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國立政治大學英國語文學系碩士班 

碩士論文提要 
 

 

論文名稱：台灣高中生副詞子句使用 

 

指導教授：尤雪瑛 博士 
 

研究生：余佳玟 
 

論文提要內容： 
本研究旨在探討台灣高中生副詞子句的使用，並且探究台灣高中生在副詞子

句使用上所產生的錯誤。此外，為更進一步了解台灣高中生對於副詞子句的認

知，本研究亦檢視了目前國內高中生普遍所使用的英語教科書，以了解英語副詞

子句的呈現方式以及內容的編排。本研究受試者為兩班高二學生，一共 43 位。

研究工具為學生高二上學期三篇指定英文作文寫作。 

研究結果顯示，副詞子句為一高中生作文中常出現之句型結構。受試者能夠

使用不同語意種類的副詞子句來補充說明主要子句的訊息。在各式不同種類副詞

子句當中，時間副詞子句出現頻率最高。限定副詞子句(finite adverbial clauses)

使用的頻率遠多於非限定副詞子句(non-finite adverbial clauses)。限定副詞子句使

用當中，時間副詞子句、因果副詞子句、條件副詞子句、目的副詞子句以及讓步

副詞子句，依序為最常使用的副詞子句；非限定副詞子句使用當中，目的副詞子

句以及時間副詞子句為使用頻率最高的副詞子句。 

雖然副詞子句是基本句型，但經錯誤分析的結果顯示，學生對於副詞子句沒

有完整的了解，仍有不正確的使用。整體而言，句子不完整( sentence fragment)

以及使用錯誤（不恰當）副詞連接詞使用(illogical subordinate conjunction)為最常

發生的錯誤。在限定副詞子句使用上，最常犯的錯誤為不完整句子、錯誤或不恰

當的副詞連接詞使用、重複連接詞標記(double marking)以及無主語(null 

subject)。在非限定副詞子句使用上，不連結修飾語(dangling modifier)為最常出現
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之錯誤。這些錯誤很可能是因為中文以及英文之間的差異以及對副詞子句沒有充

分的理解所導致。 

而教科書當中對副詞子句的介紹，也可以解釋學生學習使用副詞子句所犯的

錯誤及遭遇的問題。從檢視教科書以及教師手冊當中的句型以及寫作兩個單元發

現，在句型呈現上，副詞子句的介紹以及呈現主要著重在單句句型結構以及語意

相近的句型結構替換。副詞子句的篇章功能以及副詞連接詞的使用則較被忽略。

句型練習中，也較少有情境式的真實語言呈現。在寫作單元上，副詞子句也多半

侷限於其句型結構上，而忽略了其詳細語用以及篇章功能概念。綜合研究結果，

本研究提出較完善的教學建議，以幫助教學工作者以及學習者對副詞子句在教學

上及學習上有更進一步的了解。 
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Abstract 
 

 The purpose of the present study is to investigate how adverbial clauses are used 

in Taiwanese senior high school students’ written production and what kinds of 

difficulties students encounter in employing the structure. In addition, to understand 

how Taiwanese EFL learners construct their knowledge of adverbial clauses, senior 

high school students’ English textbooks and teachers’ manuals are also examined to 

find out the presentation of adverbial clauses. Forty-three senior high school students 

from two different classes in their second year participated in the research. Three 

assigned compositions in one semester were collected for data analysis.  

The result showed that adverbial clauses are commonly utilized to express 

various types of circumstantial meanings in the learners’ writing. Temporal adverbial 

clauses are of the most use among different kinds of adverbial clauses. Adverbial 

clauses are further categorized into two types: finite and non-finite adverbial clauses. 

The use of finite adverbial clauses is far more frequent than the use of non-finite 

adverbial clauses. This may attribute to the amount of exposure to the finite adverbial 

clauses and syntactic complexities of non-finite clauses. In finite clauses, temporal 

adverbial clauses are the most frequently used, followed by causal, conditional, 

purpose and concessive adverbial clauses respectively. In non-finite adverbial clauses, 

adverbial clauses of purpose are the most used, then clauses of time. 

 To identify Taiwanese senior high school students’ difficulties in using 

adverbial clauses, an error analysis was conducted. It was found that adverbial clauses 

are problematic to the learners. Overall, sentence fragment and illogical subordinate 

conjunction are the two main error types. Most of the errors occur in finite clauses, 

including sentence fragment, illogical subordinate conjunction, double marking and 

null subject. In non-finite clauses, error type is exclusively dangling modifier. The 

reasons for the errors may be due to learners’ incomprehensive understanding toward 

the use of adverbial clauses and the differences between Chinese and English.  

In addition, learners’ textbooks were evaluated to see how adverbial clauses were 

generally introduced and presented. An examination of grammar (sentence patterns) 
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 xvii

and writing sections revealed that in grammar section, the emphasis is mainly on the 

introduction of various linguistic forms of adverbial clauses and syntactic structures 

that bear similar semantic meanings. Moreover, they are presented mostly in 

isolation without meaningful and contextual presentations. The functional aspect of 

adverbial clauses and the contextual presentation of subordinate conjunctions are 

quite neglected. Likewise, in writing section, the focus is mostly limited to the 

introduction of various types of adverbial clauses and subordinate conjunctions. 

Clearer explanations of the conjunctions and the functional role of adverbial clauses 

in writing are relatively overlooked. Concluding from the previous findings, it is 

suggested that more explicit and contextual presentations are needed to help learners 

to develop a more complete understanding of the use of adverbial clauses.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION  

 

Motivation  

Whether in a spoken or written communication context, layers of information 

need to be integrated and organized for listeners or readers to follow. The 

employment of subordination allows the distinctness of importance of information in 

a discourse (Greenbaum and Quirk, 1990). The construction of adverbial clauses is 

one of subordinate clauses to signal such relation (Greenbaum and Quirk, 1990; 

Tyler, 1994). With the use of adverbial clauses, a variety of supplementary 

circumstantial meanings are provided to the main clauses. However, it seems that 

the structure does not get much attention. Based on Parrott’ (2000) observation, ESL 

learners tend to overuse coordinate clauses while adverbial clauses are needed and 

more appropriate for the combination of information. Consider the following 

example from a learner’s work: 

 

    (1)We went to Charing Cross Pier at the correct time but the boat didn’t come 

so we waited but it still didn’t come and we went to the station and we 

caught a train. We arrived in Greenwich and then we learned that the 

museum closed at 5.00 and we had ten minutes in the exhibition and we had 

some drinks by the river and we took the train back train back to Charing 

Cross Station.  

                                                  (Parrott, 2000, p. 338) 

 

In the example, the paragraph is composed of exclusively coordinate clauses. From 

the perspective of syntax, the paragraph is grammatically correct. However, when 
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2

the overall meanings and information flow are taken into consideration, the 

messages are presented in a non-differentiated discourse structure, which would 

increase the readers’ reading and memory load since there is no differentiation of 

importance of information. With the use of adverbial clauses for the integration of 

clauses, intended meanings would be more organized and clearly delivered. For 

instance, “We arrived in Greenwich and then we learned that the museum closed at 

5.00…” could be modified into “By the time we arrived in Greenwich, we learned 

that the museum closed at 5.00…”. With the use of a temporal adverbial clause, the 

sequences of events and focus of information are more explicitly expressed. 

Moreover, it is suggested that the utilization of adverbial clauses for information 

prominence is considered a sign for reaching more native-like and advanced writing 

(Hinkel, 2003, 2004; Tyler, 1994). Therefore, the importance of adverbial clauses 

cannot be underestimated. Attention needs to be called for. 

Adverbial clauses are typically introduced by different types of adverbial 

conjunctions. These conjunctions are to establish the connection between the 

meaning in a main clause and that in an adverbial clause (Greenbaum and Quirk, 

1990; Kortmann, 1996). With the use of adverbial conjunctions, the information in 

the main clauses could be further supported by the information in the adverbial 

clauses. However, the diversity of adverbial conjunctions in each semantic type may 

be confusing and somehow difficult to learners (Chang and Chang, 2009; Hinkel, 

2004; Izzo, 1995; Lorenz, 1999). Some adverbial conjunctions bear inherited 

syntactic complexities or “polyfunctionality” (Kortmann, 1996, p. 89). As the 

following two examples illustrate:  
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3

(2)    It would probably last until the evening.  

He wasn’t even a suspect until you got that note. 

                                       (Jackson, 1991, p. 52 and 201) 

(3)   Since we moved to Florida, we’ve gone to the beach.   

         Since the weather is warm here, we moved to Florida. 

                                                (DeCapua, 2008, p. 293) 

 

In example (1), the parts of speech of until in the two sentences are different. 

In the first sentence, it is a preposition while it is a subordinate conjunction which 

specifies a time frame for its main clause in the second sentence. In example (2), it 

shows that a subordinate conjunction could denote different semantic meanings. 

Since in the first sentence conveys a temporal relation. On the other hand, since in 

the second sentence carries a causal meaning. Because of these inherited features of 

subordinate conjunctions, learners may find them perplexing in both comprehension 

and application. 

In Taiwan, based on their linguistic complexities, adverbial clauses have been 

introduced to learners early in the process of language learning. Starting from junior 

high school, different syntactic forms and types of adverbial clauses are introduced 

to learners along the way to senior high school. In spite of its early introduction and 

significance in information combining, it seems that the structure hardly gain any 

significance in EFL grammar instruction, especially as an important syntactic 

structure in writing. In addition, adverbial clauses could be challenging to learners. 

Some errors have been identified concerning the use of adverbial clauses in ESL and 

EFL students’ written productions (Cowan, 2008; Hinkel, 2004; Izzo, 1995; Lorenz, 

1999; Parrott, 2000; Pretorius, 2006). Since the use of adverbial clauses is an 
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4

indication for higher level of writing and learners have difficulty utilizing the 

structure, it is our intention to find out whether Taiwanese EFL senior high school 

students employ adverbial clauses for message integration in their writing. More 

importantly, we would like to find out their difficulties in employing the structure.  

In an EFL context such as Taiwan, textbooks are undoubtedly one of the major 

resources for learners’ input and teachers’ instruction. With the inception of 

communicative language teaching, the view of teaching and learning of grammar 

structure has taken on a different role. It is suggested that the presentation of 

grammar structures in textbooks should be contextual and meaningful for learners to 

fully understand the form, meaning and appropriate use of a linguistic form 

(Celce-Murica, 1991, 2002; Larsen-Freeman, 1991; Savignon, 2001, 2002). 

Therefore, the exploration into the introduction and presentation of adverbial clauses 

in textbooks is essential to see how the concept of adverbial clauses is formed in the 

process of English learning.  

 

Purpose of the Study  

As a fundamental syntactic structure, adverbial clauses have been discussed in 

several aspects. A number of research has tackled on the grounding function of 

adverbial clauses in both L1 and L2 context across different genres (Berman and 

Slobin, 1994; Chafe, 1984; Chan, 1998; Diessel, 2001, 2005; Ford, 1993; Givon, 

1979; Khalil, 2000, 2005; Mathiesen and Thompson, 1988; Ramsey, 1987; Shih, 

2002; Thomposn, 1987; Yu, 2001). Among them, only few have focused on EFL 

Taiwanese senior high school students’ use of adverbial clauses (Chan, 1998; Shih, 

2002; Yu, 2001).  

In terms of the application of adverbial clauses in writing in ESL and EFL 
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contexts, numbers of studies have observed learners’ preference to use certain types 

of adverbial clauses (Field and Yip, 1992; Granger and Rayson, 1996; Milton and 

Tsang, 1993; Tan, 2008). Particularly, some studies investigated the use of some 

specific types of adverbial clauses or subordinate conjunctions (Chang and Chang, 

2009; Lorenz, 1999). It is our aim to find out if Taiwanese senior high school 

students perform in the similar way.  

    As mentioned in the foregoing part, in Taiwan, adverbial clauses have been 

introduced to learners since junior high school1. In senior high school, these 

linguistic forms are further expanded. Variations of syntactic structures are presented 

to show their different use in different contexts. In this period, development of the 

writing skill is a requisite to achieve a higher level of English learning. Therefore, 

we would like to investigate how adverbial clauses are used in senior high students’ 

compositions. The aim of the current study is to address the following research 

questions:  

 

    1. Do EFL Taiwanese senior high school students employ adverbial clauses in 

their writing? What types of adverbial clauses are frequently used? How are 

these adverbial clauses generally used? What types of errors are made?  

    2. How are adverbial clauses presented and instructed in students’ textbooks 

and teachers’ teaching manuals?  

 

Significance of the Study 

    It is hoped that with the investigation, teachers could have a more 

 
1 According to an elementary English teacher and a quick review of elementary school English 
textbooks, adverbial clauses are hardly the focus in the elementary teaching curriculum; they are only 
mentioned sporadically in textbook contents.    
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6

comprehensive understanding toward learners’ use of adverbial clauses. Possible 

explanations of the errors will be provided as well as pedagogical implications. With 

the information, teachers could offer more proper teaching and learning materials or 

remediation for the difficulties learners encounter; learners would be able to utilize 

adverbial clauses more accurately and appropriately in their writing to create more 

coherent texts. In addition, an exploration into learners’ textbooks and teachers’ 

manuals could provide more insight into the presentation of adverbial clauses and 

help teachers make good use of or make modifications of the materials for class 

instruction. The results of the examination would also provide some suggestions for 

future textbook compilations. 

 

Organization of the Thesis  

In chapter one, motivation, purpose and significance of the current research is 

introduced. In the following chapter, the researcher will define how the linguistic 

structure—adverbial clauses should be introduced and presented in the era of 

communicative language teaching. Several relevant areas are reviewed in chapter two. 

To start with, the principles of communicative language teaching and the role of 

grammar are discussed. Then, the syntactic, semantic and functional aspects of 

adverbial clauses are elaborated; the role of adverbial clauses in writing and previous 

research regarding the use of adverbial clauses is reported. Next, the concept of error 

analysis and its role in grammar instruction are discussed. Finally, the importance of 

textbooks in ESL/EFL context and the criteria for textbook grammar presentation are 

suggested. In chapter three, the background of the participants, source of data, data 

collection procedures, data analysis procedures, these methodological procedures are 

expatiated. Chapter four makes a detailed report on the results and discussion derived 
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from the findings. The last chapter summarizes the findings of the current research 

and provides pedagogical implications and suggestions in hopes shedding some light 

on the teaching and learning of the construction of adverbial clauses. Additionally, 

limitations of the present research and suggestions for further research are offered.   
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

 This chapter reviews the construction of adverbial clauses and other relevant 

areas. We would like to define how adverbial clauses should be presented and 

instructed in the communicative language teaching approach. Section one introduces 

the concept of communicative language teaching and the role of grammar in 

communicative language teaching. Section two discusses two important syntactic 

structures to achieve coherent discourse: coordination and subordination. The study 

focuses on one of the subordination—adverbial clauses from different perspectives. 

Section three presents the significance of adverbial clauses in writing and reviews 

studies related to the use of adverbial clauses in ESL/EFL context. In section four, 

we talk about error analysis, which is generally conducted to discover students’ 

interlanguage in learning a second or foreign language. In addition, the role of error 

analysis in grammar instruction and sources of errors are elaborated. In the last 

section, we look at the role of textbooks in ESL/EFL context and the evaluation 

criteria for textbook grammar presentation.  

 

Grammar in Communicative Language Teaching 

Communicative language teaching, which is one of the currently practiced 

teaching methods or approaches in language classrooms, has made primary 

modifications concerning the nature of language learning and teaching (Brown, 

2000; Canale and Swain, 1980; Hymes, 1972; Littlewood, 1984; Savignon, 1997, 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 
 

 

9

2001, 2002; Widdowson, 1978). With its introduction, the traditional view of 

grammar, which treats grammar as pieces of linguistic structures, is disregarded. In 

communicative language teaching, grammar is considered essential, for it constructs 

the ground to achieve the attempt to interact and communicate (Brown, 2000). In the 

following, we will introduce the definition of communicative language teaching and 

the role of grammar in communicative language teaching. 

 

Concept of Communicative Language Teaching 

Contrast to traditional teaching and learning methods, which mainly focus on 

the structures and forms of the target language, communicative language teaching 

emphasizes the delivery of meanings (Brown, 2000; Hymes, 1972; Larsen-Freeman, 

1991). It is to help learners to get their intended meanings across effectively 

(Richards and Rodgers, 1986). The emphasis is on the learners instead of the 

language itself (Larsen-Freeman, 1991; Littlewood, 1984; Richards and Rodgers, 

1986; Savignon, 2001). The development of communicative competence (Hymes, 

1972) is the main goal of communicative language teaching. Communicative 

competence involves four aspects: grammatical competence, sociolinguistic 

competence, discourse competence and strategic competence (Canale and Swan, 

1980; Hymes, 1972). According to Savignon (2001), grammatical competence 

concerns the application of a syntactic rule for the communication of meaning; 

sociolinguistic competence involves the appropriateness of the use of a syntactic 

form; discourse competence is the interaction among sentences rather than isolated 

sentences; and the last, strategic competence, involves the employment of all kinds 

of strategies to reach understandable and effective communication. With the 

development of communicative competence, learners are able to use a target 
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language for meaningful, communicative purposes and then see the value of learning 

a second or foreign language (Breen and Candlin, 1980; Brown, 2000; Savignon, 

2001).  

 

The Role of Grammar in Communicative Language Teaching 

Within the realm of communicative language teaching, grammatical competence, 

as one of the elements in communicative competence, is required to reach effective 

communication. It is essential for speakers or writers to utilize all kinds of 

grammatical structures to achieve meaningful communication (Larsen-Freeman, 1991; 

Savignon, 2002). Under the communicative context, grammar is not presented in 

isolated syntactic forms. Instead, three important dimensions need to be taken into 

account: “form, meaning and use” of a syntactic structure (Larsen-Freeman, 1991, p. 

