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ABSTRACT

Relative clauses play a crucial role in improving students’ writing and speaking performances. In
this study, a 20-question survey was delivered to 100 EFL seniors at a university in Vietnam to find out
the extent to which they understood different types of relative clauses and different relative pronouns.
Also, the frequency at which these relative clauses and pronouns were used in their written and spoken
communication was investigated. The findings showed the participants’ lack of understanding of these
aspects. They also preferred using restrictive relative clause over non-restrictive clause, and certain rel-
ative pronouns were used significantly more frequently than the others. Recommendations for teachers
to raise students understanding of relative clauses and relative pronouns, as well as to improve students’
performance were also made for teachers’ conventional teaching practice.
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TOM TAT
Hiéu biét ciia sinh vién chuyén Anh vé ménh dé quan hé

Ménh d@é quan hé la mét chii diém quan trong ciia ngit phap tiéng Anh. Tuy nhién, kha ndang sir dung
ménh dé quan hé mot cach ding dan ciia sinh vién van la mot cau hoi can giai dap. Trong nghién ciru
nay, bang khao sat gom 20 cau héi duwgc thiee hién trén 100 sinh vién chuyén Anh nam cudi nham nghién
ciru hiéu biét cia ho vé ménh dé quan hé va dai tir quan hé. Nghién ciru ciing nham im ra mirc do sir
dung cdc chii diém ngén ngir nay. Két qua cho thdy mét sé heong I6n doi twong nghién ciru con thiéu
hiéu biét vé chii diém ngén ngiv nay. Két qud ciing chi ra rang nhiing sinh vién nay wa chudng ménh dé
quan hé han dinh hon ménh de quan hé khong han dinh, va dung mot 6 dai tir quan hé nhiéu hon gdp
nhiéu lan so véi cac dai tir quan hé khdc. Do d6, mét s6 phwong thirc nham phat huy kha ning ciia sinh
vién dé sir dung ménh dé quan hé dung va hiéu qua hon ciing da dwoc dé cap dén trong bai viét nay.

Tir khéa: ménh dé quan hé, ngi phdp tiéng Anh, sinh vién chuyén Anh.

1. Introduction 2002). Students use relative clauses to give ad

Grammar, regardless of the country or the
language, is the foundation for communica-
tion. When a message is relayed with the correct
grammar, it is easier to understand the purpose
and meaning of that message (Biber, 2002). In
order to communicate, a learner should know the
grammar of the language. It is important to be
able to express yourself, but this should be done
in a way that people find it easy to understand
and syntax is significant (Thornbury, 1999).

English grammar is an impo
lish, and relative clauses is an important part
of English grammar since they enable more ef
fective written and oral communication (Biber,
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ditional information about something without
starting another sentence. By combining sen-
tences using relative clauses, a text becomes
more fluent and repeating words, phrases or
sentences can also be avoided (Murphy, 1994).
‘English relative clauses can often be a stu

bling block for EFL learners, due to their co

plex nature’ (Rattanasak and Phoocharoensil,
2014). Although relative clauses are important
elements in syntax (Abdolmanafi and Rahmani,
2012; Ching and Shu, 2014; University of Shef-
field, 2012, all cited in Sofia and Lubaba, 2017),
Alotaibi (2016) concluded that learners made
a lot of errors in using relative pronouns. The
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significance of improving the situation has been
approved by a significant number of researchers
(Altakhaineh and Zibin, 2014; Alotaibi, 2016;
Zibin and Altakhaineh, 2016).

Similar evidence from students’ practice at
a university in Vietnam has revealed their prob-
lems in using relative clauses. Hence, it is vital
to reinforce the reality and work out solutions in
case the problems do exist. This is the major ra-
tionale for this study. Generally, senior students
are believed to have fuller understanding of all
the subjects covered in their studying program.
Therefore, they were chosen to be part of this
study as representatives. Identifying the signifi
cance of relative clauses, and the demand to en
hance students’ performance, this paper explores
about relative clauses in-depth to assist students
have deeper understanding of this grammar point
and to improve students’ performance.

