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HELPING LOWER-LEVEL EFL LEARNERS
USE PARTICIPIAL ADJECTIVES IN ENGLISH

In the classroom, it takes learners some time and exposure to learn to use and
understand participial adjectives accurately. The purpose of the present paper is to
identify the reasons behind the lower learners’ errors in their use and form of participial
adjectives. The paper provides an overview of the research on the use of participial
adjectives and based on the teacher’s classroom experience looks into the possible
extralinguitsic and linguistic challenges that English language learners can experience in
their use of participial adjectives particularly in the initial stages of language learning.
The paper proposes to address these challenges through a range of effective strategies
and practical approaches.
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In our perception of the world, events and people, we tend to
ascribe different qualities to this or that thing, situation or experience. We do
this mostly by referring to adjectives. Adjectives are usually engaging for learners
and the rules underlying them are straightforward. However, as a teacher of
English to non-native speakers, | have frequently watched my students make
mistakes when using participle adjectives, referred to as participial adjectives by
some researchers!.

! Parrott M., Grammar for English Language Teachers, 2nd edition, Cambridge, Cambridge
University Press, 2010, p. 52.



Research has shown that some morphemes and structures are generally
acquired in a common order and that this order is similar for non-native learners
of English.2 When learners first start using the language, they use it initially to
describe the things and people surrounding them and only later to talk about
their own states and feelings. For example, when studying English, they learn the
—ing form first due to the Present Continuous Tense and therefore use this form
more frequently.

The present study seeks to help English language teachers identify the
possible causes of errors that learners make when using participial adjectives
and provide possible teaching solutions based on research and my own
classroom experience.

The term participial adjectives was suggested by
Huddleston and Pullum® and later supported by S. Thornbury* to mark the
distinction between participle forms of verbs and adjectives.

Accordingly, Thornbury distinguishes the following types of participial
adjectives:

a) Qualitative adjectives that can be qualified with very, e.g. an excited

student;

b) Classifying adjectives which cannot normally be qualified with very, e.g. a

submitted assignment, the setting sun;

¢) Compound adjectives formed by adding a verb participle to a noun, e.g.

a time-consuming assignment.

Most grammarians describe the -ing adjectives as having an active or
progressive meaning, and the —-ed adjectives as having a completed or passive
meaning®. Others explain the difference by pointing out that -ing adjectives are
causal and describe the effect of something or somebody, whereas the -ed
adjectives are indicative of a person’s feelings or reactions.®

Despite the disagreement over the generally accepted definition, it can be
stated that the -ing form is used when people talk about the source of the
emotion and who or what causes it, e.g. a depressing effect and the —ed form
denotes who or what is affected by it, e.g. a stressed student. We can use some
participial adjectives with intensifiers (very, extremely) and downtoners (quite,
rather)’, e.g. a very interesting film, a rather annoying man. However, with those
participial adjectives which are indicative of extreme qualities, like starving,
terrified, we tend to use intensifiers that emphasize the extreme or absolute
nature of adjectives, e.g. utterly terrified look, entirely wasted time.

2 Lightbown P., Spada N., How Languages are Learned. Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1999, p. 3.

3 Huddleston R.D., Pullum G.K., The Cambridge Grammar of the English Language, Cambridge,
CUP, 2002, p. 78-79.

4 Thornbury S., About Language, Tasks for Teachers of English, Cambridge, Cambridge University
Press, 2012, p.110.

5 Birch B.M., English Grammar Pedagogy: A Global Perspective, New York, Routledge, 2014, p.
182, Swan M., Practical English Usage, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1996, p. 403.

8 Penston T., A Concise Grammar for English Language Teachers, TP Publications, 2005, p. 50,
Yule G., Explaining English Grammar, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2009, p. 6.

7 A word or phrase that makes the meaning of another word or phrase less strong.
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In English, participial adjectives are mostly made by adding suffixes —-ed or -
ing to the base form of the verb, e.g. fascinating, charmed. The —-ed suffix enjoys
a range of morphological variations with irregular verbs and therefore is
sometimes referred to as the -en participle, e.g. frozen meat, broken arm. Most
present participles in English derive their forms from verbs.