252). To fully understand grammar use, learners need to develop knowledge of the 

formation, semantic meaning and appropriateness of a linguistic structure under a 

certain context (Celce-Murcia, 1991, 2002; Larsen-Freeman, 1991). 

“Focus on form” instruction, distinguished from “focus on forms2” instruction 

(Long, 1991), is a teaching method adopted in a communicative language classroom 

(Ellis, 2001; Long, 1991). It directs students’ attention to a specific linguistic form 

while the focus is still on the delivery of meaning and communication. A pre-selected 

target structure is explicitly presented and instructed in an authentic and 

communicative context (Ellis, 2001; Long, 1991; Norris and Ortega, 2000). To sum, 

 
2 “Focus on forms” is a teaching method which emphasizes the presentation of isolated or discreet 
syntactic structures based on pre-planned instructional materials or sequences regardless of learners’ 
communicative needs in real world (Ellis, 2001; Long, 1991). Further pointed by Ellis (2001), in 
“Focus on forms” instruction, the language itself instead of the learners is the center of the learning 
process. 
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grammar is no longer pieces of discrete structures but an essential component which 

needs to be introduced in a meaningful, communicative-oriented context to achieve 

communication. 

    

Adverbial Clauses  

With the previous discussion, we come to have a clearer picture as to how a 

linguistic form should be expressed within the scope of communicative language 

teaching. Now, we turn our focus to a specific syntactic structure—adverbial clauses. 

It is our aim to elaborate on how the structure should be introduced under 

communicative language teaching.  

Adverbial clauses, one of the subordination structures, are ways for the 

combination and integration of messages in communication (Givon, 1993; Hinkel, 

2004). The construction is generally used to provide different kinds of circumstantial 

meanings for coherence links (Givon, 1993). In this section, we review the notion of 

coordination and subordination and discuss adverbial clauses from different aspects 

for a better understanding toward their form, meaning and use.  

 

The Concept of Coordination and Subordination  

To make intended ideas or thoughts understood and delivered clearly, 

coordination and subordination are two essential syntactic structures to combine 

information into units in the process of communication (Greenbaum, 1991; 

Greenbaum and Quirk, 1990; Tyler, 1994). As Greenbaum and Quirk (1990) defined, 

coordination connects messages or information which share equal prominence while 

subordination conveys information that is considered less significant compared to 

that in the main clauses. Coordinate clauses present propositions which are 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 
 

 

12

independent from each other; they could separately stand alone as individual ideas. 

On the other hand, subordinate clauses are grammatically subordinated to their main 

clauses and dependent of their main clauses. Thus, they are not separable from their 

main clauses (Greenbaum and Quirk, 1990). The combination of a minimum 

subordinate clause and a main clause is called a complex sentence (Greenbaum and 

Quirk, 1990). As the two sentences show: 

 

(4)They are my neighbors, but I don’t know them well.  

 (Greenbaum and Quirk, 1990, p. 262) 

(5)Although I admire her reasoning, I reject her conclusion.  

                                     (Greenbaum and Quirk, 1990, p. 283) 

 

In (4), the two clauses connected by the coordinator but are two main clauses.  

Individually, they can stand alone as independent sentences. The information 

expressed in the two independent clauses is treated with equal importance. Sentence 

(5) is a complex sentence. The main clause is preceded by a concessive adverbial 

clause introduced by a subordinate adverbial subordinator although. The adverbial 

clause functions as an adverbial and provides information which is regarded less 

important than that in the main clause. To encapsulate, coordination presents 

information of equivalent importance whereas subordination organizes information   

hierarchically (Greenbaum and Quirk, 1990; Hinkel, 2004).The employment of the  

two constructions enables layers of information to be integrated effectively and 

differentiated explicitly (Tyler, 1994).     

Subordinate clauses are distinguished into four types: nominal, adverbial, 

relative and comparative clauses (Greenbaum and Quirk, 1990). Among the four 

types of subordinate clauses, adverbial clauses have been introduced to Taiwan EFL 
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students early since junior high school and are considered one fundamental 

linguistic structure. It is suggested that the use of adverbial clauses is one feature 

that characterizes advanced writing (Hinkel, 2003, 2004). Nevertheless, studies 

exploring the use of adverbial clauses of EFL students seem to be quite limited 

(Chang, 2002; Chang and Chang, 2009). Further investigation in the realm of 

adverbial clauses is needed. Therefore, the focus of the current study is on the 

Taiwanese EFL students’ use of adverbial clauses. In the following section, different 

aspects of adverbial clauses are discussed in great detail.  

 

Syntactic Aspect of Adverbial Clauses 

Adverbial clauses are employed to modify verb phrases or whole sentences 

(Greenbaum and Quirk, 1990). Syntactically speaking, they are considered marginal 

in relation to the main clauses in structures (Hinkel, 2004). They are classified into 

two major categories: finite adverbial clauses and non-finite adverbial clauses 

(Greenbaum and Quirk, 1990). In terms of frequency, finite adverbial clauses are of 

the most use (Hacker, 1999). They normally consist of explicit subjects, tensed verbs 

and are introduced by subordinate conjunctions (Greenbaum and Quirk, 1990). 

According to Kortmann (1996), subordinators are conjunctions which denote the 

interclausal relationship between the meanings in the subordinate clauses and in the 

main clauses. As shown in example (6):  

 

(6) A glider pilot is in the hospital with a fractured rib after his aircraft crashed 

into an electricity pylon.  

                          (Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen, 1997, p. 266) 

 

With the introduction of subordinators, the position of adverbial clauses is 
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syntactically reversible3 to their main clauses (Parrott, 2000). As shown in examples 

(7) and (8):  

 

(7) She called him after she had finished her dinner.  

(8) After she had finished her dinner, she called him.   

                                              (Cowan, 2008, p. 547) 

The adverbial clauses introduced by the subordinator after are grammatically correct 

and could be placed either before or after the main clause.  

Types of subordinators are defined (Greenbaum and Quirk, 1990; Quirk, et al., 

1985). They are categorized into three types: simple subordinators, complex 

subordinators and correlative subordinators. As Table 2.1 summarizes: 

 

Table 2.1  

Types of Subordinators  

Types of subordinators  Examples 

Simple subordinators after, before, when, although, if, until, unless, etc. 

Complex subordinators as if, even though, as soon as, in order that, etc.  

 Correlative subordinators such…that, so…that, the more…the more, etc.  

   

Simple subordinators are subordinators that consist of only one word such as when 

and because. Complex subordinators and correlative subordinators are made of more 

than one word. Subordinators such as as if and even though are of this type. 

Correlative subordinators include as…so, whether…or and so on. The difference 

                                                 
3 Not each type of adverbial clauses can change its position. For example, adverbial clauses led by  
correlative subordinators such as as…so, such…as, so…that and others are not included. Their  
positions with their main clauses are not convertible. 
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between complex and correlative subordinators is the level of attachment. Complex 

subordinators are always glued together while correlative subordinators are separated 

from each other (Greenbaum and Quirk, 1990).  

Another type of subordinator standing out is called marginal subordinators. They 

are not included in the previous three categories because of their linguistic 

complexities (Quirk et al., 1985). They are further divided into four types due to their 

complexities: “habitual combination of a subordinator with an adverb”, “temporal 

noun phrases”, “prepositional phrases” and “participle forms” (Greenbaum and Quirk, 

1990, p. 290). “Habitual combination of a subordinator with an adverb” refers to a 

subordinator which combines with one adverb. Subordinators such as even if, if only 

and others are of this kind. Although both the habitual subordinators and complex 

subordinators are comprised of more than one word, the meaning of the subordinators 

alters with the presence of the adverbs in habitual subordinators. Take if only for 

example. If denotes conditional semantic meaning; however, the combination with the 

adverb only changes it into a temporal or conditional clause. “Temporal noun 

phrases” include the minute (that) and the instant (that), etc. According to Quirk et al. 

(1985), they could be viewed as noun phrases that are modified by restrictive clauses. 

“Prepositional phrases” are propositional phrases with the combination with “that” to 

introduce clauses. Examples include because of the fact that, in spite of the fact that, 

due to the fact that and so on (Quirk et al., 1985, p. 1002). Participle forms 

accompanying with “that” such as supposing that and provided that (Quirk et al., 

1985, p. 1003) are subordinators to provide hypothetical conditions. The overall four 

types of subordinators are used as a criterion for the recognition and identification of 

subordinators in the present study. 

 In most cases, a finite adverbial clause could be converted into a non-finite 
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clause, which presents a more compact version of a finite clause. Non-finite clauses 

are generally presented with the absence of explicit subjects for the subjects could 

be understood from the context. The unstated subjects are generally identical with 

the subjects in their matrix clauses4 (Greenbaum and Quirk, 1990). Finite adverbial 

clauses may be condensed into different subtypes of non-finite adverbial clauses, 

which include to-infinitive, -ing participle, -ed participle, bare infinitive, verbless 

clauses and participial clauses (Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen, 1997). Examples from 

(9) to (14) respectively present subtypes of non-finite adverbial clauses:  

 

(9) The family enrolled in courses to attain enlightenment. (to-infinitive) 

                            (Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen, 1997, p. 266) 

(10) I happened to catch your radio programme while driving home.  

(Non-finite clauses) (Parrott, 2000, p. 336) 

(11) The soldiers lounging at the entrance were impassive unless challenged by 

the passengers. (-ed participle)      

(12) Rather than call her, you should invite her over for lunch. (bare infinitive) 

(13) Although invariable considerate, she strikes as somewhat cold.  

(verbless clause) 

(14) Keeping a nervous eye on the passing traffic, many wondered out loud 

which of them would be next. (participial clauses) 

                            (Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen, 1997, p. 266) 

 

Semantic Aspect of Adverbial Clauses 

    Adverbial clauses are crucial for the delivery of a variety of types of 

 
4 It is commonly agreed that when the subject in a non-finite clause is omitted, it is normally assumed 
to be identical to the referent in the main clause (Greenbaum and Quirk, 1990). However, it is not 
always the case. Consider the following examples: (a) Putting it mildly, you have caused us some 
inconvenience. (b) I will help you if necessary. (c) When dining in the restaurant, a jacket and a tie 
are required. (d) Being Christmas, the government offices were closed. (Greenbaum and Quirk, 1990, 
p. 328). Based on the different contexts, in (a), the subject of the adverbial clause is “I”; the subject in 
(b) is “it”; in (c), the subject is an indefinite pronoun “one”, and finally, the subject in (d) is a prop 
“it” (Greenbaum and Quirk, 1990, p. 328). The determination of the oblique subjects in non-finite 
and verbless clauses depends on the contexts. 
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circumstantial meanings to their main clauses (Hinkel, 2003; Miller, 2002). They are 

classified into different groups according to their semantic relations with their main 

clauses (Cowan, 2008). As discussed before, adverbial clauses are generally 

introduced by subordinate conjunctions. Hence, the semantic classification of 

adverbial clauses is typically determined by the subordinate conjunctions that 

connect the adverbial clauses and their main clauses. Based on their semantic 

meanings, adverbial clauses are grouped into several types (Cowan, 2008; Givon, 

1993; Greenbaum and Quirk, 1990; Greenbaum, 1991; Hacker, 1999; Jackson, 1990; 

Kortmann, 1996; Quintero, 2002; Thompson and Longacre, 1985). As diverse as 

these categorizations, most of the categories are overlapping. We incorporate the 

classifications of Greenbaum (1991), Greenbaum and Quirk (1990) and Givon (1993) 

for an overall analysis of the semantic types of adverbial clauses.  

In their classifications, adverbial clauses include different circumstantial 

relations such as place, time, concession, condition, alternative-condition, 

wh-condition, reason, purpose, result, manner (proportion, similarity and 

comparison), preference, exception, addition, comment and means. The following 

section explains these adverbial clauses in detail (Givon, 1993; Greenbaum, 1991; 

Greenbaum and Quirk, 1990).  

A place clause provides the location for the action, event or statement in its 

main clause. Commonly used place adverbial subordinators are where, in which, 

wherever, anywhere, etc. See the following example:  

 

(15)And Mr. McPhee is the envy of other writers for his ability to follow 

wherever his fancy leads.                    

(Greenbaum, 1991, p. 339) 
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A temporal clause denotes a time frame for the action, event or statement 

occurring in the main clause. A wide range of temporal links are expressed such as 

precedence, subsequence, simultaneity, time coincidence, time boundary (initial and 

terminal), and intermediacy and so on (Givon, 1993). Adverbial subordinators used 

for expressing these time frames include when, as soon as, as long as, before, after, 

by the time, by, since, once, until, while and others. Consider (16): 

 

(16) … it was supposed that a king had the right to rule only as long as he was 

acting in the interest.  

(Greenbaum, 1991, p. 339)   

 

Conditional clauses express possible conditions and their consequences. They 

may be either open or hypothetical5. Open conditions do not make any assumption 

about the occurrence of events or actions in the conditional clauses while 

hypothetical conditions guarantee the impossibilities of events or actions in the 

conditional clauses. Commonly used adverbial subordinators are if, as long as, 

assuming that, on condition that, provided that, etc. The following sentences present 

conditional adverbial clauses with open and hypothetical conditions respectively: 

 

(17) If you do not do this, you may have to pay more.        

(18) It would be pleasant if such cruel and feudal performance as tiger and 

rhino hunts were dropped from future royal programs.       

                                          (Jackson, 1990, p. 204) 

 

In (17), the proposition “if you do not do this” is a piece of advice which may be 

 
5 According to Givon (1993, p. 290), there are three types of conditional clauses: (a) simple irrealis 
conditionals (e.g. If you finish on time, you can have this.), (b) subjective irrealis conditionals (e.g. If 
you did that, you would be insane.), and (c) counter-fact conditionals (e.g. If she had known, she 
would have done it.). In the present study, we make no distinctions among the three types since the 
focus is on the use of adverbial clauses in general.    
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taken or not. It belongs to an open condition. On the other hand, in sentence (18), the 

author suggests that the condition “such cruel and feudal performance as tiger and 

rhino hunts were dropped from future royal programs” will not be fulfilled in reality. 

He or she is simply speculating on how different things would be.  

Clauses of concession provide a “presupposed contrast or counter-expectancy” 

(Givon, 1993, p. 297). Expected events, conditions or actions are shown in 

concessive adverbial clauses while the information in the main clauses presents 

unexpected or less-likely happening actions, conditions or events. A number of 

adverbial subordinators such as although, even though, though, whereas, while 

inasmuch, even if 6 and others are used. As example (19) and (20) demonstrate:  

 

(19) Although it was raining, we took a walk.            

(DeCapua, 2008, p. 295)  

(20) Life is one fool thing after another whereas love is two fool things after  

    each other.                                

(DeCapua, 2008, p. 296) 

 

In (19), the information in the adverbial clause conveys an expected action which is a 

contrast to the unexpected idea in the main clause. In (20), the subordinate clause 

presents an idea different from that in the host clause.  

Alternative-conditional clauses are employed to express two or more possible 

conditions. Whether is a commonly used adverbial subordinator. As the following 

example shows:  

 
6The adverbial subordinator even if bears both “conditional” and “concessive” semantic meanings. As 
the following example shows: Even if you drink just a little, they will fire you (Kortmann, 1996, p. 86). 
In this case, the action in the main clause “they will fire you” will be executed whether the action in the 
subordinate clause is done or not. For this reason, adverbial clauses introduced by the subordinator 
even if are identified as concessive-condition clause (Kortmann, 1996). In our study, clauses of this 
kind are identified into the category of concession (Greenbaum and Quirk, 1990).  
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(21) When you tie a standard rose and this applies to any standard rose whether 

you do it yourself or whether you buy it, you really need two ties on it.  

(Greenbaum, 1990, p. 342) 

 

Wh-conditional clauses identify indefinite or any possible conditions for the 

actions, events or statements in the matrix clauses. See example (22):  

 

(22) You really are relatively speaking in comparison with the other two very 

inexperienced however talented you may be.      

(Greenbaum, 1996, p. 342)  

 

Clauses of reason carry explanations such as reasons or causes for what are 

conveyed in the main clauses. Common reason or causal adverbial subordinators are 

because, since, as, whereas, inasmuch as, for, just in case, etc. As sentence (23) 

demonstrates:  

 

(23) The matter is mentioned because the puzzle of Mr. Wilson’s new novel is to 

know clearly what he is saying and where he is standing.  

(Jackson, 1990, p. 209) 

 

The proposition in (23) introduced by a subordinator because expresses a motivation 

for the action of the main clause.  

A purpose clause is used to specify the purpose of an event or action in the 

main clause. The common adverbial subordinators are in order that, so that, so, lest, 

in order that not and so on. Consider the following example: 

  

(24) Skilled ringers use their twists to advance or retard the next swing, so that 
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one bell can swap places with another in the following change.  

                                     (Greembaum, 1991, p. 345) 

 

Unlike the other types of adverbial clauses, non-finite infinitive purpose clauses 

are more frequent than finite purpose clauses to provide reasons or causes 

(Greembaum and Quirk, 1990). They are often introduced by subordinators such as 

in order to, so as to, and to. See example (25):  

 

(25) Britain was providing the cloak for Germany to blind an air force bigger 

than that of France.                             

(Jackson, 1990, p. 208) 

 

Result clauses represent the result of a situation, action or an event described in 

the main clause. The common subordinator is so that. As sentence (26) shows: 

 

(26) … they actually said it was their fault you see so that they paid all the  

cost and everything else .                          

(Grammbaum, 1990, p. 344) 

 

Clauses of manner are utilized to portray how events, actions or statements   

happen or are done in the main clauses. In this categorization, there is a semantic 

blend with clauses of similarity, comparison, and proposition (Jackson, 1990; 

Greenbaum and Quirk, 1990). These clauses could be interpreted as different forms 

of manner. They are introduced by adverbial subordinators such as as, as if, as 

though, in that, just as, like, much as, as…(as), the…the… and others. As shown in 

the following examples:  

 

(27) Loose tongues wag here, just as they do everywhere else.  
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(28) He sat himself down as if the whole day was before him.  