2. Literature review

“A relative clause is a dependent clause that
functions as an adjective; that is, it modifies a
noun or pronoun. For this reason, relative claus-
es are also called adjective clauses” (Alice and
Ann, 1998). In the sentence “The first American
thanksgiving feast, which took place in 1621,
lasted three days.”, the dependent clause which
took place in 1621 is a relative clause that modi-
fies the noun phrase The first American thanks-
giving feast. This noun phrase is the antecedent
of the relative clause. “Place of relative clauses
after its antecedent and as close to it as possible
to avoid confusion” (Alice and Ann, 1998). In
the sentence “He left the gift in his friend’s car
that he had just bought.”, it is not clear whether
the relative clause modifies car or gift. However,
the relative clause in this sentence, He left the
gift that he had just bought in his friend’s car,
clearly modifies gift (Alice and Ann, 1998).

A relative clause is one kind of dependent
clause. It has a subject and verb(s), but cannot
stand alone as a sentence. It is sometimes called
an adjective clause because it functions like an
adjective, giving more information about a noun.
A relative clause always begins with a relative
pronoun, which substitutes for a noun, a noun
phrase, or a pronoun when sentences are ¢
bined (Alice and Ann, 1998). Relative clauses
are non-essential parts of a sentence. It may add
meaning, but if it is removed, the sentence will
still function grammatically.

It is important to distinguish between differ-
ent types of relative clauses because it affects the
choice of pronoun used to introduce the clause
(Alice and Ann, 1998). Relative clauses include
two main types: restrictive relative clauses and
non-restrictive relative clauses. Relative clauses
are either restrictive (necessary) or nonrestric-
tive (unnecessary) (Alice and Ann, 1998).

A restrictive relative clause is used after an
indefinite noun, so it is necessary to identify the
preceding noun. A restrictive relative clause does
not require a comma (Alice and Ann, 1998). “We
like the woman”. “The woman” is indefinite
noun. “We like the woman who is standing at
the board”. Who (subject), whom (object) are
used for people. which for thing, that for people
and thing (Alice and Ann, 1998). “The people
come from Sweden. They are taking photos over
there”. In this example, the people is the subject.
Relative pronoun is the subject of a clause, and
the subject is not repeated. Therefore, a sentence
like “The people who (that) are taking photos
over there come from Sweden.” is correct.

The relative pronoun whose is used to replace
things that belongs to someone or something.
For instance, “We live in a small town whose in-
habitants are friendly and helpful.”” (We live in a
small town. Its inhabitants are friendly and help-
ful.). We have another example “That is the mis-
take which (that/X) [ am complaining about”. 1t
combines two sentences “That is the mistake. |
am complaining about it”. When whom, which
or whose are used, the preposition comes at the
beginning of the clause. There is a relati
noun whom, which can be used as the object of
the relative clauses. For example: “My science
teacher is a person whom I like very much”.
To many people, the word whom may probably
sound old-fashioned, and it is rarely used in spo
ken English.

The relative pronouns where and when are
used with place and time nouns. In the example
“The city where/ in which we spent our holiday
last year is beautiful ”, where is used with nouns
of’place. In this example, the city is the noun, the
relative pronoun is where/ in which. An article
can be used at the beginning of the clause; for
example, “The day when/ that we met each other
is unforgettable” or it can be written “The day
on which we met each other is unforgettable”
(Alice and Ann, 1998).
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In the following example “The reason why/
that I came late was that my car had broken
down on the way”, for which can be used to re-
place for reason “The reason for which I came
late was that my car had broken down on the
way.” (Alice and Ann, 1998). In this example,
the noun is being identified as the reason. When
the relative adverb why modifies reason, the
word reason can be omitted to avoid tautology.

