese learners and 

native English speakers. The results showed that the learners’ preferences of information status were 

consistent with the discoursal preference of L1 or L2 preference depending on their proficiency. She 

found that native speakers and advanced learners tend to produce relative constructions when the heads 

are New as in general English discourse, meanwhile the less advanced learners tend to produce English 

relative constructions according to the preference of Japanese information status, which is reasonably 

considered as L1 transfer of discoursal properties, and that the learners produced relative clauses to 

introduce New referents into the discourse. The present study will examine not only the information 

status of the head NPs produced by language users at different levels of competence, but also between 

different modes of language, namely spoken and written. This study will also show that discoursal 

preference in L1 plays an important role in a learner’s spoken language as well as in the written language 

from the perspective of a usage-based model. 

 

Method 

Corpora 

The relative constructions of Japanese learners and native English speakers at different levels of 

competence were extracted from the National Institute of Information and Communications Technology 

Japanese Learner English Corpus (Izumi, Uchimoto & Isahara, 2005) and the Nagoya Interlanguage 
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Corpus of English3 (Sugiura, 2008); the former is a spoken corpus and the latter is a written corpus. Both 

corpora include data from Japanese learners of English and native speakers of English. The Japanese 

learners’ data for this study were extracted depending on various levels of English proficiency. The 

learners were grouped into three levels according to their scores on the Test of English for International 

Communication (TOEIC): a low-intermediate group (scores of 405–600), a high-intermediate group 

(scores of 605–780), and an advanced group (scores of 785–990).4 In the spoken corpus, the number of 

files tagged with the TOEIC score was 123 for the low-intermediate group, 241 for the high-intermediate 

group, and 194 for the advanced group. For the native group, 20 files were available. Since the author 

wanted to have more files in order to be able to obtain more conclusive results, the correlation between 

the TOEIC level and the speaking test level available in the spoken corpus was subsequently analysed. 

Kendall’s rank correlation and the Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient were performed. A direct 

correlation was found between the levels of the TOEIC and the SST: (W = 0.615, p = 0.01) (rs = 0.677, p 

= 0.01). Thus, the results show that, the higher the TOEIC scores, the higher the speaking test levels. 

Accordingly, 25 files among the highest level (Level 9) were added to the advanced group. The final 

numbers of files in the spoken corpus were 123 low-intermediate, 241 high-intermediate, 219 advanced 

learners, and 20 native speakers of English. The number of files in the written corpus were 37 

lower-intermediate, 32 high-intermediate, 25 advanced learners, and 28 native speakers of English. 

     The relative constructions were initially gathered by extracting relative pronouns (i.e., that, which, 

who, whom, and whose)5. Relative constructions without relative pronouns (e.g., the woman I know) 

were extracted by hand.  

 

Definitions of the Information Status of the Head 

The definitions for the information status of heads are those used by Fox and Thompson (1990), which 

was originally based on the information status proposed by Chafe (1974) and Du Bois (1980): New, 

Given and Identifiable. As explained earlier, a New referent is newly introduced into the discourse and 

presumed not to be in the addressers focal consciousness or understanding. A Given referent is presumed 

to be in the addressers focal consciousness and is distinguished as a referent that is anaphorically linked to 
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its previous mention. An Identifiable referent is presumed not to be the addressers present focal 

consciousness, but the addresser is able to identify the referent as having a strong correlation with a 

previously introduced referent in terms of frame, prior discourse or prior knowledge (including world 

knowledge).  

 

Head Types 

Head types were determined depending on the position of the head NPs. There are seven types: 

intransitive subject (S), transitive subject (A), object (O), oblique (B), main clause (M) where the head is 

the whole main clause, noun phrase (NP) and predicate nominal (PN). Examples are shown below: 

 

Intransitive subject (S): The man [who has the dog] is Mary’s brother.  

Transitive subject (A): The man [who has the dog] has a lot of money. 

Object (O): He saw the woman [who has the dog]. 

Oblique (B): He lives with the woman [who works for a big company]. 

Main clause (M): He was diabetic, [which I didn’t even know that cats could get]. 