(Jackson, 1991, p. 211) 

    (29) As he grew disheartened, (so) his work deteriorated. 

(Greenbaum and Quirk, 1990, p. 325) 

 

In example (27), the adverbial clause expresses not only proposition of similarity but 

also manner. The proposition followed by as subordinator explains how the loose 

tongues wag. In (28), the information in the subordinate clause is compared to the 

information in the main clause. In this case, the adverbial clause provides an 

illustration as to how the character sat down. In (29), the information in the 

adverbial clause brings out “proportionality or equivalence of tendency and degree” 

(Greenbaum and Quirk, 1990, p. 325) compared to that in the main clause. 

Clauses of preference are employed to denote an event or action which is 

expected to happen, but in reality it is not. Something else occurs and the something 

is explained in the main clause.  

Clauses of preference are often presented in participle or non-finite form 

(Givon, 1993), with their subjects omitted. Common subordinators are rather than, 

instead of, sooner than, etc. For example,  

 

(30) Rather than do the dishes, he watched TV.             

(Givon, 1993, p. 298) 

 

A clause of exception expresses exclusion to the propositional content of the 

main clause. Frequently used subordinators consist of except that and but that and 

others. As the following example demonstrates:  
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(31) The typewriter used is a Remington Rand, which looks like any other 

typewriter except that it is fitted with syllabic Eskimo letters. 

(Quintero, 1999, p. 99) 

 

Clauses of exception are typically expressed in non-finite form, without explicit  

subjects. Adverbial subordinator except for is commonly used (Quintero, 1999). See  

the following sentence: 

 

(32) She was injured so far as he could see, expect for being knocked 

unconscious by the fall.                          

(Quintero, 1999, p. 99)  

 

Clauses of addition are used to offer extra information and add details to the 

information in the main clauses. Clauses of this kind are always presented in 

non-finite structure, without the presence of explicit subjects. Adverbial 

subordinators include in addition to, on top of, apart from and others. Consider 

example (33):  

 

(33) In addition to having your hand stamped, you must show your ticket stub.  

                                                  (Givon, 1993, p. 298) 

 

Comment clauses are used to provide additional comments, and they are more 

frequently used in conversational contexts. Information carried in comment clauses 

is part of the main assertion in the main clauses. Therefore, unlike other types of 

adverbial clauses, which are to complete the massages in the main clauses, their 

main function mainly is to provide comments to the main propositions in the main 

clauses. Comment clauses are generally introduced by as subordinator. As the 

example shows: 
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(34) As he said to me well we didn’t seem to be going anywhere fast. 

(Greenbaum, 1991, p. 345)  

 

An adverbial clause of means is used to specify the tool, instrument or way that 

is utilized to accomplish an action, event or statement in the main clause. It is 

generally presented in non-finite -ing form. Typical subordinators include by, in, 

through, from, by way of and so on. See (35):  

 

    (35) but your skill as a photograph will be tested to the full in obtaining really 

first-class results.                               

(Quintero, 2002, p. 85) 

 

    To conclude, adverbial clauses are employed to provide various 

circumstantial semantic relations needed for the main clauses. Different types of 

adverbial clauses are introduced by different subordinators to connect the links. 

Concerning the use of subordinators, one aspect worthy noting is that some 

subordinators bear “polyfunctionality” (Kortmann, 1996, p. 89). A subordinator 

carries different semantic meanings or value regarding its relation to the main clause 

(Kortmann, 1996). Compare the following examples: 

 

(36) Since John has refused the offer, he hasn’t been to see us. 

(37) Since John has refused to offer, he hasn’t been to see us.  

(38) Since I am sick, I won’t do well in the exam.  

(39)*Since being sick, I won’t do well in the exam. 

(Greenbaum, 1973, cited in Kortmann, 1996, p. 90) 

 

Since in examples (36) and (37) could bear either causal or temporal meanings, 

depending on their circumstantial relations to their main clauses. In addition, the 
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explanations of meanings are under the constraints of syntactic contexts. It is only 

with a temporal interpretation that it can be introduced in the non-finite syntactic 

form. There is a “different-meanings-in-different-syntactic-environment” (Kortmann, 

1996, p. 91) interaction. The relationship between an adverbial clause structure and 

its semantic meaning is interwoven. Therefore, if we consider example (39) a causal 

meaning, it would be erroneous since the use of -ing form is not acceptable.  

 

Pragmatic Analysis of Adverbial Clauses  

With the diversity of semantic roles, adverbial clauses serve to complete the 

information in the main clauses. In addition to the provision of different semantic 

meanings, they are considered crucial for arranging importance of meanings (Hinker, 

2004). That is, they are important in marking the importance of information status 

(Hinkel, 2004; Quirk et al., 1985). Adverbial clauses are utilized to provide 

background information relevant to their main clauses. It is suggested that adverbial 

clauses function as a grounding device to provide background information, for they 

carry supportive, elaborative information which is typically detached from the event 

line or irrelevant to the discourse development (Givon, 1979; Mathiesen and 

Thompson, 1988). Therefore, they contribute to the arrangement of information flow 

in a text. Adverbial clauses could carry old information and serve “thematic 

re-orientation device” (Givon, 1993, p. 315) for the re-establishment of coherence 

between thematic boundaries or operate at a local scope, serving to narrow or 

explain the meanings in the main clauses. As the examples (40) and (41) suggest:  

 

(40) There was a story circulating about Ms. McKinley that at one luncheon 

given in honor of the president and his wife, the centerpiece was a large, 
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staffed American eagle. When the guests sat down, the thing began to bob 

its head and move up and down in perky, life-like movements.  

(Diessel, 2005, p. 459) 

(41) The machine destroyed me in six minutes, me who learned chess at my 

father’s knee before I had turned eight years old. Totally unexpected, 

brilliant mental moves, and in 371, 9 seconds I have been checkmated by 

the 20th century, a familiar feeling to more than chess player.  

(Yu, 2001, p. 94) 

 

In example (40), the adverbial clause is related to the previous discourse as well as 

to the following main clause. It serves as a thematic bridge for the particular event 

reported in the main clause and sets the episode established in the preceding 

sentence. On the other hand, the adverbial clause in (41) simply provides a time 

frame for the event described in the main clause.  

 

Adverbial Clauses in ESL/EFL Writing 

In the previous section, we discuss that subordinate clauses are employed to 

integrate layers of messages. As one of the subordinate clauses, adverbial clauses are 

one important and common device to achieve the goal. In this section, we will talk 

about how they are used in L1 and L2 context. We center on the discussion about the 

role of adverbial clauses as an indication for language development and studies 

probing into ESL and EFL learners’ use of the construction. 

  

Writing Maturity  

In communicative language teaching, English writing is identified as an 

interactive process for the writer and the reader to reach communication (Olshtain, 

1991). It is considered an important skill for “global communication, academic 
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survival, and professional success” (Liu, 2005, p. 91). To achieve complexity and 

message combination, the use of subordinate clauses is important to reach such 

integration and it is often regarded as an indication of maturity in language 

development, both in first and second language (Cooper, 1976; Hinkel, 2003; Hunt, 

1965, cited in Quintero et al., 1998, 1970; O’Donnell et al., 1967; Tyler, 1994). 

Users of a language gradually come to use subordinate clauses for the expressions of 

more complex ideas. Hunt (1965 and 1970) and O’ Daonnell et al., (1967) found that 

as children grew more proficient in their first language written performance, a stable 

growth in the frequency use of adverbial clause was observed as well as the 

diversity.  

In addition to L1 context, some research showed that the employment of 

adverbial clauses was a feature of advanced writing in L2 context. For instance, 

Hinkel (2003) reported that advanced ESL writers employed more adverbial clauses 

than ESL less skillful writers. Hinkel (2004) therefore suggested that the use of 

adverbial clauses was one of the features to achieve native-like writing. Parrott 

(2000) also advised more guidance and encouragement is needed for the use of 

adverbial clauses for ESL and EFL learners. Although the syntactic role of adverbial 

clauses is relatively less important compared to the main clauses (Hinkel, 2004), 

they contribute to the complexity and maturity in writing.  

 

Previous Studies on ESL/EFL Learners’ Use of Adverbial Clauses 

Adverbial clauses have been discussed from different perspectives. They are 

examined as a grounding device in L1 and L2 context in different genres (Berman 

and Slobin. 1994; Chafe, 1984; Chan, 1998; Diessel, 2001, 2005; Evensen, 2002; 

Ford, 1993; Givon, 1979; Khalil, 2000, 2002; Mathiesen and Thompson, 1988; 
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Ramsey, 1987; Shih, 2002; Thomposn, 1987; Yu, 2001). In terms of the frequency of 

adverbial clauses use, some studies observed learners’ preferences. Hinkel (2004) 

suggested that non-native speakers did not utilize adverbial clauses with a variety. 

Instead, they tended to use similar types of adverbial clauses such as causal clauses 

in their writing.  

Parrott (2000) pointed out that in oral and written production, learners overused 

coordinate structures while adverbial clauses structure was more suitable in a given 

context. Field and Yip (1992) found that there was a tendency for learners to overuse 

adverbial subordinators in Hong Kong learners’ production; Milton and Tsang (1993) 

reported similar finding. Granger and Rayson (1997) explored the International 

Corpus of Leaner English and also uncovered a tendency to underuse adverbial 

clauses except for if and because clauses. Lorenz (1999) made a comparison 

between the corpora between native speakers of English and non-native speakers. 

The result claimed that native speakers were able to utilize a variety of clausal 

subordinator such as since, as and for compared to non-native speakers’ corpora. Tan 

(2008) also reported that with 95 second year-non-English ESL university majors, 

among total production of 315 complete sentences, there were 49 complex sentences; 

among these complex sentences, half of the sentences were subordinate clausal 

adverbial clauses introduced by the subordinator because. Ventola and Mauranen 

(1991) noted that in Finnish learners’ production, an underuse of adverbial 

subordinators was found and the result was positively correlated with learners’ 

proficiency level. Lintermann-Rygh (1985) also reported Norwegian learners’ lack 

of variety regarding the adverbial subordinators use.  

Some research looked into learners’ difficulties and erroneous production in the 

use of adverbial clauses. In comprehension, Pretorius (2006) suggested that ESL 
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learners with lower English proficiency had difficulty in understanding causal and 

concessive relations. In terms of use, the inappropriate selection of subordinators is 

common in ESL learners’ production (Chang and Chang, 2009; Cowan, 2008; Izzo, 

1995; Lorenz, 1999; Parrott, 2006). Lorenz (1999) found that there was a significant 

non-native like use of because by comparing the native and non-native speakers’ 

corpora. Similarly, Izzo (1995) probed into the use of adverbial subordinators in 

writing on Japanese high school graduates. The research suggested that the adverbial 

subordinator because was often improperly used. The students tended to make 

because fragments and used a comma to separate because from its attached 

adverbial clauses. Chang and Chang (2009) looked into EFL Taiwanese students’ 

use of two subordinators—when and while. The study showed that learners prefer 

when to while, where while was a correct or more appropriate choice. Other errors 

concerning the two subordinate subordinators included wrong use of tenses and 

incomplete forms. As these studies suggest, the use of adverbial subordinators in 

ESL/EFL context is a distinctive feature between native speakers of non-native 

speakers of English (Lorenz, 1999).  

In spite of its early introduction, it seems that research of the structure of 

adverbial clauses has only touched upon the syntactic parts without further notice on 

other aspects in class presentation and instruction. Moreover, the importance of 

subordinators is comparatively underestimated. These important features in fact pose 

some complexities and difficulties to learners (Chang, 2002; Chang and Chang, 

2009; Cowan, 2008; Hinkel, 2003, 2004; Lorenz, 1999; Tseng, 2005). To find the 

learners’ difficulties in utilizing the construction of adverbial clauses, error analysis 

was carried out in the current research. In the following, the concept of error 

analysis and its role in a language classroom is elaborated.  
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Error Analysis 

    In the process of language learning, the production of interlanguage is an 

important indicator for learners’ progress of learning (Corder, 1974). Thus, error 

analysis is often implemented to examine learners’ idiosyncratic dialect and 

interlanguage (Corder, 1974; Richards, 1974) to have a better understanding toward 

their development of second or foreign language learning. The employment of error 

analysis is common for teachers and researchers to uncover students’ difficulties in 

learning a new language. In the current research, error analysis was performed to 

gain a better insight toward learners’ problems and difficulties in using adverbial 

clauses. To have a clearer picture about error analysis, the subsequent sections 

discuss the concept of error analysis, and the role of error analysis in grammar 

instruction and move on to sources of errors. 

 

Concept of Error Analysis 

Error analysis aims to portray learners’ interlnaguage and provide constructive 

resources and feedback in the process of language learning or acquisition. (Corder, 

1967). Different from contrastive analysis, which mainly ascribes learners’ errors to 

the influence of learners’ first language (Gass and Slinker, 1983; Richards, 1974; 

Wardhaugh, 1970), error analysis regards other factors such as the target language 

and interlanguage as potential sources for learners’ erroneous use. (Corder, 1967; 

Richards, 1974; Selinker, 1972). Errors here are not considered hazardous to 

learners’ learning process and language acquisition. Instead, they are treated as part 

of “transitional competence” (Corder, 1967, p. 168)”, which represents learners’ 

learning system. With the identification of learners’ errors, teachers or researchers 
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would have a better understanding toward learners’ learning development and 

strategies in the process of second or foreign acquisition (Corder, 1967; Gass and 

Selinker, 1983; Jain, 1974 ) and this could further help teachers provide remedial 

teaching (Corder, 1967). However, error analysis is problematic to some degree. 

Some criticisms have been pointed out concerning the nature of error analysis such 

as the invalidity of explanations of errors (Bell, 1974, cited in James, 1998), neglect 

of learners’ avoidance strategies (Schachter, 1974) and a failure to take learners’ 

psychological process into account (Candlin, 1974). In spite of these potential 

drawbacks, Brown (2000) suggested that error analysis is still conducive to observe 

and identify learners’ interlanguage. The information collected would provide 

important pedagogical implications for second and foreign language teachers and 

textbook compilers (Chang and Chang, 2009).  

 

The Role of Error Analysis in Grammar Instruction 

With the recognition of learners’ errors, teachers and instructors would gain 

invaluable insight into learners’ learning process. According to Corder (1987), errors 

themselves serve as reminders to both learners and teachers what the weaknesses are, 

whether in teaching or learning. Erdogan (2005) further suggested that errors supply 

valuable and constructive feedback for teachers to examine learners’ progress and 

help teachers make adjustments for their teaching materials or plans. Based on 

learners’ errors, teachers could reflect on their teaching methods to examine their 

appropriateness; therefore, more proper teaching materials could be designed or 

modified for learners of different language proficiency. In a communication-oriented 

language classroom, teachers could make best use of learners’ errors to provide 

more precise remedial teaching with “focus on form” instruction. Communicative 
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activities could be cooperated during instruction to help learners become aware of 

points they need to work on. In addition to teachers, people devoted to the language 

teaching or acquisition would also benefit greatly from the identified errors. For 

syllabus designers and textbook compilers, errors are crucial for they are important 

indictors for the arrangement of age and proficiency appropriate syllabus design and 

items that require further attention and need to be shown again and again to remind 

learners (Erdogan, 2005; Richards, 1974). 

 

Sources of Errors  

In contrastive analysis, the causes or sources of learners’ errors mainly attribute 

to the interference of learners’ first language (Wardhaugh, 1970). Error analysis, on 

the other hand, takes a wider range of aspects into consideration to account for 

learners’ erroneous production. There are different sources of errors for the 

occurrence of errors. (Corder, 1974; Dulay and Burt, 1974; James, 1998; Selinker, 

1972). Particularly, James (1998) proposed four types error sources: interlingual, 

intralingual, communication-strategies and induced errors (James, 1998, p. 179). 

First, one of the sources is the influence of learners’ first language. In the process of 

language acquisition or learning, it is unavoidable that learners’ first language comes 

into play. The similarities and dissimilarities between learners’ first and second 

(foreign) languages may confuse learners and hinder them from obtaining the 

correct or appropriate target language structures (Corder, 1971; James, 1998).  

Aside from L1 transfer or interference, errors resulting from learners’ incorrect 

assumptions of the target language or “learning strategies” (communication 

strategies) (James, 1998, p. 185) to achieve intended communication may result in 

erroneous use. James (1998) further summarized seven “learning strategy-based 
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errors” (p.185) and two “communication strategy-based errors” (p.187). Learning 

strategies include false analogy (wrong assumption of the behavior of one particular 

structure), misanalysis (incorrect hypothesis of one syntactic structure or rule), 

overgeneralization (the overindulgence of a rule), incomplete rule application 

(intended or unintended simplification of a certain structure), redundant exploitation 

(unneeded use of certain structure or morphology), overlooking restrictions 

(ignorance of grammatical constraints) and hypercorrection (excessive scrutiny of 

certain rules ). Communication strategies such as holistic strategies (the 

approximation of the adoption of certain structure) and analytic strategies (indirect 

representation of a structure) are manifested by learners to get their intended 

meanings across.  

Other than first language interference and target language learning strategies, 

learning and teaching contexts could be potentially hazardous and then contribute to 

learners’ errors. Induced errors may stem from learners’ learning materials, teacher 

talk, exercises in the textbooks, pedagogical priorities, look-up behaviors (James, 

1998). It is obvious that the input students receive can have a great impact on their 

processing and learning. We now turn our focus to one of the most influential input 

in ESL/EFL context—textbooks.  

 

Textbook Evaluation and Grammar Instruction 

For ESL and EFL learners, the role of textbooks could not be underestimated. 