A non-restrictive relative clause is used after
a definite noun, so it is not necessary to identify
the preceding noun, but simply to give further
information about the noun. It can be omitted
without loss of meaning. A separation of it from
the rest of the sentence with a comma is required.
A non-restrictive relative clause requires a com-
ma (Alice and Ann, 1998). “We don't like Mrs
Thu”. Mrs Thu is definite Noun. “We don t like
Mrs Thu, who always gives us difficult tests”.
Who refers to people and sometimes to pet an
mals. It is used to introduce non-restrictive rela-
tive clauses. Whom is used in formal style or in
writing to refer to people when the person is the
object of the verb. It is more common in writing
than in speaking. Which is used in relative claus-
es to refer to things, to introduce non-restrictive
relative clauses. Which is also used to introduce a
relative clause when it refers to a whole sentence
or clause. Whose is used as relative pronoun to
indicate possession by people and things, whose
before nouns instead of possessive expressions
(my, your, his, her, its, our, their and the others)
(Alice and Ann, 1998).

The relative pronoun that can never be used
in Non-restrictive relative clauses. Moreover,
an article can be put in front of a relative pro
noun when it does not change the meaning of
the verb before it (Alice and Ann, 1998). In for-
mal language, where and when are often used
to introduce defining relative clauses instead of
at which, in which, on which or for which. In
the example “He loves London, where/ which/
in which he was born in”, the relative pronouns
where and when are used with place and time
nouns. The sentence “September 11, 2001, when
the US was attacked, is a historic day” is com-
bined from two sentences “September 11, 2001
is a historic day.” and “The US was attacked on
that day”. ‘The only position in which the rela
tive pronoun is not obligatory is when the con
stituent to be relativized is in the object position’
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(Rokni and Rahmani, cited in Sofia and Lubana,
2017).

There are common mistakes and errors found
about relative clauses. For instance, students may
use that instead of who, whom, or which in non-
defining incorrectly. For example, it can be writ-
ten as “Dr. White, whom you met in my office, is
an ecologist”’; however, “Dr.White, that you met
in my office, is an ecologist” is unacceptable. In
addition, what is not used as a relative pronoun.
The sentence “So, he can make himself easily
understood in the two languages, which helps a
lot” is correct. However, the sentence “So, he
can make himself easily understood in the two
languages, what help a lot” is incorrect. Who is
not used for things. It can not be written as “She
is written some great cookery book who have got
pictures of delicious-looking recipes”. Instead,
it has to be “She is written some great cookery
book which has got pictures of delicious-looking
recipes”.

Senior students have to be aware of these
mistakes to avoid shortcomings (Alice and Ann,
1998). From that, they are able to use relative
clauses to improve their writing performance.
Writing that contains subordinate structure is
more sophisticated than writing that contains
mostly simple and compound sentences. Rela-
tive clauses are one of the ways to subordinate.

3. Research Methods

This paper aimed to investigate the unde
standing of relative clauses by EFL seniors at a
Vietnamese university. In addition, their misuses
of relative clauses were classified into differ
ent types. In this chapter, the first part gives a
description of the process of participant s
tion. Next, the instruments used in the study
are presented. Then, the procedure of data col-
lection and the implementation of the study are
described. A discussion on the findings comes
at the end. A sample size of a pilot group of
92 students and a creditably surveyed group of
78 students were chosen for the purpose of the
study, ensuring a relative balance between gen-
ders. The participants share similar background
knowledge about grammar. The distribution of
participants into two groups was done randomly.

In this study, a 20-question survey was co
ducted. Questions 1 to 5 asked about students’
understanding of relative clauses. Questions 6 to
15 asked about common mistakes that these sen-



TAP CHi KHOA HOC PAI HOC VAN HIEN

TAP6 SO 1

iors often make. Questions 16 to 20 asked about
the participants’ viewpoints on the importance
of relative clauses. First, the participants were
chosen. Next, the survey was designed. Then, it
is piloted on the pilot group. After being edited
and modified, it is applied for the accredited par-
ticipants.

4. Findings and Discussion

Results showed that the participants had dif

ferent levels of understanding of the use of re-
strictive clause and non-restrictive clause, as
well as of the relative pronouns. Also, they used
restrictive and non-restrictive clauses at different
frequency levels, with preference towards some
relative pronouns over the others. Purposes in
using relative clauses by students, as well as a
lack of full understanding about relative clauses
were also identified.

