58 || TRUO'NG PAI HOC THU PO HA NOI

A STUDY ON NOUN PHRASES IN
ENGLISH AND VIETNAMESE
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Abstract: Noun phrases (NP) might be very significant in any languages since it is
considered as a basic component to form a meaningful sentence. However, most language
can be different to each other in using noun phrases despite sharing a similar structure. In
the process of learning and teaching English, it is important and essential to have deep
understandings about the similarities and differences between English and Vietnamese NP
to minimize mistakes. This study aims to investigate English and Vietnamese noun phrases
in terms of semantic- syntactic structure. Through it, it is expected that teachers partly help
learners of English to identify the errors that they make in learning English and then avoid
making errors. The paper also suggests some teaching implications based on what have
been discussed.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Words do not simply get together at random to form a meaningful unit. That is to say
they should be combined systematically and grammatically into phrases, and then into
sentences. For example, the group of words “the girls in their summer dresses” is a phrase.
In English and Vietnamese, there are three kinds of phrases whose names are defined on the
basis of the classes of the word that is the chief word or head of the phrase namely noun
phrase, verb phrase, and adjective phrase. Among those phrases, nhoun phrase proves to be an
interesting case that needs closer attention. The goal of this study is to understand the structure
of noun phrase in English and Vietnamese. Attention is also given to the comparison and
contrast between the structure of English noun phrase and Vietnamese noun phrase. Finally,
some implications for language teaching and language learning will be under discussion.

2. CONTENT
2.1. Theoretical background
2.1.1. Contrastive analysis

Contrastive analysis is an inductive investigative approach based on the distinctive
elements in a language (Kardaleska, 2006). Contrastive analysis is also the study and
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comparison of two languages. As Lado (1957) has stated, it is aimed to predict linguistic
difficulties experienced during the acquisition of a second language. It shows that those
difficulties that a language leaner may encounter in a new (second) language are stemmed
from the differences between the new language and their mother tongue (first language).
Their mistakes that have been made in learning a second language, therefore, could be
predicted from interference by the first language. For years, there has been a number of
researches on different language pairs, most of them have focused on English learners. A
study of errors in lexical and syntactical usage was carried out among Czech learners of
English by Dus'kova  in 1969. Later in 1998, a similar investigation was conducted by
Guilford in France to explore French learners’ difficulties in various aspects including
lexical and syntactical errors. Among these studies, commonly observed syntactic error types
made by non-native English learners include subject-verb disagreement, noun-number
disagreement, and misuse of determiners.

2.1.2. Noun phrases in English in terms of semantic- syntactic structure

A noun phrase is briefly defined as a group of words with a noun or pronoun as the main
part and these phrases may consist of one word. According to Howard (1982), the noun
phrase in English is composed potentially three parts. Among these parts, the head which is
also characterised as the central part of the noun phrase is obligatory. As Howard stated, it
is minimal requirement for the occurrence of a noun phrase. In contrast, the other two parts
which are named respectively as pre-modification and post-modification can be optional.
For example:

Table 1. The structure of an English noun phrase by Howard (1982)

PREMODIFICATION HEAD POST MODIFICATION
(optional) (obligatory) (optional)
the pen on the table

Pre-modification (or pre-modifiers) is the one that comes before the head. Howard
also provided some description about pre-modification by discussing the specific order of
the word class and sub-classes as identifier — numeral/quantifier — adjective — noun modifier.
He pointed out that “The class of identifiers includes articles (‘a’, ‘the’), demonstratives
(‘this’, ‘that’) and possessive (‘my’, ‘your’, ‘his’, etc.)” and these identifiers always precede
any numerals or indefinite quantifiers that may be present (E.g. the third bag). In addition,
he showed that there has been only one identifier may occur in any noun phrase. So, it is
impossible to say “this her cat” in English. Besides, if an article or a demonstrative identifier
is combined with possessive, an “of-phrase” must be used with the possessive pronoun (E.g.
the book of mine). Howard also gave a notice about numeral/ quantifier that is more than one
numeral/ quantifier may occur in a noun phrase (p.13). He gave a favourite sequence of
numeral/ quantifier: ordinal numeral -> indefinite quantifier (E.g. the first few days); ordinal
numeral -> cardinal numeral (E.g. the first five days); indefinite quantifier -> cardinal
numeral (E.g. several thousand people)