According to Krashen and Terrell (1983), one influential feature about second or 

foreign language acquisition is learners’ exposure to the target language. In the L2 

context, learning materials or textbooks are the primary source of input. They are a 

requisite in most learning and teaching contexts. They pretty much decide the 
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contents, activities and tasks of learning and teaching (Byrd, 2001; Davison, 1976; 

Hutchinson and Torres, 1994). James (1998) further suggested that teaching materials 

and exercises may cause learners’ erroneous use. Therefore, we intended to 

understand the presentation of adverbial clauses in students’ textbooks to see how the 

concept of structure is constructed.   

 

The Evaluation Criteria for Textbook Grammar Presentation  

    Since grammar plays an indispensable role in language learning, how it should 

be introduced and presented have drawn great attention. With the implementation of 

communicative language teaching, the concept of meaningfulness is of great 

emphasis (Brown, 2000; Byrd, 2001; Celce-Murica, 2002; Grant, 1987; Peng, 2003; 

William, 1983). Nunan (1998) stated that grammar and context should be highly 

connected because an employment of grammatical structure is primarily determined 

by the context and the intention for communication. For example, the two sentences, 

“Open the window.” and “Do you mind opening the window7?” are not syntactically 

interchangeable, for they represent different pragmatic functions in spite of the fact 

that they share similar semantic meanings. In addition, Celce-Murica (2002) and 

Larsen-Freeman (1991) put emphasis on the importance of the context in which a 

linguistic structure is presented. She suggested that grammar should be 

context-embedded to reveal its usefulness and value instead of isolated sentences. 

Therefore, William (1983) provided that in textbooks, grammar parts need to offer 

 
7The two expressions “Open the window.” and “Do you mind opening the window?” represent 
different pragmatic conditions. “Open the window” is an imperative, which is an order or demand. 
The speaker producing the sentence normally is in a higher status compared to the other speaker or 
the two speakers are quite acquainted with each other. On the other hand, “Do you mind opening the 
window?” is a yes-no question. The speaker asking the question is likely to be in a lower status 
compared to the other interlocutor or they are not acquaintances. To conclude, the selection of a 
certain syntactic structure needs to take the contexts into account.  
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meaningful situations and a range of techniques for the meaningful and 

communicative presentation of linguistic structures. Byrd (2001) suggested that in 

grammar textbooks, communicative activities should always be implemented to 

reach communicative goals. The level of communicativeness is emphasized for the 

evaluation of grammar in textbooks, for they are influential as to how teachers 

prepare their lessons and arrange classroom activities (Byrd, 2001; Grant, 1987; 

Peng, 2003).  

As discussed, an eligible textbook is expected to present grammar in meaningful, 

communicative and authentic contexts. In this way, students will be more motivated to 

learn and able to use language more appropriately (Hedge, 2000). With the focus on 

significance of meaningfulness in textbooks, in the current study, we intended to 

examine the meaningfulness of the context in which adverbial clauses were presented 

in the textbooks of senior high schools in Taiwan. Moreover, as noted before, within 

communicative language teaching approach, the teaching of grammar should take 

form, meaning and use into consideration (Larsen-Freeman, 1991). Therefore, we also 

aimed to probe into the three dimensions of adverbial clauses instruction in textbooks. 

With the investigation of the textbooks, we hope to discover how the concept of 

adverbial clauses are generally introduced and presented to understand how learners 

form their understanding of the structure.  
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

 

The purpose of the present study is to investigate the use of adverbial clauses in 

Taiwan EFL students’ written production. Adverbial clauses are important because 

they are essential structures for the packaging of messages which a speaker or writer 

wants to convey; they are considered indispensable for the integration of 

information. Although adverbial clauses has been introduced since junior high 

school in Taiwan, more attention needed to be paid to the use of adverbial clauses 

from different perspectives and to the errors students make in their employment of 

the construction. Furthermore, in an EFL context such as Taiwan, textbooks are the 

important resource for teaching and learning and they have a direct influence on the 

content of teachers’ instruction and students’ learning. Therefore, it is essential to 

look into the presentation of adverbial clauses in students’ textbooks and their 

accompanying teachers’ manuals to see how adverbial clauses are presented, 

explained and exercised to have an overall picture of the instruction of adverbial 

clauses.  

    The chapter is organized as follows: The background of the participants is 

introduced in 3.1. Next, the material used to elicit the written data is illustrated in 

3.2. The data collection procedure is described in 3.3. Finally, the data analysis 

procedure is delineated in 3.4.  
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Participants  

The participants in the present study were 43 senior high school sophomores in 

their first semester. They were from two different classes. There were twenty people 

from Class A and twenty-three people from Class B, both of which were taught by 

the same English teacher. According to the English teacher, the general English 

proficiency of the participants was all about intermediate level based on their 

English academic performance in the first year. Senior high school students were 

selected for the study for several reasons. First, they all had had at least five years of 

formal English instruction since junior high school. Therefore, they were assumed to 

be able to express themselves using English words and structures they had acquired 

since junior high school. Second, English writing was a part of the curriculum 

requirement of the school. Students in their second year were required to write 

English compositions. Third, according to the English teacher, she had intergraded 

the concepts and elements of English writing into her daily lesson plans since the 

first semester in the second year. Therefore, the participants had been practicing 

English writing since then. In addition, according to the participants, they had been 

under writing instruction by different English teachers in their first year in senior 

high school. Thus, with at least one and a half year’s practice, it was not difficult for 

the participants to express themselves in English writing since they were aware of 

the basic elements to write an English composition. Fourth, the structure of 

adverbial clauses had been taught to students since junior high school. It was under 

the assumption that there were few difficulties for them to deliver their ideas and 

utilize adverbial clauses in the process of writing. 

 

Data 
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In the beginning of the semester, the participants of the two classes had been 

notified that they were required to hand in three compositions at the end of the 

semester. The demand of English writing was in keeping with the curriculum 

guideline of this school and the requirement of students handing in one composition 

after each monthly exam (three monthly exams in one semester in total) was based 

on the English teacher’s lesson plan. The topics of the writing tasks for the two 

classes were almost the same except for one topic. Topics for Class A were “My 

Favorite Sport (Food)”, “Picture Description” and “Afterthought on Les Miserable: 

If you were the innkeeper or the bishop, would you treat Jean Valjean differently?”. 

Topics for Class B were “My Bad Habit”, “Picture Description” and “Afterthought 

on Les Miserable: If you were the innkeeper or the bishop, would you treat Jean 

Valjean differently?”  

The four topics were of three genres. “My Favorite Sport (Food)” and “My Bad 

Habit” are expository writing that demands writers to provide information or explain 

a particular subject, including giving examples, explaining a process, giving reasons, 

cause-effect, comparison and contrast, defining a concept and so on. “Picture 

Description” requires writers to depict particular temporal sequences or report a 

particular event or experience in a logical order. In the current study, the participants 

were provided with multiple pictures to describe a series of events (Appendix A). 

The last one was argumentative writing which expects writers to utilize rhetorical 

strategies to provide with arguments and counterarguments to persuade audience 

into holding opposing opinions or adopt new beliefs or behaviors. The students were 

given a story “Les Miserable” to read (with vocabulary explanation provided) and 

were asked to write an afterthought “If you were the innkeeper or bishop, would you 
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treat Jean Valjean differently8?”. The focus of the writing task was about different 

characters’ attitude toward the tragic hero, Jean Valjean, and the students were asked 

to take sides in their writing and defend their decisions.  

The three types of genres were selected for the following reasons. First, among 

the different versions of senior high textbooks, the three genres were the most 

dominant genres of the reading texts. Therefore, the students were quite familiar 

with the writing rhetoric of the genres. Second, the three genres were considered the 

genres practiced most frequently in senior high school writing classes. In addition, 

taking all kinds of major tests senior high school students may take into 

consideration (such as College Entrance Examination and General English 

Proficiency Tests and others); these genres were the main types of writing tasks. 

With the diversity of different writing genres, how adverbial clauses were generally 

employed in students’ writing could be revealed. The students needed to meet the 

requirement that in each composition must contain at least of 120 words.  

 

Data Collection Procedures 

The duration of the data collection lasted for one semester, staring from 

September, 2008 to January, 2009. In the beginning of the semester, the teacher 

informed the students that they were required to hand in one composition within one 

week after monthly exams. There were three monthly exams in the semester. The 

participants from class A were required to hand in the first composition “My 

 
8 The reading material was a story from a different version of textbooks. The purpose that the teacher 
adopted the story as the reading material for students’ writing task was that at that time, the teacher 
was teaching a lesson in another version “Fish Cheeks”, which was a story of a girl learning the value 
of cultural identity. There were some issues that provided topics for students to express their ideas 
and opinions. Therefore, to train students’ ability in argumentative writing, the teacher used the story 
“Les Miserable” to provoke students’ critical thinking. In addition, the story was known by most 
students in the two classes; therefore, students were more comfortable to express themselves without 
the hindrance of unfamiliarity with the reading content.  
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Favorite Sport (Food)” within one week after the first monthly exam, and then the 

second composition “Picture Description” after the second monthly exam. The same 

procedure was conducted in Class B. The only difference was the first topic for 

Class B was “My Bad Habit”. Due to the time constraint after the third monthly 

exam, the teacher asked the participants to submit the third writing assignment, an 

afterthought for the story “Les Miserable” one week before the final monthly exam 

to make sure that she could keep track on the students’ progress.    

The compositions were all take-home assignments. Instead of finishing the 

writing tasks in class within time limit, the students were allowed to have sufficient 

time to plan on what they were going to write and make revisions on the wording, 

sentence structures and overall coherence. They were also free to consult any sort of 

resources in the process of writing such as dictionaries and grammar books. As 

noted previously, there were 43 participants in the current study. The reason why 

there were only 43 participants out of 74 students (37 people from Class A and 37 

from Class B) was that at the end of the semester, some students failed to meet the 

requirement to hand in three pieces of compositions, or the length of the 

compositions was less than 120 words. For these reasons, students who did not hand 

in three pieces and did not fulfill the requirement of 120 words in their compositions 

were excluded from the present study. Therefore, 43 students handed in three pieces 

of compositions individually, with 129 pieces of writing collected altogether.  

 

Data Analysis Procedures 

To understand how adverbial clauses were generally used in students’ written 

production, it is our aim to answer the following questions. We would like to 

investigate students’ frequency and tendency toward the use of adverbial clauses. 
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Furthermore, an error analysis was conducted to discover students’ erroneous use 

and possible sources of errors were explained and discussed. Finally, we would like 

to see how adverbial clauses are presented in students’ textbooks and teachers’ 

manuals. In the following section, we will elaborate on the procedures in detail.  

 

The Frequency of the Use of Adverbial Clauses 

To start with, we would like to find out the frequency of adverbial clauses use 

in students’ compositions. Each occurrence of adverbial clauses in students’ data 

was identified and calculated. As noted before, adverbial clauses may be realized by 

finite structure or by non-finite forms. Generally speaking, a finite adverbial clause 

could be condensed into non-finite adverbial clauses based on the context. It is our 

goal to see students’ use of these two types of adverbial clauses. Therefore, adverbial 

clauses were further divided into the two major categories. For the identification of 

these two types of adverbial clauses, clauses that were marked by finite verb forms 

and subordinators such as when, because, although, if and others were identified as 

finite adverbial clauses9. Therefore, from students’ data, the subordinate clause 

“Although I have a bad skill at basketball, I still love to play it”, introduced by the 

subordinator although, was counted as a finite adverbial clause. Non-finite clauses 

were mostly presented in a variety of syntactic forms, including to-infinitives, -ing 

participles, -ed participles and bare infinitives. Non-finite clauses could also occur 

with or without the use of subordinators, which may sometimes result in the more 

condensed form of adverbial clauses—adverbial participial clauses. The following 

instances from learners’ data were recognized as non-finite adverbial clauses: 

 
9 There were some fixed expressions such as “when it comes to …” and “as we all know” were not 
counted in the study.  
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    (42) To catch everyone’s eyes, she jumped into the water beautifully.  

                                                         (to-infinitive) 

    (43)…he might have changed after being behind the bars for such a long p  

       period of time.                                 

                                                      (-ing participles) 

    (44) Knowing she was getting hurt, she *scared for help.   

                                            (adverbial participial clause )  

Next, we further probed into the subtypes of adverbial clauses within the two 

major categories respectively. We also would like to find out in each main category, 

what semantic types(s) of adverbial clauses are most or least used in students’ 

compositions in the two categories. With the result, we are able to have a better 

understanding toward students’ tendency in employing the construction of adverbial 

clauses.  

 

Error Types of Adverbial Clauses  

    Following the identification of the frequency of adverbial clauses use, the next 

question involved the identification of errors students produced in the use of 

adverbial clauses. To discover the errors types of adverbial clauses of adverbial 

clauses in students’ compositions, an error analysis was conducted. First, errors of 

adverbial clauses use were identified. With the consultation to the English grammar 

and structure books (Byrd and Reid, 1998; Hinkel, 2004; Parrott, 2000), the 

researcher made a preliminary judgment for the identification of errors. Then, two 

native speakers of English were invited to examine, confirm and provide explanation 

of the errors. The two native speakers were well-educated undergraduates learning 

Chinese here in Taiwan. One majored in English Literature and the other one in 
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engineering. Individually, they were asked to go over each adverbial clause in each 

composition and later verified and offered explanations of these agreed errors. The 

two native speakers agreed on 91% of the overall erroneous production based on 

simple percentage counting10, which indicated that the two native speakers held 

quite the same opinion on the usage of adverbial clauses. When there was any 

disagreement on whether one usage was acceptable or not, a discussion was led by 

the researcher with the native speakers to solve the discrepancies. During the 

discussion, the two native speakers exchanged their opinions about the 

appropriateness of each uncertain use until an agreement was reached.  

    After the identification of errors, each erroneous use was further classified into 

several categories, including double marking, sentence fragment, dangling modifier, 

null subject and illogical subordinate conjunction. The first four erroneous uses were 

concerned with the syntactic structure of adverbial clauses while the last one was 

with the logical meaning between the clauses. The following examples elaborate on 

these classifications.  

    The first error type is called “double marking”, a simultaneous use of two 

conjunctions in a sentence. Consider example (45): 

 

(45) *Although I don’t play baseball well, *but I love to watch baseball game. 

 

The sentence is considered incorrect with the use the coordinator and the 

 
10 The researcher underlined each adverbial clause in each composition. Individually, the two native 
speakers were invited to examine each adverbial clause for their accuracy or appropriateness. Native 
speaker A identified 90 errors and native speaker B identified 82 errors. Native speaker A identified 
some error uses which were considered correct or acceptable by native speaker B. Therefore, after 
individual discussion with the two native speakers, a group discussion was held by the researcher 
with the two speakers to discuss the discrepancies. Overall, they agreed on about 91% of the overall 
error use. 
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subordinator in one sentence. In English, the use of two conjunctions is not 

acceptable. The sentence should be modified into “Although I don’t play baseball 

well, I love to watch baseball games.” or “I don’t play baseball well, but I love to 

watch baseball game”, depending on the given context.  

    The second error type is “fragment”, which is an incomplete sentence. Take the 

following sentence as an example:  

     

(46) I am usually a *better and a third man, but I like to be a batter than a  

baseman. *Because it is fun to bat the ball.  

 

The causal adverbial clause “Because it is fun to bat the ball” is a dependent clause 

which needs to be attached to an independent clause. Therefore, the clause should be 

integrated with its previous clause “…but I like to be a batter than a baseman 

because it is fun to bat”.  

    The third type is called “dangling modifier”, the incorrect structural subjects 

use. As shown in example (47):  

 

(47) Annie wore on her new swimming suit happily. After putting on the suit,  

     *her friend stayed to do some warm-up exercise.  

 

In this case, the temporal adverbial clauses has a different subject from the main  

clause which fails to reach coreferential identification. The sentence is suggested to  

be modified into “After putting on the suit, she stayed to do some warm-up exercise  

with her friends”, or “After she put on the suit, her friends stayed to do some  

warm-up exercise.”  

    The fourth type is “null subject”, which is the omission of a structural subject. 
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Consider (48):  

 

(48) I also felt excited when *watch the TV program such as NBA, SBL and so  

on. 

 

As the example shows, the finite temporal adverbial clause is erroneous for it lacks  

a structural subject. The correct use should be “I also felt excited when I watch the 

TV program such as NBA, SBL and so on.” 

    The fifth type is “illogical subordinate conjunction”. It is the incorrect or 

inappropriate selection and use of one subordinate conjunction. Take example (49) 

for instance:  

 

(49) I forgot to write the next second, *even I should hand11 it out three days  

    ago.  

 

In this example, the adverb even is misused as the subordinate conjunction even 

though, which leads to wrong interpretation of the sentence. The classification of 

error patterns is summarized in Table 3.1:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

se 11 The focus of the study was on the use of adverbial clauses. Therefore, errors not concerning the u
of adverbial clauses were disregarded.   
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Table 3.1  

Classification of Adverbial Clauses Errors 

Types of Errors 

1. Double Marking 

A. Using coordinate and subordinate conjunctions in one sentence 

(although…, but ) 

ex: *Although I don’t play baseball well, *but I love to watch baseball 

games. 

B. Using coordinate and subordinate conjunctions in one sentence 

(because…, so) 

    ex: *Because they know the background of the person, *so they decide to 

not to help him or her. 

2.  Sentence Fragment  

A. “ Because ” fragment  

ex: I think I need to him “there is no room.” with my professional service 

attitude. *Because keeping fame is really important to an innkeeper.  

B.  “When” fragment  

 ex: *When a person who needs help that we should help him as possible 

we can.  

C.  “If” fragment  

ex:*If you have time to exercise every day and keep a good health. 

3.  Dangling Modifier  

ex: Annie wore on her new swimming suit happily. *After putting on the suit, 

her friend stayed to do some warm-up exercise. 

4.  Null Subject 

ex: I also felt excited when *watch the TV programs such as NBA, SBL and so 

on.  