Table 1. Participants’ understanding of the correct uses of different relative clauses

No. Types of relative clauses Rate of understanding
1 Restrictive relative clauses 51
2 Non-restrictive relative clauses 33
3 Both of them 16

In the survey, the participants were asked to
answer questions to figure out to which extent
they understood relative clauses. Table 1 shows
that the participants understood restrictive rela-
tive clauses more clearly than non-restrictive

relative clauses, with 51% of students had fuller
understanding of restrictive relative clauses and
33% had fuller understanding of non-restrictive
clauses. A percentage of 16% understood both
types clearly.

Table 2. Frequency to which different relative clauses were used

No. Types of relative clauses Rate of use
1 Restrictive relative clauses 55%

2 Non-restrictive relative clauses

3 Both of them 10

In the survey, the participants were also asked to
answer how often they used restrictive and non-
restrictive clauses in their written and spoken
communications. Table 2 presents a number of

55% of students usually used restrictive relative
clauses, and 35% usually used non-restrictive
clauses. Only 10% used both of them in their
writing and speaking.

Table 3. Participants’ understanding of the correct uses of relative pronouns

No. Level of correct understanding Number of students
1 10

2 80%-90% 9

3 60%-80% 55

4 40%-60% 30

5 10%-40% 6
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In the survey, the participants were also ex-
amined to which extent they understood how
to use the earlier mentioned relative pronouns
correctly. Table 3 shows that over half of par
ticipants had a level of correct understanding
of the uses of these relatives pronouns, which
was proved by the percentages between 60%

to 80%. A humble number of 9 students had a
fuller understanding, and 30 students had lower
understanding. Although there was no report on
participants who did not know how to use rela

tive pronouns, no participants had 100% full un-
derstanding of this.

Table 4. Frequency to which different relative pronouns were used

No. Relative pronouns Rate of use
1 Who 59%

2 Whom 7%

3 Whose 4%

4 Which 15%

5 That 11%

6 When 2

7 Where 2%

When the students were asked to tick to which
extent they used different relative pronouns in
their writing and speaking, it was revealed that
some were used with as many times more fre-
quent while some were at rare use. Table 4 in
dicates that the most popular relative pronoun
used by students was who, with 59%, followed
by which, 15%. A percentage of 7% went for the
relative pronoun whom and 4% chose the rela-
tive pronoun whose. The humble 2% indicate a
rare use for when and where.

5. Conclusion and Recommendations

To conclude, more than half of the students
said that they did not have enough knowledge
about relative clauses. Most students could not
identify between a restrictive clause and a non-
restrictive clause. Most of them used restric-
tive relative clauses more than non-restrictive
clauses; however, they were not certain about
whether they used relative clauses correctly or
not. The same percentage of participants had
correct understanding of the way relative pro-
nouns are used in written and spoken commu-
nication. Also, the pronoun who and which were
reported to be the most common used ones. Blur
understanding on how to use the other relative
pronouns still existed, so did the discrepancy of
level to which different relative clauses and rela-
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tive pronouns were used.

As can be seen, almost half of the partici-
pants lack appropriate understanding of re
tive clauses and relative pronouns. The findings
suggest that teachers should put more effort
in strengthening the students’ knowledge of
relative clauses. Teachers should also help stu-
dents to strengthen the learning of syntax and
pay more attention to consolidate the grammar
point after the lesson. As for the usages of
tive clauses that are easily confusing, teachers
should give clearer explanation and point out
the differences between these usages, support
further practice and encourage using them more
in their real communication. Teachers should
also encourage students to use the language and
improve their ability of using the language. The
aim of language learning is language use. Hence,
teachers should try every way to have students
use relative clauses either not only in written but
oral form (Thornbury, 1999). Practicing using
relative clauses can not only activate students’
knowledge, train them to think in English, but
also can give students opportunity for self-e
uating to realize their weaknesses and find ways
to overcome them. A significant discrepancy of
level to which different relative clauses and rela-
tive pronouns were used and better methods to
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apply this kind of language use more effectively
might probably need further research.
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