Other words that come before the identifier in a NP could be “all”, “both”, “half”, “one-
third” (Howard, 1982) (E.g. all the white hats, half of the old trees, etc.)
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Regarding the order of the adjectives in a noun phrase, Howard suggested it as “Opinion
— Size — Shape — Age — Colour — Origin — Material — Purpose”. For example, 1. Opinion
(charming), 2. Size (small), 3. Shape (round), 4. Age (old), 5. Colour (brown), 6. Origin
(French), 7. Material (oaken), 8. Purpose (writing). Based on his perspective, noun modifiers
which come between adjective and the head noun and noun phrase could be seen as the
genitive case. It means that a noun phrase is often used to indicate possession. The pre-
modification can be summed up in the following table:

Table 2. Pre-modification in English by Howard (1982)
Pre-modification

Forms of pre- Example
modification
Identifiers articles The cat is climbing on the tree.
demonstratives This house is so beautiful.
possessives My father has two cars.
Numeral/Quantifiers | ordinal This is the first time | have watched this
movie.

e ordinal numeral + indefinite quantifier:
“the first few girls”

e ordinal + cardinal: “the first two years”

cardinal There are four people in my family.

e indefinite quantifier + cardinal numeral:
“many types of book”

Pre-determiner some quantifiers: | Both students make a mistake about spelling.
all, both, half
fraction Three-fourths of our planet is water.
Adjective This is a beautiful old white Greek house.
Noun modifier a reference book, a Christmas gift, a new
company, etc.
A special case genitive the beautiful American silver screen star’s

stylish dress

The head noun is characterised as the core component of a noun phrase. It is an important
part which is obligatory to an English noun phrase. Heads, as Howard said, can be: (1)
common nouns (E.g. “books” in “these new books”); (2) proper nouns (E.g. “Peter”, “Anna”,
etc.); (3) pronouns. E.g:

personal pronoun (For example: He is here)

indefinite pronoun (For example: Somebody told me...)
possessive pronoun (For example: My dress is quite expensive)
demonstrative pronoun (For example: This table is very small)

Post-modification (or post-modifier) can be relative clauses, non-finite clauses or
prepositional phrases. In addition, Howard added two possible cases: adjectives or adverbs.
Howard also noticed that the most frequently used kind of adverbs is that can function as a
preposition, for instance: back, in front of, below. If the relative pronoun functions as an
object, it can be omitted, for example, “whom” is omitted. Non-finite clause is defined as a
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clause without subject, “introduced by a non- finite form of the verb” (Howard, p. 16). These
can be shown in the following table:

Table 3. Post-modification in English Howard (1982)

Post-modification Example
Relative clause The girl | told you
Than clause He buys more bags in a month than | buy
in a year.
Non-finite clause infinitive clause the first candidate to attend the interview
present  participle | the cat running after the dog
clause
past participle the movie produced by Walt Disney
Prepositional phrase the key under the chair
Adjective something new
Adverb the sentence below

2.1.3. Noun phrases in Vietnamese in terms of semantic- syntactic structure

According to Doan, Nguyen & Pham (2021), a Vietnamese noun phrase is defined as “a
free combination of a noun nucleus and one or more than one subordinate elements”. It can
be front elements that come before the nucleus noun and also end elements that come after
the nucleus noun. In this regard, Diep Quang Ban (2008, 79) has claimed that front elements
Is the words of quantity of the nucleus and the end elements is words of quality of the
nucleus. For example:

Table 4. Structure of Vietnamese noun phrases

Front elements Nucleus End elements
Hai con ga Kia
Nhirng chiéc bat chi mau den nay
In his point of view, the order of the elements in Vietnamese noun phrase could be
described as:

Toan bo nhiing céi bt mau den ay

-3 -2 -1 0 1 2
The nucleus could be a noun or a combination of two components which is called “ngir
danh tu” (Diep Quang Ban, 2008). The first component is called “danh tir chi loai” (a
classifier), the second component can be a noun, a verb, or adjective. They are aimed to
indicate a specific object. For examples:

Table 5. Types of nucleus

Classifier + noun chiéc ban (a table)
Classifier + verb cuoc hop (a meeting)
Classifier + adjective vé dep (the beauty)

Besides, many other sub-nouns that can also act as a nucleus are listed in the table below:
Table 6. 10 sub-nouns are used as nucleus

Danh tir chi loai Mot céi nay
Danh tu tap thé Mot dam dong
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Danh tir don vi dai lugng Mot can nay

Danh tir don vi hanh chinh, su nghiép Mot quan no

Danh tir chi khéng gian Mot noi no

Danh tur chi don vi thoi gian Mot nam do

Danh tir chi lan ton tai caa hoat dong, trang thai | Mot 1an nghi hoc
Danh tir chi mau sac, mui vi, &m thanh Mot mau nay

Danh tir chi nguoi Mot ¢b gai no

Danh tu truu tugng Mot kha nang nao do

The front elements are mentioned in 3 positions which are in fixed order and can not
be interchangeable (Diép Quang Ban, p.45).

Position 3 Position 2 Position 1 The nucleus
Tir chi tong lwong | Tir chi s6 lwong Tir chi xuit
Toan bo nhirng cai bat

As Diep Quang Ban’s stated (2008), the most common word for position 1 is ‘cai’ (E.g.
“cai ban d6”, “cai hom d6”, “cai thanh pho nay”, “cai dra con gai ay”, etc.). Meanwhile,
position 2 includes various types of word such as: cardinal numeral (E.g. “mot”, “hai”, “ba”);

estimate quantifier (“khodang”); distribution words (“moi”, “moi”, “tung”); numeral
9 ¢

attributes (“nhitng”, “cac”), and the word “may”. The last position 3 refers to words which
mean “total number”, for examples: “tat ca”, “toan bd”, “hét thay”, “tat thay”.

The end elements are divided into two positions (Diep Quang Ban, 2008) named
respectively: the position of descriptive words (thuc tir), so-called position-1 and the position
of demonstrative pronouns (tir chi dinh), so-called position-2. Position-1 is then classified
into 3 different types in accordance to its function to the nucleus.

Table 7. Types of Position-1 in the end elements

Position-1 Examples
in term of word | nouns huong hoa sira
class verbs Xe dap

cardinal numeral phong hai muoi
pronouns dién thoai (cua) t0i
nouns of time Chuyén bay truéc

in term  of | a principal-accesory phrase (cum tu | khu vuc khach V.1.P
structure chinh phu)
a coordinate phrase (cum tir dang lap) | chiéc xe dang trueéc va dang

sau
a S-V phrase (cum tir chu-vi) quan kem t6i an

in term of way | direct way (link directly to the nucleus) | don dé nghi

of linking khu vuc thi céng
indirect way (link to the nucleus by | mon qua ma téi mua
connectors) chiéc tii ma co 4y duoc ting

Some examples of Position-2 which refers to the position of demonstrative pronouns
could be “nay”, “kia”, “ay”, “d6”, “no”, etc. (E.g. “Chiéc tii mau hong ds”).

2.2. Some differences between English and Vietnamese noun phrase
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First, in English, it is important for language users to follow the occurrence of a noun
and its determiners. It means that a noun in singular form must go with a determiner. This,
therefore, seems inadequate to say “I will not buy car” in English but still possible to say
“t61 s€ khdng mua xe” in Vietnamese. The diffrerence in the functions of pronouns as a head
of a noun phrase between two languages is also worhtly concerned. Pronouns usually occurs
without any kind of modification in the English language and pre-modification is virtually
impossible for pronouns. However, the combination of pre-modification and pronouns has
occured frequently in Vietnamese. For examples, saying “mdy anh mua hang di” is accepted
in Vietnamese, but it will be considered as grammartical errors if one says “some he go
shopping”. In addition, the head in English noun phrases must be a noun or a pronoun,
whereas the nucleus in Vietnamese can be a noun or a phrase called “nglr danh tu”. This
“ngtr danh tir” which may include a classifier noun + a noun, a verb, an adjective is a
distinctive element in Vietnamese when comparing to English.