5. Illogical Subordinate Conjunction 

ex: * As I step in my house everyday, the first thing I do is to go straight to the 

kitchen and ask my mom this question.  
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    Subsequent to the classification of types of errors, possible sources and reasons 

of the errors were discussed. Based on previous literature, error sources such as 

language transfer, interlanguage interference and some other factors would be 

discussed. Through the discussion, we would like to explore the possible sources of 

each error type. It is hoped that the result could help language teachers to have a 

better idea toward students’ process of learning the construction of adverbial clauses. 

    

Textbook Evaluation  

    One of the most important accesses of students’ learning of adverbial clauses is 

their input—textbooks. It is our goal to look into adverbial clauses in students’ 

textbooks and teachers’ manuals to see how the construction is presented. Three 

senior high school series and their accompanying teachers’ manuals were selected 

for the current investigation. The three different versions of textbooks were selected 

because they were the most widespread versions in senior high schools in Taiwan. 

The three versions were referred as Textbook (A), Textbook (B) and Textbook (C) in 

the research. 

    To have a thorough evaluation of the three textbooks series, six volumes of 

each textbook version of the latest edition12 were collected for an in-depth analysis. 

Specifically, we paid our attention to two sections: the presentation of the adverbial 

clauses grammar concept and the application of the construction in writing. The 

selection of these two sections is that adverbial clauses are singled out as the target 

structure. In each textbook version, the titles for the two parts are slightly different. 

It is “Grammar Focus” and “Writing” in textbook (A), “Sentence Patterns” and 

 
12 The latest edition of the three books under investigation was as follows: Textbook A: 2008; 
Textbook: 2008 and Textbook: 2007.    
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“Writing Practice” in textbook (B) and “Patterns in Action” and “Writing Corner” in 

textbook C. In each volume, the focus of the presentation, examples and exercises 

were analyzed to see whether it focuses on form, meaning or use of adverbial 

clauses. Furthermore, the context of presentation was also examined to see if the 

concept of contextualization was taken into account. In the writing part, how 

adverbial clauses are applied to writing was examined and discussed. In addition to 

textbooks, the teachers’ teaching manuals were also analyzed to see the ways of 

explanations and presentations of the construction.  
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

 

This chapter presents the results and discussion of the present study on the use 

of adverbial clauses. To start with, the frequency and types of adverbial clauses 

usage are reported and discussed in 4.1. Then, in section 4.2, we analyze the errors 

of adverbial clauses use in students’ production from different perspectives. In 

addition to the analysis of the errors, the sources of errors are also discussed. Finally, 

the last section 4.3 examines how adverbial clauses are presented in three most 

popular English textbooks for senior high school in Taiwan. 

 

Overall Frequency of Adverbial Clauses  

    There were 129 pieces of compositions collected from the students’ written 

corpus, altogether with 1220 sentences. Among these sentences, there were 488 

adverbial clauses identified. The use of adverbial clauses took up 40 % in the overall 

production. In each composition collected, the construction of adverbial clauses 

seemed to be one frequently used structure. With each composition ranging from 

120 to 216 words, there was at least one adverbial clause utilized in each 

composition. Additionally, 123 pieces of the compositions employed more than two 

adverbial clauses. As mentioned before, the structure has been introduced to students 

in the early stage of English learning and it can be considered a sign of the 

development of complex sentences. Since the students are of intermediate level, it is 
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predicted that they are able to use adverbial clauses of various kinds for information 

combining and packaging.  

Adverbial clauses identified ranged from different types of adverbial clauses 

across the three genres. Adverbial clauses used included clauses of time, reason, 

purpose, condition, concession, result, manner (comparison and similarity), 

conditional-alternative, wh- condition, substitution and means. Table 4.1 presents the 

types and the percentage of adverbial clauses in students’ written productions. 

 

Table 4.1  

Frequency of Types of Adverbial Clauses in Students’ Compositions 

Clause Types Occurrences Percentage 

Time 181 37.09% 

Reason 81 16.60% 

Condition 63 12.91% 

Purpose 59 12.09% 

Concession 52 10.66% 

Result 26 5.33% 

Manner 9 1.84% 

Accompanying Circumstance 9 1.84% 

Substitution 3 0.61% 

Alternative 3 0.61% 

Means 1 0.20% 

Wh-condition 1 0.20% 

Total 488 100% 
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As shown in table 4.1, the most frequently used adverbial clauses were time clauses, 

with 37.09 %, followed by clauses of reason, conditional, purpose and concession, 

with 16.60%, 12.91%, 12.09% and 10.66% respectively. Adverbial clauses of time 

are the most frequently used. They are used to establish a “deictical temporal 

connection” (Hinkel, 2003, p. 1064) between the information in the main clauses 

and subordinate clauses, providing a series of temporal connections, from specific to 

non-specific time frames. Hinkel (2003) also reported that temporal adverbial 

clauses are also among the most used clauses in native speakers and ESL learners’ 

writing. Among all the adverbial clauses in the current data, temporal clauses are 

marked by a number of temporal subordinators to provide a variety of temporal links. 

The use of temporal subordinators will be discussed in detail in the subsequent 

section.  

Among the 488 adverbial clauses, there were 380 finite adverbial clauses and 

108 non-finite clauses. Finite adverbial clauses dominated a majority of the overall 

use of adverbial clauses (77.87%). The fact that they are predominately used in 

learners’ production could help us infer that in the process of English learning, 

learners are first introduced to finite adverbial clauses, then the non-finite ones. 

Furthermore, with the counting of the occurrence of finite and non-finite adverbial 

clauses in the textbooks learners used, it was found that the finite adverbial clauses 

were much more utilized and shown in learners’ textbooks; they are utilized for the 

introduction of different kinds of explicit expression of circumstantial meanings.  

For these reasons, learners are assumed to have more exposure to finite adverbial 

clauses and this leads to a general tendency toward the use of finite adverbial clauses.  

Table 4.2 illustrates the frequency and subtypes of adverbial clauses under the two 

major categories:   
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Table 4.2 

Frequency and Subtypes of Adverbial Clauses  

          Finiteness  

Semantic relation  

Finite Non-finite 

Time 150 (39.47%) 31 (28.70%) 

Reason  79 (20.79%) 2 (1.85%) 

Condition  60 (15.79%) 3 (2.78%) 

Purpose 0 (0%) 59 (54.63%) 

Concession  52 (13.68%) 0 (0%) 

Result 26 (6.84%) 0 (0%) 

Manner 9 (2.37%) 0 (0%) 

Accompany 

Circumstance 
0 (0%) 9 (8.33%) 

Substitution 0 (0%) 3 (2.78%) 

Alternative 3 (0.19%) 0 (0%) 

Means 0 (0%) 1 (0.93%) 

Wh-conditional 1 (0.26%) 0 (0%) 

Total 380 (100%) 108 (100%) 

   

    As exhibited in 4.2, different types of adverbial clauses were utilized in both 

finite and non-finite adverbial clauses. In the following section, the subtypes of 

adverbial clauses under these two categories will be further explored and discussed. 

     

Finite Adverbial Clauses Use 

   In finite adverbial clauses, clauses of time, reason, concession, condition, result, 

manner, alternative and wh-condition were recognized, with 150, 79, 60, 52, 26, 3, 9 
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and 1 occurrences correspondingly. Finite time adverbial clauses took up more than 

half the use of finite clauses. In our data, they are used to provide a variety of 

temporal links including precedence, subsequences, simultaneity, terminal boundary 

and initial boundary. Temporal clauses are introduced with a number of adverbial 

subordinators such as when, after, while, before, since, as, as soon as, as long as, 

until and whenever. Precedence is marked by the subordinator before; when, 

whenever, as, while and as long as are for simultaneity; until and as soon as for 

terminal boundary; after is for subsequence and since for initial boundary. Table 4.3 

below shows the frequency of each subordinator introducing temporal adverbial 

clauses:  

 

Table 4.3  

Frequency of Temporal Subordinators 

Subordinators Occurrences Percentage % 

when 97 64.67 % 

after 16 10.97% 

before 12 8.00% 

since 6 4.00% 

until 8 5.33% 

as 3 2.00% 

while 3 2.00% 

as soon as 1 0.67% 

whenever 3 2.00% 

as long as 1 0.67 % 

Total 150 100% 
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As shown in Table 4.3, 64.67 % of the finite temporal adverbial clauses was 

introduced by the subordinator when, followed by after and before, with 10.97 % 

and 8%. Although ranked as the second and third, the use of after and before is 

relatively low compared to the use of when. Based on Kennedy (1998), the 

subordinator when could be identified with eight different semantic meanings. 

Therefore, the wide relevance of its use in all kinds of contexts is expected. The 

students mainly employ the subordinator to serve as a thematic frame, provide 

simultaneity and subsequence. As the following examples show:  

 

(50) When I was a junior high school student, I enjoyed playing computer   

games. They were so interesting that I played them everyday. Thus, I had 

no time to do my homework. 

(51) When I catch the ball, I can deliver the ball to my teammate or throw the 

ball at enemy.  

(52) Several minutes passed, she felt pain on her left foot when she was waving 

her feet in water. 

 

In (50), the temporal adverbial clause introduced by the subordinator when specifies 

a time frame not only for the information in the main clause but also for the 

sentences that follow. In (51), when expresses sequence, which means “right after”. 

As discussed earlier, the subordinator when could be classified into eight different 

semantic meanings, with overlapping meanings with other subordinators such as 

after. Therefore, there are several instances in the data that when is used for the 

replacement of after. The when in (52) dictates an action “felt pain” which is 

simultaneous with the action “was waving her foot in the water” in the main clause. 

Likewise, there are also several instances that learners prefer to use when 

instead of the other subordinator while. When used to specify a period during which 
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the action in the main clause occurs, when and while could both be used. Therefore, 

in example (52), either the use of when or while is considered acceptable. However, 

they are not always interchangeable (Bland, 2003; Decapua, 2008). When could 

denote sequential events, interrupted events and simultaneous events (Bland, 2003) 

while it is not the case for while. While can be used only for interrupted events and 

simultaneous events. Consider the example below:  

 

(53) When he regained consciousness, he found himself in a hospital.  

(Cowan, 2008, p. 547)  

 

In this case, when indicates two events “regained consciousness” and “found himself 

in a hospital” in order. Here, when can not be replaced by while. From functional 

perspective, it is when that could be employed to create a setting for the 

development of subsequent discourse (Givon, 1993). Consider the following 

instance: 

 

(54) When the time came for fighting, the man Shalako fought with a cold fury 

that had an utterly impersonal quality about it. He fought to win, fought 

with deadly efficiency, with no nonsense about him, yet he did not fight 

needlessly.  

                                                (Givon, 1993, p. 314) 

 

The temporal adverbial clause here functions to provide a thematic ground of 

orientation for subsequent clauses. The temporal clause “When the time came for 

fighting” sets a time frame for the following events, which are all involved with the 

time for fighting. Therefore, the use of when or while is not a random selection.  

It is suggested that the preference for when may attribute to the transfer of first 
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language. In Chinese, it seems that there is not any clear distinction between the 

employment of when and while. Consider the following examples: 

 

(55) Dan dian hua xing de shi hou, wo guo qu jie. 

        (When the phone rang, I went to answer it.) 

(56) Dan ta zheng zai ting shou yin ji de shi hou, wo zou le jin qu.  

        (While he was listening to the radio, I walked in.)  

                                           (Chang and Chang, 2009, p.5) 

 

In these two examples, when and while are both represented by “dang… de shi hou.” 

Therefore, for Chinese learners, it would be hard to tell the subtle difference  

between the two subordinators. Due to the constraint use of while and the pervasive  

meanings of when, learners are presumably exposed more to the use of when instead  

of while. In addition, not only their first language influence, the unfamiliarity of the  

use of while may also come into play. Learners may be more exposed to the use of  

when rather than while. Therefore, the unfamiliar use of other subordinators and L1  

interference may lead to learners’ overt use of when.  

The second most used clauses type was causal adverbial clauses. It covered 

20.79% of the finite adverbial clauses use. They are utilized to provide cause-effect 

or reason-consequence explanations or causes for their main clauses. When used as a 

cause, the causal adverbial clause provides knowledge-based information; as a 

reason, it is more concerned about how the writer interprets an event (Givon, 1993). 

As exemplified in (57) and (58):` 

 

(57) Jean Val jean was arrested because he stole something.  

(58) Thus swimming is often associated with pressure of performance and 

insufficient hygiene, what I really consider as a pity because swimming is 
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a sport that will be very refreshing.    

 

In (57), the causal adverbial clause presents a fact for its main clause, explaining 

why Jean Valjean was arrested. On the other hand, the information in (58) is an 

inference or interpretation from the writer’s own perspective. In the data, learners 

tend to employ causal clauses which provide reason-consequence relationship in 

preference to cause-effect. Causal adverbial clauses were mainly introduced by three 

subordinators: because, as and since. Because was predominately used, with 77 

tokens, two other adverbial subordinators as and since were with only one 

occurrence each. The subordinator because is the most typical adverbial 

subordinator for the introduction of reason and cause. Even in different contexts, it 

appears that because is always the most used subordinator to convey causality in 

different kind of contexts. Lorenz (1999) conducted a study concerning the use of 

causal links in native and non-native argumentative writing. It was also found that in 

both productions, the adverbial subordinator because was most employed by both 

native and non-native writers. Similarly, Diessel (2005) found that both in fiction 

and scientific genres, because was greatly used in these written contexts. Hinkel 

(2003) also suggested that in academic English writing, because was the most used 

connector. Therefore, we could see that both native and non-native speakers prefer 

to use because to provide causes or reasons for their main clauses.  

In spite of the common use of this connector, Lorenz (1999) further pointed out 

that in terms of the types of causal adverbial subordinators, mature native speakers 

showed much variety in the selection of causal subordinators to serve different given 

contexts. He proposed that non-native users may be overexposed to the high 

frequent connector because and not familiar with the use and meanings of other 
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causal subordinators. Take as and since for example. According to Lorenz (1999), 

they are commonly utilized in native speakers’ corpus to denote causal meanings. 

However, due to their relative low frequency in learners’ learning materials, learners 

may not be acquainted with their use. Additionally, both the two subordinators carry 

“polyfunctionality”(Kortmann, 1996). They can be used for causal and temporal 

meanings. These two subordinators can be used to present different circumstantial 

meanings based on the different contexts. In our data, the two subordinators are 

more used as temporal connectors rather than causal ones.  

Followed by causal clauses, the other two finite adverbial clauses that were 

mostly used were clauses of condition and concession, There were 60 and 52 

occurrences identified, accounting for 15.79% and 13.68 %. Learners utilize 

conditional clauses for both open and hypothetical conditions. Consider the 

following examples: 

 

(59) Doughball is a nice ball game. If you play it, you will be interested in.  

(60) If I were the bishop, I would be afraid of the bishop.  

 

Within 60 conditional clauses, 39 tokens were used for open conditional clauses and 

21 for hypothetical ones. Conditional clauses are preferably used to express a 

possible situation and its consequence, as shown in (59). Open conditional clauses 

are more used compared to hypothetical conditional clauses. Hypothetical 

conditional clauses are also used, but exclusively in one of the assigned composition 

- Les Misérables, which required students to be in one or two hypothetical 

conditions and express their opinions. As (60) showed, learners were asked to take 

different point of views. Therefore, hypothetical clauses are necessary syntactically 
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and semantically for this topic. However, hypothetical clauses are not used in other 

topics assigned in the study by the students. Conditional adverbial causes in the data 

were exclusively introduced by the adverbial subordinator if, with 60 tokens.  

    The next commonly used adverbial clauses were clauses of concession. They 

are used to present an assertion that is the opposite of, or is an option competing 

with previous discourse.   

 

(61) Although I have a bad skill at basketball, I still love to play it.   

 

Concessive clauses were introduced by several adverbial subordinators together with 

although, even though, though, no matter (wh-), in spite of the fact that, even if and 

while, with 22, 12, 7, 7, 2, 1 and 1 tokens. Although was the most frequently used 

subordinator to connect unexpected results.  

 

Non-finite Adverbial Clauses Use 

    As shown in Table 4.2, the occurrences of non-finite adverbial clauses were far 

less common compared to finite adverbial clauses. Non-finite adverbial clauses 

could be presented in several syntactic forms, including -ing participle, -ed participle, 

to-infinitive, bare infinitives, verbless clauses and participial adverbial clauses. In 

the current data, we found that among these 108 non-finite adverbial clauses, there 

were no -ed participles and bare infinitive employed. Table 4.4 summarizes the 

syntactic types of non-finite adverbial clauses:  

 

 

 

 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 
 

 

60

Table 4.4  

Frequency and Types of Non-finite Adverbial Clauses 

                  Frequency  

Types  

Occurrence Percentage

to- infinitive   59 54.63% 

V-ing participle (with subordinators )    43 39.81% 

V-ed participle (with subordinators )   0 0% 

V-ing participle (without subordinators )   4 3.70% participial 

clauses V-ed participle (without subordinators )   0 0% 

verbless clauses    2 1.85% 

Bare infinitive    0  0% 

Total  108 100% 

 

As displayed in Table 4.4, to-infinitives use was the most employed non-finite  

adverbial structure, with 59 occurrences, occupying 54.63%. Following is the use of  

V-ing participle (with subordinators), with 43 occurrences, accounting for 39.81%.  

The two types are shown in the following examples:  

    

(62) To prevent this from happening again and again, I can go to library to 

study.      

(63) Monsieur Val jean is that even though he was put in jail for stealing before, 

 he might have changed after being behind the bars for such a long period 

of time. 

 

Other types of non-finite clauses such as participial adverbial clauses, verbless  

clauses, V-ed participle (with subordinators ) and bare infinitive were used  

infrequently or not used at all. The tokens of participial adverbial clauses and  

verbless clauses are only 4 and 2. As the following examples show: 

 

(64) Knowing that she was getting hurt, he scared* and cried for help.  