Participles can also occur compounded with an adverb, an adjective, a
noun, or a preposition. These compound structures with participles are common
before nouns, e.g. a Delta-qualified teacher.®

It is also interesting to note that a few verbs denoting feelings can form —ed
adjectives but can’t form -ing adjectives, i.e. we can say delighted, scared but
not delighting, scaring.®

In English syntax, participial adjectives typically precede the noun they
modify. However, when the —ed participle is followed by an agent phrase or by
other prepositional construction, the -ed participle takes a post-nominal position,
as in phrases a workshop hosted by a trainer, books published by Longman.*®

As participial adjectives in most cases indicate the speaker’s or the writer’s
disposition towards people, things and or events, in a string of adjectives they
occupy an initial position as in phrases a terrifying young man or a frustrated
rock star.

In a sentence, there are two usual positions for participial adjectives, before
a noun in a noun phrase, as in the sentence “That was an embarrassing
situation”, and after a noun as in the sentence “The situation was embarrassing”.
In the latter case, participial adjectives are used predicatively and use a
complement verb to link it to the noun or pronoun they modify. When used
predicatively, adjectives express the main clause and cannot be omitted.

Research Methodology: The primary purpose of the study was to identify
the types of errors the learners make in their production of participial adjectives
and to delve deep into the reasons behind these errors to be able to construct
simple but effective teaching solutions. The method used in the study was that of
qualitative research building a series of classroom experiments that | did with
non-native lower-level learners majoring as part of their Fundamental English
course.

Data collection methods used in research include classroom observations
not only in my home institution but also in other language schools and
educational institutions, as well as the administration of questionnaires and
interviews for learners to identify how they learn best and what can possibly
motivate them to improve their language accuracy in a certain language area.
The number of respondents was 23 and out of them about 20 were driven by
instrumental and integrative motivation. Most of them were learning English in
quest of better employment, education or simply for migration purposes. Almost
all of them expected to sit for an international exam like BEC Preliminary or BEC
Vantage at this or that stage of their language education. These types of high-

8 Swan M., Practical English Usage, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1996, p. 405.
° We say delightful, scary instead.
1° Noonan M., A Course in English Grammar, Wisconsin, University of Wisconsin, 1994, p. 172.



stakes exams often comprise personalised tasks, such as “Talk about an exciting
event you planned”, or “Describe a meeting which made you feel bored.” In this
respect, it seemed essential that learners have an appropriate range of
vocabulary to be able to use participial adjectives to complete this type of tasks
during an exam.

When planning the proposed activities, | also considered the learning
preferences of the learners. For example, in the questionnaire they completed,
the learners mentioned that they preferred communicative activities to individual
ones, hence when planning my lessons with them | often staged pairwork and
groupwork as primary interaction patterns. The research took about three
months to complete.

Based on my classroom experience, | have identified
one extralinguistic and four linguistic factors that can cause learners to make
errors when using participial adjectives.

The extralinguistic factor is related to the phenomenon, known as concept
interface. Back in the 1940s, psychologists began seeing interference between
related concepts as one of the major causes of forgetting things. The inability to
retain two interrelated items was explained by the fact that learners could not
memorize two concept-related items, which they had to store in memory at the
same time. For instance, contracting vs contracted.

The linguistic factors that cause learners to make errors in their use of
participial adjectives are as follows:

Learners can often use the -ing form of the adjective (depressing) when
they actually mean the -ed form (depressed). According to a research done in this
field, the frequency of errors in accurate use and production of —ed endings is
higher than in -ing endings.’? (Yule, 2009: 6) This cannot only impede
communication with other speakers but can be considered one of these
stigmatizing errors that can embarrass the learners themselves, especially when
they produce sentences like | am boring and depressing, instead of | am bored
and depressed.

More advanced learners of English often find it hard to differentiate
between the verbal and adjectival use of participles. For instance, they might get
confused when asked to tell the grammatical difference between this pair of
sentences:

a) The disappointed fans left the stadium.
b) | was disappointed by the news.