The appereance of identifier within a noun phrase in English and Vietnamse is also
different. While an English noun phrase mostly shows only one identifier (E.g. “a book” or
“my book”, not “a my book”), many Vietnamsese noun phrases may accept more than one
identifer in the same word (E.g. “mdt cudn sach cua t6i”). In this case, the correct translation
form this Vietnamese phrase into English must be “a book of mine”. Fourth, the front
elements in Vietnamese noun phrases indicate quantity while the end elements do with the
quality (E.g. “Mot c6 gai dep”). However, the pre-modification in English noun phrases may
include words of quality (Eg. “A beautiful girl”). It shows that the way front elements in two
languages occur within the phrase is different to each other. In English, it is possible to put
an adjective phrase before the head noun, but that is ungrammatical in Vietnamese (E.g. It
is impossible to say “Mot dep cd gai” in Vietnamese). Apart from that, some other
differences between the use of noun phrases in English and Vietnamse are shown in the table
below:

Elements English Vietnamese

in the end of element + after the
nucleus (c6 gai nay)

always begin with ‘cua’ + after
the head noun (chiéc vay cua
cd 4y, ngbi nha ciia ban)

before the head noun (the children | act as and end element (sach

demonstratives | before the head noun (this girl)

before the head noun (her dress,

0ssesives
P your house)

noun modifier

books) thiéu nhi)
: before the head noun (the third act as and end element (nguoi
ordinal numbers .
person) tha ba)

2.3. Teaching implication

The analysis of difference between English and Vietnamese approaches to NP could be
useful for teachers of English in Vietnam when it comes to teach their students grammatical
points involving NP. Many Vietnamese learners these days seem still confused to translate
and English phrase into Vietnamese due to the differences in the word order (E.g. “mét chiéc
vay madi” may be translated into “a dress new” instead of “a new dress”). Or they sometimes
forget to put determiners when translating a Vietnamese phrase into English (E.g. “c6 ay s&
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mua chiéc 6” could be translated into “she will buy umbrella” instead of “she will buy an
umbrella”). And it should not be neglected to mention many other possible mistakes that can
cause students anxious to study NP are the order of adjectives, modifiers, possesives and
ordinal numbers. Teachers, in this case, should ask students to pay attention to these negative
transfers so that they can avoid making mistakes. For instance, the OSACOM (Opionion-
Size-Age-Colour-Origin-Material) rule could be a suggestion to help students having
troubles in putting adjectives in a correct order before a head noun to remember them easily.

3. CONCLUSION

Noun phrases in English and Vietnamese have some interesting thought-provoking
differences that are really necessary to recognize. That is not only for implication in teaching
- learning but also in translation. A careful study is very useful. This paper has mentioned
some of many interesting differences between the two languages, but it can not be a
thoughtful and informative enough writing about noun phrases.
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MOT NGHIEN CUU VE CUM DANH TU TRONG
TIENG ANH VA TIENG VIET

Tom tit: C4 thé néi cum danh tir luén déng mét vai tro rat quan trong doi véi bat ky ngén
Ngé NA0 bdi né thuwong dwoc xem nhur mét thanh phan co ban trong viéc tao nén mgt cau
hoan chinh va ¢6 nghia. Tuy vdy, hau hét cac ngdn ngir ciing sé xudt hién sy khac biét nhat
dinh trong viéc sir dung cum danh ti bat ké ching cd thé mang nhiéu ddc diém twong dong
vé cdu trdc cau. Trong quéa trinh day va hoc tiéng Anh, viéc ndm duwoc sue giong va khéac
nhau gi#a cum danh tir tieng Anh va tiéng Viét 1a vo cang can thiét nham gitp giam thiéu
viéc mdc 14i sai trong cau. Nghién cizu ndy sé tién hanh khdo sat va so sanh vé cau tric
nga nghia-ci phap giia cum danh tir tiéng Anh va tiéng Viét, tir @6 gop phan gilp nguoi
hoc va nguroi day c6 thé xdc dinh va giam thiéu nhing 16i sai thiong gap phdi trong qué
trinh hoc tiéng Anh. Bai viét ciing dira ra mét sé dé xudt iing dung vao cdng tac day hoc
tieng Anh dua trén nhiing vén dé duoc thao lugn.

Tir khod: Nghién cizu, cum danh tir tiéng Anh, day tiéng Anh, cum danh tir tiéng Viét.
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