(65) I want to cut this habit if necessary. 
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Non-finite adverbial clauses contain clauses of purpose, time, accompany 

circumstance, condition, substitution, reason and means. As indicted in Table 4.2, 

Purpose clauses, with 59 occurrences, occupied more than half of the use of 

non-finite adverbial clauses. They are used to indicate an intention or a purpose. As 

illustrated in the following example: 

 

(66) Because of this bad habit, I commonly have to stay up late to finish what I 

hadn’t* done before*.   

 

In this sentence, the purpose clause “to finish what I hadn’t done before” is to 

provide a motivation or purpose for the information in the main clause. Syntactically 

speaking, purpose clauses could be finite or non-finite such as to, in order to, so as 

to or in order that, depending on the subordinators used. Normally, they are 

presented in infinitival and the subject is usually the same as the subject of the main 

clauses. Concerning the current data, non-finite purpose clauses dominate the use of 

non-finite clause in learners’ written production and the subordinator that introduces 

purpose clauses are exclusively all to-infinitive.  

Followed by purpose clauses, time clauses ranked the second highest in the 

form of non-finite adverbial clauses, with 31 occurrences. Non-finite temporal 

adverbial clauses were introduced by five subordinators: after, before, when, until 

and while, taking up 19, 5, 4, 1 and 1 occurrences. With overall 35 occurrences in 

both finite and non-finite adverbial clauses, the subordinator after was the most used 

for the introduction of non-finite time clauses. As the following example shows:  

 

(67) I eat like a horse when I see something delicious. But* it makes me 
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uncomfortable after eating too much.  

 

It appears that the students seldom use non-finite adverbial clauses. Granger 

(1997) and Cosme (2008) reported similar results. They noted that there was a 

considerable underuse of non-finite adverbial clauses in EFL learners’ academic 

written productions. Syntactically speaking, non-finite adverbial clauses are 

considered a marked structure compared to finite adverbial clauses (Kettemann, 

1993). They present a more compressed and complex version of adverbial clauses 

which involve more grammatical process—the modification of verb forms and the 

elusiveness of subjects. Therefore, the more complex structural modification may 

lead to the limited number of use with the strategy of avoidance. Take participial 

adverbial clauses for instance. The interpretation of the semantic meaning of a 

participial adverbial clause needs to be inferred from the context, which is far more 

elusive than a clause introduced by an explicit subordinator (Greenbaum and Quirk, 

1990; Kortmann, 1996; Mala, 2005). For example:  

 

(68) Having considered the entrance and escape routes, Kurtz decided he must 

rent the lower flat too.                           

(Cowan, 2008, p. 560) 

                      

 

The participial adverbial clause here may be interpreted to convey either temporal 

connection or causal relationship, depending on the given context. It could be 

paragraphed into “After (As soon as) he had considered the entrance and escape 

routes…” to establish sequential events or paragraphed into “Because he had 

considered the entrance and escape routes…”to present a reason for the character’s 

decision to rent the lower flat. Therefore, the accompanying circumstantial meaning 
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of a participial adverbial clause is decided based on its context. Taking this aspect 

into consideration, we could see that whether in comprehension or production, 

non-finite adverbial clauses may cause relatively more unfamiliarity and difficulty 

for processing to learners.  

Overall, we could see that when it comes to the use of adverbial clauses, 

learners do utilize a variety of adverbial clauses to convey different circumstantial 

meanings for their main clauses. Among all, the most used clauses are clauses of 

time. They are used to express a diversity of temporal relationships. Under the two 

major categories, finite and non-finite adverbial clauses, learners prefer to utilize 

finite adverbial clauses rather than non-finite adverbial clauses. In finite adverbial 

clauses, clauses of time are of the most use, followed by clauses of reason, condition 

and concession. In non-finite clauses, clauses of purpose are predominately 

employed, then clauses of time. Temporal clauses are of the most frequent use in 

both finite clauses and non-finite clauses.  

 

Error Types of Adverbial Clauses 

    The aim of the study is to examine the use of adverbial clauses in learners’ 

writings. One of the main goals is to identify the erroneous production. In the 

previous section, the frequency and use of adverbial clauses in learners’ production 

are discussed. In the following, we focus on what kinds of difficulties learners may 

encounter in the use of the construction. To find out learners’ difficulties in utilizing 

adverbial clauses, the frequency of error use were counted and two native speakers 

were invited to judge the correctness or appropriateness of each adverbial clause. 

The number of correct and incorrect occurrences of adverbial clauses and its 

percentage is illustrated in Table 4.5. 
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Table 4.5 

Number of Errors and Frequency of Adverbial Clauses 

Correctness Number Percentage 

Correctly used 402 82.38 % 

Incorrectly used 86 17.62 % 

Total 488 100 % 

 

As displayed in Table 4.5, among the 488 tokens of adverbial clauses, 402 

occurrences were considered correctly used. That is, 82.38% of adverbial clauses 

were correctly employed to connect complex messages that the writers wanted to 

convey. We could speculate that in addition to being a frequently utilized structure, 

adverbial clauses are generally employed correctly and appropriately to fulfill 

different sorts of circumstantial meanings in given contexts. Nevertheless, there are 

some problematic uses in learners’ production. Despite of the fact that the 

construction of adverbial clauses has been introduced to learners in early stage of 

English learning, and was considered by language teachers as a less complex 

structure compared to other syntactic structures that present in learners’ textbooks 

(Hung, 2007), it still poses some problems to learners when using the structure. 

Overall, 86 occurrences are identified as erroneous use. Learners still encounter 

some problems in the use of the structure. In the subsequent section, errors made by 

the learners are analyzed and examined; in addition, possible reasons are also 

explored. Table 4.6 summarizes the types of errors that learners made, as well as 

subtypes of each error type. The number of errors in each category and the 

percentage are also illustrated.  
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Table 4.6  

Types of Learner Errors, Number and Percentage 

Error Types Number  Percentage 

I. Double Marking  12 13.95 % 

  A: using coordinate and subordinate conjunctions in 

one sentence (although…but) 

 7 8.13 % 

  B: using two subordinate conjunctions in one sentence 

(because…so) 

 5 5.81 % 

II. Sentence Fragment  36 41.86 % 

  A: causal clauses  32 37.20 % 

  B: temporal clauses   1 1.16 % 

  C: conditional clauses   2 2.33 % 

  D: concessive clauses  1 1.16 % 

III. Dangling Modifier   6 6.97 % 

IV. Null Subject   2 2.33 % 

V. Illogical Subordinate Conjunction  30 34.88 % 

Total 86 100 % 

 

There are different kinds of errors recognized in learners’ written production, 

including double marking, fragment, dangling modifier, null subject and illogical 

subordinate conjunction. Each error type individually took up 13.95%, 41.86%, 

6.97%, 2.33%, and 34.88%. Among these error types, the most prevalent error type 

was fragment, accounting for 41.86%. Illogical subordinate conjunction was the 

second highest error type, with an inaccuracy rate of 34.88%. Judging from the 

frequency of the error types, fragment use and illogical subordinate conjunction are 

the two major problematic types in learners’ production. On the whole, these error 

types are related to the syntactic structure as well as semantic meanings of adverbial 

clauses. As shown in Table 4.6, the previous four main categories, double marking,  

sentence fragment, dangling modifier and null subject, are concerned with the 

syntactic aspect of adverbial clauses; the last type, illogical subordinate conjunction 
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is associated with semantic meanings of adverbial clauses. We will have a more 

detailed look into the error use in finite and non-finite adverbial clauses in the next 

section. Examples of each error type are offered and discussed under these two 

major categories. Table 4.7 presents the number of error in each category and its 

percentage in finite and non-finite clauses.  

 

Table 4.7  

Types of Errors, Number and Percentage in Finite and Non-infinite Clauses 

                Types of Clauses 

Error Types  

Finite Clauses   Non-finite Clauses

 Number percentage Number Percentage

I. Double Marking 12 13.95 % 0 0 % 

  A: using coordinate and subordinate 

conjunctions in one sentence 

(although…but) 

 7 

 

8.13 % 0 0 % 

  B: using two subordinate conjunctions  

in one sentence (because…so) 
 5 5.81 % 0 0 % 

II. Sentence Fragment 36 41.86 % 0 0 % 

  A: causal clauses 32 37.20 % 0 0 % 

  B: temporal clauses  1 1.16 % 0 0 % 

  C: conditional clauses  2 2.33 % 0 0 % 

  D: concessive clauses  1 1.16 % 0 0 % 

III. Dangling Modifier  0 0 % 6 6.98% 

IV. Null Subject  2 2.33 % 0 0 % 

V. Illogical Subordinate Conjunction 30 34.88% 0 0 % 

Total 80 93.02 % 6 6.98% 
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The majority of adverbial clauses errors occurred in finite clauses. As discussed in 

previous section, finite adverbial clauses are far more commonly used than 

non-finite clauses. Incorrect uses in finite adverbial clauses include fragment, 

illogical subordinate conjunction, double marking and null subject, accounting for 

41.86%, 34.88%, 13.95% and 2.33% respectively. In non-finite clauses, the errors 

identified are exclusively dangling modifier, with only 6.97%. In the subsequent 

section, each error type in finite and non-finite clauses are discussed.  

 

Error Types in Finite Clauses  

    Error types in finite clauses include fragment, illogical subordinate conjunction, 

double marking, and null subject, ordered by frequency. These errors may lead to 

erroneous syntactic structures, incomplete presentation of messages and incorrect 

delivery of meanings.  

 

Sentence Fragment. Fragment use accounts for one of the major incorrect uses 

in finite adverbial clauses. As the following examples show:  

 

(69) My favorite sport is basketball.*Because I can play basketball with my 

classmates who I can’t play with at common time. I can also make friends 

with different people. 

(70) Running can makes body perfect. And keep people in a mood. *If you have 

time to exercise every day and keep a good healthy.   

 

In (69), the causal adverbial clause is used as an independent clause. It is supposed 

to be combined with the preceding sentence and modified into “My favorite sport is 

basketball because I can play basketball with my classmates who I don’t play with in 

common time”. Likewise, the conditional clause in (70) should be connected to its 
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previous sentence changed into “And keep people in a good mood if they have time 

to exercise everyday keep a good healthy body”. Among these 36 tokens of 

fragmental use, causal fragments were of the most occurrences. There were 32 

causal fragments identified. The rest was sporadic erroneous use of other fragments 

clauses (conditional, temporal and concessive clauses, with only 2, 1 and 1 tokens). 

In fact, in the overall 79 occurrences of causal adverbial clauses, almost half of the 

productions were fragments. We could assume that the causal clauses are one of the 

frequently used adverbial clauses, but at the same time, pose the most difficulty to 

learners. Several studies have also indicated that the occurrence of causal fragments 

is a common scene in both ESL and EFL written production regardless of the types 

of writing genres (Hinkel, 2004; Lorenz, 1999; Schleppegrell, 1991). The result may 

be due to the learners’ lack of knowledge of the form and function of adverbial 

clauses. Syntactically speaking, adverbial clauses are to modify a verb (phrase) or 

the whole clause in a sentence (Greenbaum and Quirk, 1990). In terms of syntactic 

hierarchy, they are grammatically ranked lower compared to their main clauses and 

therefore must be attached to their main clauses to form complete sentences. Take 

functional aspect into consideration, the information conveyed in adverbial clauses 

is normally subordinated or backgrounded (Givon, 1993; Leech and Svartvik, 1994; 

Mathiesen and Thompson, 1988) to their main clauses they connect to. That is, they 

are used to provide supplementary or additional background information for their 

matrix clauses. The occurrence of a fragment adverbial clause indicates the 

incompleteness of an idea or a thought; it cannot stand alone for it fails to deliver a 

complete message, thus the information in the fragment adverbial clause is not 

viewed with great value.  

In addition to the failure of recognition of the form and function of adverbial 
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clauses, learners’ unawareness of the distinction of coordination and subordination 

might also come into play. As discussed in chapter two, coordination connects a 

series of ideas which are syntactically equivalent in the form of independent clauses; 

more importantly, the ideas conveyed in these clauses are of equal importance 

(Greenbaum and Quirk, 1990). However, information in subordinate clauses is  

normally of secondary importance compared to the information in main clauses  

(Hinkel, 2004). The more important information is placed in main clauses, the  

independent clauses, while the less important information is put in subordinate  

clauses, the dependent clauses (Greenbaum and Quirk, 1990). Therefore, without the  

understanding of the division of coordination and subornation, it may lead to the  

production of fragment clauses that are mistakenly used to deliver independent  

thoughts or ideas. Now take a look at example (69) again. In this example, the  

learner treats the causal fragment as a coordinate clause and the information is 

expressed as an complete idea instead of an explanation to the preceding sentence.  

As a result, an incomplete piece of information is formed.  

    Spoken register may directly or indirectly affect learners’ understanding and 

use of adverbial clauses in written contexts. In spoken register or spontaneous 

speech, sentence fragments are often employed and acceptable to express an 

afterthought or a segment of an independent idea (Ford, 1993; Hinkel, 2000; 2004; 

Lorenz, 1999; Schleppegrell, 1996). That is, they behave more like coordinate 

clauses instead of subordinate clauses. Consider the following two examples:  

 

    (71) Why did you decide to study engineering?  

-- Because engineering is a practical field of application of science and math.  

(72) So, when do students get a chance to do clinic training?  

     -- When students earn more knowledge and hospital experience in nursing.  
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                                                  (Hinkel, 2004, p. 251) 

 

The two examples are commonly used in spoken interaction. Learners may be 

exposed to these oral usages and get confused with the distinction between spoken 

and written register and then transfer the oral usages in the formal written contexts.  

 

Illogical Subordinate Conjunction. The second erroneous use in finite clauses 

was illogical subordinate conjunction, accounting for 32.56%. As introduced earlier, 

two native speakers were invited to make judgment on the use of construction. They 

not only pointed out the erroneous use but also provided more correct or proper 

use13. Based on their judgment, the illogical subordinate conjunction was mainly 

distributed in three types of clauses, including temporal, concessive and causal 

clauses, with 16, 3 and 3 occurrences. There were six instances that an adverb was 

mistakenly used as a subordinate conjunction. Table 4.8 summaries the incorrect 

types, subtypes, frequency and percentage of the subordinate conjunctions.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
13 As stated previously, some subordinators carry more than one semantic meaning (Kortmann, 1996). 
In different context, they may refer to different meanings and then assigned to different types of 
adverbial clauses. In our case, the subordinator “as long as” could introduce both temporal and 
conditional adverbial clauses (Diessel, 2005; Greenbaum, 1996; Puscasu, 2006). According to the 
judgment of the raters, the adverbial clause in the sentence “Playing basketball is my mainly exercise, 
which not only can help me sooth stress but can make friends in the court. As long as I have free time, 
I always call my friends to play basketball together and chat with them” is identified as a temporal 
adverbial clause. 
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Table 4.8  

Incorrect Types, Subtypes Frequency and Percentage of Subordinate Conjunctions  

Type Error Use Suggested Use Frequency Percentage

as when 3 10% 

when after 2 6.67% 

when since 2 6.67% 

after when 1 3.33% 

after since 1 3.33% 

until when 1 3.33% 

as long as when 1 3.33% 

temporal 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
when if 5 16.67% 

Total   16 53.33% 

even though even when 1 3.33% 

even though even if 1 3.33% 

concessive 

 

 even if even 1 3.33% 

Total   3 10.00% 

because when 1 3.33% 

because if 1 3.33% 

since because 1 3.33% 

causal 

because 

(wrong placement)

 2 6.67% 

Total   5 16.67% 

even even though 5 16.67% adverb as 

subordinator even even if 1 3.33% 

Total   6 20.00% 

Overall   30 100% 

 

As exhibited in Table 4.8, the inappropriate selection mainly occurred in temporal 

clauses, with 53.33%. Finite temporal clauses are introduced by different 

subordinate conjunctions. Each conjunction conveys different time reference for its 

main clause. Among these conjunctions, more than half of the wrong selections 

concern the use of the subordinator when. Consider the following erroneous uses 

from learners’ data:  
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(73)*As I was an elementary school student, my teacher had told me that I must 

attend to be quiet sometimes. But I left it alone, and the situation has 

become from bad to worse. 

(74) In fact, *when someone like Valjean lived in my inn, I would be scared, 

too.  

 

As shown in (73), the use of the subordinate conjunction as is identified as incorrect  

use. As is utilized to express an action or event in the adverbial clause taking place  

concurrently with an action or event in the main clause. However, this is not the  

correct temporal relation the writer tries to deliver in the sentence. In this passage,  

the writer intends to depict an event happening in the past, and the adverbial clause  

is supposed to be served as a time frame for the subsequent event, it is when that  

provides such time reference not as. Therefore, the correct use should be when. With  

the variety of temporal subordinate conjunctions, it is sometimes easy for learners to  

get confused as to the proper use of the temporal conjunctions. For Chinese learners,  

there are several temporal subordinators that share identical Chinese corresponding  

translation. Similar to the case of while, as is also translated as dang…de shi hou. In  

this case, it would be difficult for learners to tell the different messages they bring in  

English. Furthermore, there is one type of misuse regarding the contexts that a  

subordinator is employed. In (74), the use of when isconsidered inappropriate due to  

the context it is situated. The example is excerpted from one of the assigned  

composition Les Miserable. As noted in chapter three, learners were asked to  

provide opinions with a hypothetic tone. The situation would never take place in  

reality. Therefore, the use of the conjunction if would be more appropriate than the  

use of when for if bears less certainty and reality (Givon, 1993). Consider the  

following examples:  
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(75) When you bring it to me, I will pay you.  

(76) If you bring it, I will pay you.                       

(Givon, 1993, p. 292) 

 

In (75), the use of when indicates that the action of “paying” will take place until the 

“you” character brings it. There is a higher degree of certainty shown in this context. 

The subsequent action the speaker or writer may anticipate is the recipient’s getting 

ahead of paying something. In (76), on the other hand, the possibility of the 

happening of the action is lowered.   