Noun phrase (NP): The man [who has the dog]. 

Predicate nominal (PN): There is a man [who has a dog]. 

 

The heads are in italic and the RCs are in brackets. 

 

Results and Discusssion 

In total, 1,988 relative constructions were found in the corpora. Table 2 shows the frequency of 

information status of the head NPs in each group and mode. The bold numbers indicate the type of the 

most frequent information status.� The results show that both learners and native speakers produce New 

heads the most frequently in both spoken and written modes, and a chi-square analysis yielded no 

significant difference between the information status and proficiency levels (�2 (6, N = 1,998) = 6.114, p 

= .4106 n.s.).  
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    Table 2 

    Frequency of the Information Status of the Head Noun Phrases  

Level Mode New Given Identifiable Total 

spoken 28 (58.33%) 10 (20.83%) 10 (20.83%) 48 (100%) 
Low-Intermediate 

written 32 (50.00%) 10 (15.63%) 22 (34.38%) 64 (100%) 

spoken 151 (54.12%) 47 (16.85%) 81 (29.03%) 279 (100%) 
High-Intermediate 

written 58 (55.24%) 19 (18.10%) 28 (26.67%) 105 (100%) 

spoken 348 (54.63%) 99 (15.54%) 190 (29.83%) 637 (100%) 
Advanced 

written 65 (50.00%) 26 (20.00%) 39 (30.00%) 130 (100%) 

spoken 341 (64.71%) 62 (11.76%) 124 (23.53%) 527 (100%) 
Native 

written 96 (46.15%) 48 (23.08%) 64 (30.77%) 208 (100%) 

Total  1,119 321 558 1,998 

 

     Table 3 shows the frequency of the head types in each group and mode. The bold numbers indicate 

the most frequent types, and the numbers shaded in gray indicate relatively frequent head types. The 

token displayed in the rightmost row is the frequency per file (namely participant). The token increases as 

the learners become more advanced.  

 

Table 3 

Frequency of the Head Types 
Level Mode S A O B M NP PN Total Token 

spoken 
5 

10.42% 
0 

0.00% 
23 

47.92% 
10 

20.83% 
0 

0.00% 
1 

2.08% 
9 

18.75% 
48 

100% 
0.39 

Low- 
Intermediate 

written 
6 

9.38% 
7 

10.94% 
16 

25.00% 
17 

26.56% 
2 

3.13% 
2 

3.13% 
14 

21.88% 
64 

100% 
1.72 

spoken 
33 

11.83% 
11 

3.94% 
93 

33.33% 
59 

21.15% 
0 

0.00% 
23 

8.24% 
60 

21.51% 
279 

100% 
1.16 

High- 
Intermediate 

written 
29 

27.62% 
8 

7.62% 
26 

24.76% 
20 

19.05% 
0 

0.00% 
5 

4.76% 
17 

16.19% 
105 

100% 
3.28 

spoken 
78 

12.24% 
33 

5.18% 
172 

27.00% 
167 

26.22% 
10 

1.57% 
23 

3.61% 
154 

24.18% 
637 

100% 
2.91 

Advanced 
written 

18 
13.85% 

6 
4.62% 

23 
17.69% 

38 
29.23% 

3 
2.31% 

2 
1.54% 

40 
30.77% 

130 
100% 

5.2 

spoken 
42 

7.97% 
7 

1.33% 
131 

24.86% 
122 

23.15% 
48 

9.11% 
39 

7.40% 
139 

26.38% 
527 

100% 
26.35 

Native 
written 

41 
19.71% 

10 
4.81% 

36 
17.31% 

70 
33.65% 

3 
1.44% 

2 
0.96% 

45 
21.63% 

208 
100% 

7.43 

Total  252 82 519 502 66 25 552 1,998  

S=intransitive subject, A=transitive subject, O=object, B=oblique, M=main clause, NP=noun phrase, PN=predicate noun phrase 

- 231 -



The frequent heads were in the low-intermediate group, object head for the spoken mode, and object, 

oblique and PN heads for the written mode; in the high-intermediate group, object head for the spoken 

mode, and intransitive subject and object heads for the written mode; in the advanced group, object in the 

spoken mode and oblique and PN heads for both modes; and in the native group, PN, object and oblique 

heads for the spoken mode, and oblique head for the written mode. The overall results supported the 

findings of Thompson (1997) and Nakayama and Nakayama (1994). 