Aside from temporal clauses, erroneous selection of subordinators also 

occurred in concessive and causal clauses, but with only 10.00% and 16.67%. As the 

following two examples show:  

 

(77) A baseball team at least need nine players on the court. *Even though the 

team which has a good pitcher or power batter, it can’t defeat a team 

without other players’ help.  

(78) In fact, I must admit, it is a little bit childish and it will finally result in a 

terribly painful and unaesthetic fingernail, *since I am addicted 

fingernail-gnawer. 

 

In (77), the subordinator even though, which indicates “despite of the fact that” 

(Frodesen and Eyring, 1993, p. 276) is to connect information in the adverbial clause 

which is contrast to the information in the main clause. The information in the 

adverbial clause presents a fact. However, the use of even though does not match the 

context here when taking the whole context into consideration. In this context, the 

author intends to express a supposition or hypothesis—the team could either have a 

good pitcher or power batter or not. It is more of a hypothetical condition than a fact. 
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Therefore, the use of even if is more appropriate than the use of even though. The use 

of since in (78) is also considered inappropriate. Both because and since express a 

reason or cause for their matrix clauses. Because clauses tend to be used to bring out 

new information which is not known to the listeners or readers while since clauses 

normally denote information that has been discussed or mentioned in the previous 

discourse (Diessel, 2005). Thus, the use of since may be replaced by because for the 

proposition in the adverbial clause is not noted in previous discourse. The author does 

not mention anything about the fact that he is a fingernail gnawer, and then the author 

jumps right to the use of pronoun “it” to indicate a fact which is not notified earlier. 

This would make the whole flow of information awkward. Concluding from these 

wrong selections from learners’ data, we are able to see that when it comes to 

choosing an appropriate subordinator, several aspects other than its meaning need to 

be taken into consideration.  

    As well as the wrong selection of adverbial subordinators, another item found 

in this type in learners’ data was form confusion, with six occurrences, accounting 

for 20.00%. Form confusion here indicates an adverb is erroneously used as a 

subordinate conjunction. In our data, the six occurrences are all one particular 

adverb even which is incorrectly utilized as a subordinate conjunction and is 

replaced the correct use of even though or even if. As the following example 

illustrates:  

 

(79) I would let Jean Valjean stay *even he was an ex-convict.  

 

In this example, the writer intends to express a contrast. The information in the main 

clause “I would let Jean Valjean stay” is a contrast to the information “he was an 
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ex-convict” (Normally, people would not let a ex-convict stay in their possession for  

fear that he or she may do something dangerous or pose a threat.) Therefore, the use 

of even not only fails to produce a subordinate clause, but most importantly, fails to 

achieve the intended meaning.  

    Unawareness to the form and meaning of even may lead to the confusion. In 

addition, its position normally is before the sentence it modifies. This may be the 

reason why it may be mistakenly regarded as a subordinate conjunction.    

 

Double Marking. Double marking was the third erroneous use type in finite 

adverbial clauses, taking up 13.95%. The use of double marking mainly occurred in 

concessive and causal adverbial clauses, with 7 and 5 occurrences respectively. In 

concessive clauses, the adverbial subordinator although or even though and the 

coordinator but are used altogether within one sentence; in causal clauses, the two 

subordinators because and so are employed to connect two clauses. As shown in the 

following examples:  

 

(80) Although I am not good at playing soccer, *but I enjoy watching the 

soccer game. There is nothing like watching the soccer game.  

(81) My favorite sport is baseball, because most of my friends play it, *so I 

liked it, too. 

 

In English, the inter-clausal connection is united by a coordinate connector or a 

subordinate connector (Givon, 1993). It is the use of a subordinator to combine two 

clauses to form a complex sentence; it does not allow the use of more than one 

subordinator to combine clauses. Unlike English, Chinese connectives could come 

with pairs such as yinwei…suoyi and sui ran…dan shi. According to Tsao (1979) and 
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Lin (2001), Chinese belongs to a discourse-oriented language, which puts more 

emphasis on the semantics rather than the structure of the language itself. Therefore, 

the use of pair of connectives is permitted and Chinese learners tend to connect 

clauses with two connectors. Different from Chinese, English is a sentence-oriented 

language, which is constructed strictly under the constraints of layers of syntactic 

units. Due to the differences, it is easy for Chinese students to produce double 

marking sentences in English. Bendall (2004) suggested that, apart from the 

different nature between Chinese and English, there are actually some correlative 

pairs in English, consisting of a subordinating conjunction and a conjunct. Consider 

the following examples:  

 

(82) Although I am poor, yet I am happy.  

(83) Because it rained heavily, I therefore stayed at home.  

 

It may be the exposure to these correlative pairs that leads to the overgeneralization. 

If not aware of their part of speech and distinct use, learners may adopt but and so 

for the replacement of yet and therefore because they share identical corresponding 

translations in Chinese. From a different perspective, Hinkel (2004) makes a remark 

on the double marking of concessive clauses specifically. She suggests that the use 

of concessive clauses is to enable writers to progress their ideas or thoughts in a 

gradual and less progressive way instead of jumping right into the main assertion he 

or she intends to make. An analogy is made to illustrate the relation. The information 

in the concessive clauses is “one step back” while in main clauses it is “two steps 

forward” (Hinkel, 2004, p. 250). If learners fail to understand to the functional 

aspect of concessive clauses, they would use but in the sentence, which conveys a 
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direct opposition. In Hinkel’ term, it is “two steps back” (2004, p. 250). Therefore, 

the use of although and but in one sentence would end up with “three steps back” 

(2004, p. 250) and this would prevent the main theme and idea from moving 

forward.  

    To conclude, occurrences of double marking may result from the influence of 

their first language. Besides, the unfamiliarity of form and function of adverbial 

clauses may play a role in the misuse.  

 

Null Subject. The last error type in finite clause was null subject, with two 

tokens, taking up only 2.33 %. As the example shows:  

 

(84) I also feel excited *when watch the TV program such as NBA, SBL and so  

    on.  

 

The subject in the temporal adverbial clause is missing. It is supposed to be 

modified into “I also feel excited when I watch the TV program such as NBA, SBL 

and so on”. The occurrence of lack a subject in adverbial clause may attribute to the 

cross-linguistic difference between Chinese and English. As previously suggested, 

syntactically speaking, Chinese is a discourse-dominant language while English is a 

sentence-based language (Li & Thompson, 1976; Tsao, 1979). In Chinese, a topic 

may spread across several clauses in a discourse; therefore, a structural subject is not 

necessary. Consider the following example:  

 

(85)Wo wen Zhangsan Lisi xia zhou hui bu hui lai. Zhangsan shuo kending 

hui lai.  

(I asked Zhangsan whether Lisi will come next week. Zhangsan says (Lisi) 

will definitely come.)                           
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(Yuan, 1997, p. 472) 

  

In this case, the structural subject “Lisi” in the subordinate clause is allowed to be 

deleted in Chinese because the topic “Lisi” has been introduced in the first sentence. 

Hence, the appearance of “Lisi” in the second sentence is not obligatory (Yuan, 

1997). Chinese learners may unintentionally neglect the use of subject in a string of 

words due to the influence of Chinese structure. 

.  

Error Types in Non-finite Clauses  

With an overall amount of 86 errors identified, there were only 6 erroneous 

uses recognized in non-finite clauses. Despite of the fact that the occurrence of 

incorrect use is far less frequent than the finite clauses, it would be impossible to 

make an assertion that learners have less difficulty in utilizing non-finite clauses 

since they are syntactically more complex than finite clauses (Kettemann, 1993 ) 

and learners may utilize the structure with discretion or even avoid using them. 

Errors in learners’ production were entirely dangling modifier. As the following 

example shows:  

 

(86) *After being at school for a long time, summer vacation was coming. Amy 

and her friends decided to go swimming. 

 

In the example, the referential subject in the non-finite clause “After being at school  

for a long time,” (i.e., She/He, the character in the picture) does not identify with the  

subject in the main clause “summer vacation”. The reason why learners make  

dangling problems could also refer to the topic-subject distinction between Chinese  

and English (Li and Thompson, 1976; Tsao, 1979). Influenced by the difference,  
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learners may not pay much attention to the structural subjects in both clauses and are  

not able to reach the harmony of the subjects. We could assume that Chinese students  

may overlook the identification of subjects in each clause for their focus is primary on  

the delivery of meanings.  

   Apart from this obvious violation, there is another condition that the writer fails to  

create an explicit context for the readers to identify which subject to identify with,  

as a result, causing ambiguities in references. Consider (87):  

 

(87) In a nice and comfortable afternoon, Annie wore on her new swimming suit 

happily. *After putting on the suit, *her friend started to do some warm-up 

exercise.  

 

As indicated in (87), it is questionable whether the intended subject of the non-finite  

adverbial clause is with the continuance of previous discourse “Annie wore on her  

new swimming suit happily” or a new sentence which introduces her friend who 

starts to do some exercises. Therefore, without further explanation or information, the  

reference is ambiguous and hard to make a correct judgment whether the subject is  

“Amy” or “her friend”. Although the frequency of dangling problem is only with a  

limited number, it is still one of the difficulties that learners encounter in the  

employment of adverbial clauses. It is important for writers to provide sufficient  

information for the identification of subjects. Otherwise, with the dangling problem, a  

story line or a discourse development would be confusing for readers to follow and as  

a result, leads to a wrong interpretation or misunderstanding toward a given text.  

 

Summary of the Error Types  

    To encapsulate, types of errors are identified in the employment of adverbial 
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clauses in EFL senior high school students’ written production. Sentence fragment 

and illogical subordinate conjunction are the two major error types learners produce. 

In finite clauses, error types include fragment use, illogical subordinate conjunction, 

double marking and null subjects, with fragment use, illogical subordinate 

conjunction dominating half of the erroneous use. In non-finite clauses, dangling 

modifier is the only identified error type. Several aspects may be taken into account 

for a better understanding of learners’ production of these error types. Learners’ 

incomprehensive understanding toward the use of adverbial clauses is interrelated 

with the occurrences of these errors. The divergence between English and Chinese 

may also be significant to the learners’ use of the structure.   

 

Adverbial Clauses in EFL Learners’ Textbooks  

    In EFL context, textbooks are crucial for learners’ learning and teachers’ 

instruction. It is our goal to find out how the structure is introduced to learners. Three 

versions of textbooks are selected for the examination: Textbook (A), Textbook (B) 

and Textbook (C). Two sections from each version are examined: grammar (sentence 

patterns) and writing section.  

 

Presentation of Adverbial Clauses in Textbooks and Teachers’ Manuals  

In the three versions, the construction of adverbial clauses is not exclusively  

introduced in one particular lesson or volume. Instead, based on their  

syntactic complexities, different types of adverbial clauses are presented and  

introduced throughout different volumes in each version. In addition to the  

introduction of adverbial clauses, there are some other structures that are related to the  
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use of adverbial clauses14. They are also counted in the introduction and presentation  

of adverbial clauses. The types, distributions, and frequencies of adverbial clauses are  

quite similar. Respectively, there are 18, 22 and 20 syntactic structures concerning  

adverbial clauses introduced in version A , B and C. The target syntactic structures  

in each version are quite similar. The presentation is mainly on the syntactic  

structures of different types of adverbial clauses, followed by isolated sentences  

examples. Consider the following examples:  

 

(88)  S+V…even though +S+V 

     Even though S+V, S+V  

EX: Even though he has spent most of his life in the United States, Yo-Yo 

Ma is able to speak Chinese fluently.  

    Yo-Yo Ma is able to speak Chinese fluently even though he has spent 

most of his life in the United States.  

                                         (Version C, Volume I, p. 193) 

(89)  S+V…unless +S+V  

     Unless S+V…, S+V… 

           (a) I couldn’t possibly eat anything more unless they had some of those 

giant asparagus. 

           (b) Unless you have some experience, you won’t be able to find a job.  

                                            (Version B, Volume II, p. 192) 

                                     

 

Most adverbial clauses are presented in this way to bring learners’ awareness to the 

structure of adverbial clauses. Another focus of attention of the presentation is on the 

substitution of syntactic structures that share identical semantic meanings with the 

target adverbial clauses. As exemplified in (90) to (92):  

 

 
14 As the example shows: “If / When / As …, (S) + V” → ”If you don’t understand very word or 
sentence, don’t get hung up on it (version C, Volume I , p. 50). The focus of the structure is to 
introduce imperative sentences rather than on the use of adverbial clauses.   
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    (90) Despite the difficulties and frustration of the moment, I still have a dream. 

        = Although I face the difficulties and frustrations of the moment, I still have 

a dream.   

                                            (Version C, Volume VI, p. 90) 

(91) Valjean can get no work because he has a criminal past.  

        = Valjean can get no work because of his criminal past.  

                                           (Version B, Volume III, p. 200) 

(92) (a) Although wedding vary greatly in the United States, at most American      

weddings, the bride follows certain traditions of dress.  

(b)Lisa was considered the most beautiful woman at the party, but she did 

not look happy at all. 

(Version B, Volume II, p. 24) 

 

The syntactic modification between the structures does not always achieve similar 

intended meanings. Consider example (90) and (91). The adverbial clauses in both 

examples put more weight on the actions that the characters take, but when these 

actions are introduced by propositional phrases, the importance of the actions is 

downgraded. Likewise, as example (92) shows, without further elucidation 

concerning the difference between the clause introduced by subordinate conjunction 

although and the clause led by coordinate conjunction but, learners may assume the 

use of although and but is interchangeable. In fact, even though the two 

conjunctions both connect ideas that are contradictory to each other, they denote 

different functions. Information in the although clause is of less importance while 

the information in but clause is the main assertion. Isolated presentation and drills of 

this kind may give learners the wrong impression that one structure could always be 

replaced by the other structure regardless of its context and information flow. 

Overall, in the three versions, the presentation of adverbial clauses mainly 

centers on form and semantic meaning of adverbial clauses. The exercises provided 

also put emphasis on the practice of form transformation and substitution of structures 
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with context or limited context offered. Consider (93) and (94):  

    

    (93) whether… or … ( form transformation)  

(A) It may be sunny. It may be rainy.  

        (B) Jake has his head buried in books. 

        Whether it is sunny or rainy, Jake has his head buried in books.  

    (94) By the time S+V-ed, S+had +V-en… (substitution of structures) 

The beautiful butterfly flew away before Dennis could take out his camera.  

        By the time Dennis could take out his camera, the beautiful butterfly had  

flown away.                     

(Version A, Volume 4, p.192) 

 

Based on Larsen-Freeman (1993), to achieve communicative competence, not  

only the form and meaning but also the context for using one particular structure 

needs to be taken account to achieve the most appropriate use. Take (88) for example, 

the two example sentences are not exactly interchangeable even though they bear 

similar semantic meanings. Pragmatically speaking, the post-posed concessive 

adverbial clause merely provides a contrast for the information in the main clause; it 

is to complete the message in the main clause. On the other hand, the pre-posed 

concessive clause suggests that the proposition in the concessive clause has been 

mentioned in the previous discourse. It entails the “anaphoric grounding function” 

(Givon, 1993, p. 312). That is, it offers a bridge that connects the information in the 

previous sentences and in its main clause. Similarly, consider example (92). The 

example demonstrates the two conjunctions although and but connects ideas that are 

contradictory to each other. However, since although is a subordinate conjunction and 

but is a coordinate conjunction, they denote different functions. Information in the 

although clause is of less importance while the information in but clause is the main 

assertion. Such isolated presentation and drills may give learners the wrong 
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impression that one structure could always be replaced by the other structure 

regardless of its context. This may lead to the blurriness and confusion between 

subordination and coordination, which may be the potential reason behind learners’ 

use of fragment. The functional use of adverbial clauses is rarely tackled on in each 

version. With the lack of meaningful contextual presentation, learners may not be able 

to fully understand the distinction between subordination and coordination.  

When it comes to introducing and presenting a variety of subordinate 

conjunctions, the focus is on the syntactic formations and the semantic meanings. As 

the following example shows:  

 

(95) Subordinate conjunctions: when, after, while, as, because, if, although  

    (a)When Frankenstein felt better, he found out that the monster had 

murdered William.   

    (b) After he had finished telling the whole story to the captain, Frankenstein 

died.  

    (c)He couldn’t bring himself to trust the monster as/ because the two might 

bear children.  

                                        (Version A, Volume II, p.158) 

 

The emphasis is on the introduction of different types of subordinate conjunctions. 

These types of subordinate conjunctions are all presented in isolated sentences. 

Another dominant way of presentation is that subordinate conjunctions are all 

introduced together without further explications concerning their specific use in one 

certain context. As the following two examples illustrate:  

 

(96)  When/ As/ If/ Because/ Though +S+V…, S+V…  

      V-ing/ P.P…, S+V…   

         Because Franklin failed to find work in New York, he headed for 
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Philadelphia.  

         Failing to find work in New York, Franklin headed for Philadelphia.  

As young Ben was surrounded by books, he would often stay up late into  

the night reading.  

         Surrounded by books, young Ben would often stay up late into the night 

reading.  

                                        (Version C, Volume VI , p.70) 

(97)  If / When/ As/…, (S) +V  

        If you don’t understand very word or sentence, don’t get hung up on it.  

        If you can’t find a foreigner to talk to, talk with your classmates.  

        As you can listen to foreigners speak English, repeat what they say as well 

as you can.  

                                              (Version C, Volume I, p.50) 

 

In example (96), the focus is on the syntactic modification from finite adverbial 

clauses to non-finite participle clauses; in (97), it is to introduce imperative sentences. 

Although the focus is not on the introduction of the meaning and use of the 

subordinate conjunctions, authentic contexts and contextual use should always be 

provided for learners to have more understanding toward the use of each subordinate 

conjunction. It is suggested that learners need be provided and immersed in authentic 

context as much as possible (Nunan, 1998) irrespective of the focus of teaching and 

learning point(s). As we can see from the examples above, it would be difficult for 

learners to develop comprehensive understanding toward the meaning and use of 

these subordinate conjunctions without being offered more contexts. As discussed 

before, the use of a subordinate conjunction depends on the semantic connection 

between the meaning in the main clause and the adverbial clause as well as the 

appropriateness in a given discourse. Moreover, presentation of this kind may foster 

the misconception that the subordinate conjunctions could be replaced by one another 

and learners may fail to see the differences of among these conjunctions. As a result, 
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the incorrect selection of subordinate conjunctions occurs.    

The presentation in the students’ textbooks mirrors the focus in the 

accompanying teaching manuals. In the three versions, the attention is also drawn to 

the elaboration on the syntactic transformation of different types of adverbial clauses 

and substitutions of other syntactic structures. Consider the following example:  

 

    (98) not…until …   Not…until… (do/ does/ did)…    It is /was not 

until…that… 

(a) (basic form) not... until     only when  

          We won’t start until Bob comes.  

          We will start only when Bob comes.  

      (b) (inverted form )not…until    It is /was not until  

          You don’t have to leave until the teacher comes.  

          It is not until the teacher comes that you have to leave.  

      (c) (Emphatic form) Not…until    Only when 

         He didn’t shut up until the teacher came in.  

          Not until / Only when the teacher came in did he shut up. 

                                        (Version C, Volume, p. 230.1) 

 

In this example, different linguistic forms such as inverted and emphatic form 

are introduced together and treated as interchangeable structures without precisely 

pointing out their functions and providing appropriate contexts for each structure.    

To be brief, in students’ and teachers’ teaching manuals, the syntactic and 

semantic dimensions of the adverbial clauses are more attended. However, the 

functional aspect of adverbial clauses and contextual use of individual subordinate 

conjunction seem to be overlooked in the three versions.  

 

Presentation of Adverbial Clauses in Writing  

In the three writing sections, the construction of adverbial clauses is introduced 
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in different volumes. The structure is introduced mainly from volume one to volume 

three. Adverbial clauses are treated as a fundamental and important structure to 

create complex sentences; they are essential to expand and connect ideas in writing. 

When the textbook compliers introduce the general errors that learners should avoid 

in writing a composition, adverbial clauses are used to demonstrate as a syntactic 

structure to avoid fragment, run-on sentences in the three versions. For example:   

 

(99) I wish I didn’t have to get along with girls, they are aliens. (Incorrect) 

        I wish I didn’t have to get along with girls because they are aliens. 

(Correct)  

                                           (Version A, Volume II, p. 127) 

 

In this example, one way to avoid run-on sentences in writing is to utilize adverbial 

clauses to combine sentences. Two sentences could be combined into an adverbial 

clause to present a more complete massage or idea.  

 

In each version, different types of adverbial clauses are introduced to provide a 

variety of circumstantial meanings. As Table 4.9 illustrates:  

 

Table 4.9  

Introduction of Adverbial Clauses in Writing  

Time  after, before, when, while, until, as soon as, etc.  

Cause/ Effect  because, since, etc.  

Contrast  although, though even though, while, etc.  

Purpose  so , so that, in order that, etc.  

Conditions  if, unless, provided that, etc.  

                                            (Version B, Volume I, p. 156) 

 

Types of adverbial clauses are presented and subordinate conjunctions are 

introduced. When the focus in on the discussion concerning how to write different 
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genres such as narrative, cause-effect, argumentation and so on, subordinate 

conjunctions are introduced as transitional expressions to connect various links. The 

concept of adverbial clauses is generally introduced as a syntactic structure to add 

diversity in compositions. The explanation and instruction generally concentrate on 

the conversion from two independent clauses to one complex sentence. The 

examples provided in the three versions are all alike:  

 

(100) I saw her again. I was pleased.  

    I was pleased when I saw her again.   

(Version B, Volume II, p. 198) 

                                                        

Writing exercises provided require learners to connect two independent clauses into 

one complex sentence. Consider the following example:  

 

(101) (a) You pay attention.  

         (b) You may think of some new way to deal with a common problem. 

          ______________________________________________________.  

(a)The elders were told what had happened under the lake. 

(b)They and Numa came up with a decision of great wisdom.  

          ______________________________________________________ 

                                           (Version A, Volume II, p. 198) 

 

In version B and C, adverbial clauses are mostly introduced as a syntactic  

construction to bring diversity to writing. The focus is on the form and meaning of  

adverbial clauses in writing. In version A, it slightly tackles on the functional use of  

adverbial clauses, which is to carry information of less importance or background  

information. However, the examples and exercises still fall to the isolated sentence  

combining without further explanations or guidance on the concept of grounding.  

The presentation of isolated sentences is unable to provide a context for learners to  



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 
 

 

89

differentiate the importance of information and learners may fail to recognize the  

function of adverbial clauses; the distinction between coordination and  

subordination may not be clearly revealed. Since the use of coordination and  

subordination is one important element to achieve “logical and prominence relation”  

in discourse (Tyler, 1994, p. 246) and coherence in information flow, elaboration and  

contextual presentation on the form, meaning and use of adverbial clauses should be  

all taken into account.   

Similar to the presentation in the grammar section, when types of adverbial 

clauses are introduced in writing part, the focus is often on the different types of 

adverbial clauses. The specific meaning and use of individual subordinate 

conjunction is barely the focus. Consider the following description:  

 

    (102) Some other commonly used subordinate conjunctions expressing time are 

when, while, once, before, after, until, since, and so soon as. Subordinate 

conjunctions expressing condition include in case, unless, if, and whether 

or not. 

                                            (Version C, Volume III, p. 81) 

 

Generally, subordinate conjunctions are treated as transition expressions to connect 

meanings. However, without contextual presentations, learners may not be able to 

understand the exact meaning and use of the subordinate conjunction under each 

type. Take a look at example (100). In this case, the order of the two clauses and 

different use of subordinators could end up with different interpretations for these 

two independent clauses if no further elaboration and context provided.  

In a word, in writing sections, adverbial clauses are presented as a structure to  

create variety in writing. The focus is mainly on the syntactic structures and their 

accompanying circumstantial meanings.    
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION  

 

The aim of the current research is to investigate EFL Taiwanese senior high 

school students’ use of adverbial clauses in their writing. This chapter consists of 

three parts. The first part recapitulates the major research findings; the second part 

offers pedagogical implications derived from the findings. Finally, the last part 

explains limitations of the research and further suggestions for future research.  

 

Summary of the Major Findings 

   The present study explores how adverbial clauses are used by EFL Taiwanese 

senior high school students in their written production. Three writing assignments on 

different writing genres were assigned to find out learners’ use of adverbial clauses. 

Specifically, the research aims to answer two major questions: one is about the 

frequency of adverbial clauses use, types of erroneous production, and the other 

regards presentation of the structure in learners’ textbooks and teachers’ teaching 

manuals. The first research question was answered by counting the occurrence of 

each adverbial clause in the compositions. It is found that the construction of 

adverbial clauses is a structure constantly employed in the learners’ writing to 

connect clauses to achieve a diversity of circumstantial meanings, including time, 

reason, purpose, condition, concession, result, manner, accompanying circumstance 

conditional-alternative, wh-condition, substitution and means. Among these clauses, 
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temporal clauses are found to be the most profusely utilized, followed by the clauses 

of reason, conditional, purpose and concession. It seems that in any given context, 

temporal clauses are indispensable because they specify the time frame for the 

development of a story or an event to progress. In the current study, adverbial 

clauses are classified into finite and non-finite adverbial clauses. Finite clauses are 

far more frequently used than non-finite clauses. The reason can be that the finite 

clauses are presented more in learners’ input; moreover, they are more easily 

processed, which provides more unambiguous circumstantial meanings for writer to 

use and audiences to comprehend. Finite adverbial clauses of time are of the most 

use, followed by reason, condition, concession, result, manner, accompanying 

circumstance, alternative and wh-condition. Different from finite clauses, in 

non-finite clauses, clauses of purpose and time are the most frequently used, 

especially purpose clauses, which takes up the majority of non-finite clauses.  

    An error analysis was conducted to find out the error types. As a commonly 

employed structure, the construction of adverbial clauses still perplexes learners in 

several aspects. Five error types are identified, including sentence fragment, which 

dominates the highest rate of erroneous use, followed by illogical subordinate 

conjunction, double marking, dangling modifier and null subject. Errors mostly 

occur in finite adverbial clauses. The errors contain sentence fragment, illogical use 

of subordinate conjunctions, double marking and null subject. Errors in non-finite 

clauses are entirely dangling modifier. Since non-finite clauses are less utilized by 

the learners, the occurrence of errors is correspondingly low. Overall, these errors 

mainly concern the syntax and semantics of adverbial clauses. Learners’ incomplete 

comprehension toward the syntactic structure of adverbial clauses and semantic 

meanings of subordinators may lead to the erroneous use. Without a comprehensive 
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understanding toward the structure result in clause fragment, wrong or inappropriate 

selection of subordinate conjunctions and the employment of more than one 

subordinator to combine clauses or connect clauses with the presence of one 

subordinator and coordinator. Moreover, learners’ first language may also be 

responsible for these incorrect productions. Due to the discrepancy between Chinese 

and English, errors such as incorrect or improper selection of subordinate 

conjunctions, double marking, the omission of subject and dangling or modifier 

arise as a result.  

    To answer the second question, three versions of EFL textbooks and teachers’ 

manuals are analyzed. Textbooks are one essential element for learners to develop 

the knowledge of adverbial clauses. Grammar (sentence pattern) focus and writing 

section are examined in particular in each version. The result shows that the three 

versions share many features in common regarding the presentation of adverbial 

clauses. In the grammar section, the focus tends to be on the presentation of the 

syntactic structure of adverbial clauses in isolation. Another focus puts emphasis on 

the replacement of syntactic structures with similar meanings. The focal point in 

writing sections is primarily on the semantic function of adverbial clauses—to 

expand and unite clauses to add diversity for writing. In the introduction of 

subordinate conjunctions, the center of both the sections also accentuates on the 

syntax of adverbial clauses instead of providing meaningful contexts for learners to 

fully grasp the use of these subordinators. Such presentation of the subordinate 

conjunctions may hinder learners’ understanding of the individual use of these 

conjunctions.  

 

Pedagogical Implications 
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Based on the findings, we can see that even though adverbial clauses are 

presented to students in the early stage of English learning, some difficulties still 

occur. Therefore, it is important to bring learners’ awareness to different facets of 

adverbial clauses (Cowan, 2008; Hinkel, 2004) to develop a more comprehensive 

understanding of the structure. With a better manipulation of adverbial clauses, 

learners may be able to achieve better information flow in their writing in addition to 

attaining higher rate of accuracy.  

In the realm of communicative language teaching which focuses on the 

meaningfulness of communication, an appropriate portion of grammar along with 

communicative activities or tasks is rather beneficial to learners (Larsen-Freeman, 

1991). As mentioned previously, “focus on form” instruction with a communicative 

goal would assist learners to express themselves more accurately and meaningfully 

(Ellis, 2001; Larsen-Freeman, 1991). In “focus on form” instruction, tasks or 

activities that raise learners’ consciousness (Doughty, 1991; Rutherford and 

Sharwood Smith, 1985; Schmidt, 1990) or direct learners’ attention to notice (Ellis, 

1990; Fortos, 1993 ) could help learners to build up a better understanding toward a 

specific target structure while engaging in communicative tasks or a learning 

environment. 

To start with, learners need to realize when and how to utilize the construction 

of adverbial clauses. They are used to combine information which is supplementary 

for the information in the main clauses. That is, they provide background and 

accompanying information, which is of second importance in relation to the 

information in the main clauses. Such knowledge in mind may lower the chance for 

learners to produce fragment and double marking sentences. Contextual exercises 

could be provided for learners not only to identify sentence fragments but to 
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understand the semantic relationship between clauses. As examples (103) and (104) 

show:  

 

(103) Directions: Add appropriate punctuation and capitalization.   

Whenever the weather is nice I walk to school but when it is cold or wet I 

either take the bus or get a ride with one of my friends even though my 

brother has a car I never ask him to take me to school because he is very 

busy he has a new job and has recently gotten married so he doesn’t have 

time to drive me to and from school anymore I know he would give me a 

ride if I asked him to but I don’t want to bother him.  

                                               (Azar, 1999, p. 407) 

(104) Directions: Use the words provided and combine the sentences to show  

relationships between ideas.  

a. Educations, business and government are all dependent on computers.  

  b. It is advisable for all students to have basic computer skills.  

  c. They graduate from high school and enter the work force or college.  

d. A course called “Computer Literacy” has recently become a requirement 

 for graduation from Westside High School.  

e. Maybe you will want more information about this course.  

f. You can call the academic counselor at the high school.   

  (Since, before, therefore, if) 

                                               (Azar, 1999, p. 409) 

 

In (103), learners need to know what makes a sentence and identify the boundary of 

a sentence. Exercises of this kind would be beneficial for learners to understand and 

familiarize with the syntactic structure of adverbial clauses. In addition, they could 

grasp the different kinds of semantic relations and functions of adverbial clauses in 

more context-surrounded environments. Likewise, learners need to understand the 

semantic relations among the sentences and connect them as shown in (104). With 

more ample contextual clues, learners would learn how to arrange these sentences 

into reasonable and appropriate sequences to achieve coherent information flow.   
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Teachers and instructors could further consolidate learners’ knowledge of 

grounding function of adverbial clauses. As the following example shows:  

 

(105) (a) In the past, colleges and universities were primarily the domain of 

students in their late teens and early twenties.  

     (b) Now, increasing numbers of older students are returning to school.  

        (i)Now, increasing numbers of older students are returning to school, 

although in the past, colleges and universities were primarily the 

domain of students in their late teens and early twenties… 

        (ii)Although increasing numbers of older students are returning to 

school, in the past, colleges and universities were primarily the 

domain of students in their late teens and early twenties… 

(Hinkel, 2004, p. 249) 

    

Different interpretations and meanings could be drawn from different combinations 

of the two sentences based on the writer’s intended meaning. In (i), the main 

assertion is “Now, increasing numbers of older students are returning to school” 

while the concessive adverbial clause is considered additional information; the 

following discourse is supposed to be about “the older students returning to school”; 

the focus in (ii) is the opposite. Teachers or instructors can discuss the grounding 

function of adverbial clauses with learners to help them further develop the 

grounding concept of subordination. By having the knowledge of grounding, 

learners are able to delivery their ideas in a more precise and fluent way.  

As for the selection of subordinate conjunctions, one of the effective ways is to 

put emphasis on the use of different subordinate conjunctions in a discourse rather 

than in isolated sentences. As the following two examples present: 

(106) While he was handsome, he really wasn’t very intelligent. So he was never 

very popular with women, except those who liked good looking men.  
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(107) While he was handsome, he was popular. But with the passage of time, his 

popularity waned.   

(Cowan, 2008, p. 568)             

(108) (After) Ellen gets home from work, she likes to read the newspaper. She 

     follows the same routine every day after work. (As soon as) she gets 

     home, she changes her clothes, gets a snack and a drink and sits down in 

     her favorite chair to read the newspaper in peace and quiet. She usually 

     has about half an hour to read the paper (before) her husband arrives  

     home from his work. (as soon as, before, after ) 

                                                (Azar, 1999, p.361) 

 

For the beginning level, instead of mere explanations of descriptions, teachers or 

instructors should offer a meaningful and contextual introduction such as example 

(106) and (107) to enhance learners’ understanding toward the meaning of an 

individual conjunction. In (106) and (107), although they are both led by the 

subordinator while, they convey different semantic meanings. In (106), the while 

introduces a concessive clause while the while in (107) brings out a temporal clause. 

With contextual presentations, learners would be able to understand the meanings of 

the subordinators and discriminate the individual different semantic meanings in 

different contexts. To learners of higher level, longer texts with different types of 

subordinate conjunctions provided could help learners learn different types of 

subordinate conjunctions and achieve intended meanings. As (108) shows, there are 

different subordinate conjunctions provided. Learners are offered with a 

context-embedded context to select correct and appropriate subordinate conjunction. 

In this way, they could come to realize the different use of subordinate conjunctions 

gradually.    

    In addition to the contextual presentations, language teachers should help 

learners differentiate register variation. In “focus on form” instruction, activities and 
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explanations which bring learners’ awareness of register differences could be included 

(Gilquin and Paquot, 2007; Hinkel, 2004). Real life examples from native speakers’ 

corpus could also be extracted and adopted into teaching and learning materials. In 

this way, EFL learners could be exposed to a more authentic and native-like learning 

context; more importantly, they could use adverbial clauses more appropriately in 

different registers.   

 

Limitations of the Present Study and Suggestions for Further Studies  

    The current study explores EFL Taiwanese senior high school students’ general 

use of adverbial clauses across different genres. Nevertheless, there are several 

aspects that require further attention and research to provide more evidence. Due to 

the scale of the research, there are some limitations for the present research. First, 

there are only 43 senior high school students in the study and there are only three 

types of genres included. The result may not be able to be generalized and applied 

to overall Taiwanese EFL students’ use of adverbial clauses. More participants and 

kinds of genres are needed to reach greater generalization toward EFL Taiwanese 

senior high students’ use of adverbial clauses for future research. Second, because 

of the length of the compositions, learners’ erroneous production found in the 

present study is mainly on syntactic and semantic level. Therefore, learners’ 

compositions with longer length should be collected to gain more insight toward 

learners of adverbial clauses in functional or pragmatic aspect. Third, as discussed 

earlier, one of the common criticisms about error analysis is that it falls short of 

taking learners’ psychological process into consideration (Candlin, 1974). The 

result would be more valid if interviews with the participants are carried out to 

further confirm the assumptions. Finally, data of native speakers could be also 
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collected to make a comparison or contrast between the use of adverbial clauses of 

native speakers and that of EFL learners to offer more information for future 

teaching instruction and textbooks compilation.  
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Appendix A 

Assigned writing: Picture Description  
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