     Chi-square analyses were performed to compare the results in each mode and group. And the 

results yielded a significant difference between the spoken and written data of the high-intermediate 

group (�2 (5, N = 384) = 18.181, p = .0027*) and of the native group (�2 (6, N = 735) = 62.019, p 

< .0001*). The results of the low-intermediate (�2 (5, N = 112) = 11.532, p = .0733 n.s.) and of the 

advanced (�2 (6, N = 767) =7.961, p = .2410 n.s.) groups were not significant. Therefore, the statistical 

results indicate that the results in the spoken mode were significantly different from those of the written 

mode in the high-intermediate group and the native groups, while the production of relative constructions 

in the spoken and written modes were not much different in the low-intermediate and advanced groups. 

     Nevertheless, it is notable that the high-intermediate group produced the intransitive subject head 

the most frequently in the written mode, which is not the case in the native group. Thus, the statistical 

significance of the high-intermediate group does not imply that their production was similar to the 

natives; rather, their production seemed to be idiosyncratic among the learner groups. As for the results of 

the high-intermediate group, I reexamined the data in terms of animacy status and found the frequent 

intransitive subject head is due to the learners’ tendency to produce RCs when they refer to human 

referents. This phenomenon has been discussed in Okugiri (2012) and will not be explained here further 

due to space constraints.  

     Regarding the results of the spoken mode in the native group, the most frequent head type in the 

native group was PN. This result is in line with the finding by Diessel and Tomasello (2000) in the 

production of children’s English relative constructions, i.e., presentational relative constructions. The 

pragmatic function of PN heads to introduce New referents into the discourse is probably more crucial in 

the spoken mode among native speakers.  
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     The learners also frequently produced PN heads, but in the written mode (21.88% for 

Low-Intermediate, 16.19% for High-Intermediate, and 30.77% for Advanced), which may be a result of 

their intention to introduce New referents into the discourse, something which they were not able to 

manage easily with less planning time in the spoken mode. As such, they may depend more on the 

Japanese preference, which is more easily accessible when they are affected by real-time processing 

pressure in a spontaneous-speaking mode.  

     The results reveal that the preference of the L1 Japanese had a strong influence on the learners’ 

production of English relative constructions and that the influence was even stronger among the less 

advanced learners and in the spoken mode than in the written mode. The different results between the two 

modes seem to be due to less planning time in the spontaneous-speech mode (Ochs, 1979; Skehan, 1998). 

However, further research is required to determine whether or not planning time actually affects 

production in the two different modes. 

 

Conclusion 

The results of this study showed different patterns of relative constructions between learners and native 

speakers depending on the learners’ proficiency and on the mode of language, the influence of the 

preference of L1 information status on the acquisition of L2 English relative constructions, and its 

stronger influence in the spoken mode of the less advanced learners. This study suggests that discoursal 

properties play a major role in acquisition, which reflects learners’ cognitive processing of a second 

language. 

 

Notes 
 
1 The terms are capitalised in order to avoid confusion with other uses in expository English and to indicate them as 

information status terms.  
2 The expected sentence is, “Is this something that turns around?” 
3 This study used an older version of the Nagoya Interlanguage Corpus of English because it was the latest version 

available when the data was extracted for this study. The most current version includes a larger number of files and 

is now available at http://sgr.gsid.nagoya-u.ac.jp/wordpress/?page_id=17. 
4 These levels are based on the Can-Do Levels Table provided by the Educational Testing Service 

(http://www.uk.etseurope.org/ home-corpo-uk/toeic-can-do-table/). 
5 Relative sentences with the relative pronouns where or what are not included in this data because this paper 
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focuses on RCs that require a head NP. Where, which is an adverbial relative pronoun, frequently does not require 
an overt head NP, and what, which is a nominal relative pronoun, never allows an overt head NP. 
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