The phoneme velar nasal /i / in the final position of participial adjectives
does not occur in all the languages. It can be found in languages like Armenian,
French or Persian but it is not inherent in Slavic languages like Russian,
Bulgarian, Ukrainian.*®

My local teaching context hosts mostly Armenian speakers, who tend to
stress the —ing ending in participial adjectives. This feature does not impede with

I Nation P., Learning Vocabulary in Lexical Sets: Dangers and Guidelines.

2 Yule G., Explaining English Grammar, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2009, p. 6.

3 Ladefoged P., Vowels and Consonants: An Introduction to the Sounds of Languages 1. Chichester,
Blackwell, 2005, p. 164.
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overall comprehension and communication, but makes the learners sound a bit
robotic and unnatural.

Finally, at lower level, learners might mispronounce the ending /id/ after
/t/ and /d/ thus mispronouncing the final sound in the word ‘contracted’ as /td/
instead of the correct /tid/.

Below | have provided the solutions addressing each of the identified
problems.

Thornbury believes that the inductive route is the way one’s native language
is learned. Hence, learning becomes memorable when language regularities and
patterns become evident for learners through exposure to language input.’. To
help the learners retain the difference between -ed and -ing forms of participial
adjectives, | would suggest teaching participial adjectives in a split lesson, where
the teacher presents —-ing and -ed participial adjectives in two subsequent
lessons.

Using this technique has been helpful in establishing a smoother transition
from the form and meaning of participial adjectives to another form and
meaning and help weaker learners retain the target language better. This is
especially good for mixed ability groups and can help the teacher meet the needs
of weak learners.

Encouraging the learners to notice the target language is another technique.
This can be done by showing the learners a number of photos and asking them
to match the photos featuring people experiencing or evoking a range of feelings
with respective adjectives.

This practice is especially engaging for learners with visual learning style, as
it helps them recognise the language pattern presented through a picture, i.e.
visual learners can integrate visual information with the language pattern. At the
same time, the activity addresses the needs of kinaesthetic learners, as they can
benefit from matching the images with words. As part of my classroom teaching,
to help auditory learners recognize -ing and -ed adjectives, | dictate them some
participial adjectives and then play some segments from music tracks after each
segment asking the learners to look at the list and decide what type of music it is
(depressing) or how it makes them feel (depressed). | believe this activity
addresses auditory learners best, as music can help them internalize the target
language by having them associate their auditory experience with a specific
language item.

When it comes to dealing with pronunciation challenges that my learners
experience with participial adjectives in the classroom, | have noticed that |
should integrate awareness-raising activities into my teaching, followed by
practice / production activities to get them to notice through examples and then
practise.

In his book Sound Foundation, Adrian Underhill suggests encouraging
learners to say three sounds, bilabial /m/, alveolar /n/ and velar /y/ in sequence
for them to be able to notice the backward shift and identify the voiced velar

¥ Thornbury S., How to Teach Grammar, Harlow, England, Pearson Education, 1999, p. 49.
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nasal /n/.*> Besides discrimination activities and drilling, which seem obvious for
encouraging the learners address the mispronunciation of -ed and -ing in
participial adjectives, | suggest playing a feeling game, during which the learners
try to convey different feelings and meanings to sentences by varying their voice
pitch and their peers try to guess how they feel, e.g. excited, interested, bored.

Finally, learners can develop their skills in forming and using participial
adjectives accurately through a discrimination exercise, which requires that the
learners choose between the - ing or -ed form of adjectives or transformation
practice, where the target sentences comprise only the root of the participial
adjectives and the learners have to deduce from the context whether they should
supply an —ed or -ing ending. These types of activities encourage learners to
focus both on the form and the meaning of the word.

The following production activity has been designed to show how the
teacher can integrate the use of participial adjectives into such creative and low-
key task, as, for example, designing menus, writing and sharing recipes or
working on social media profiles.

Based on a model, learners design a menu for restaurant guests. In the
menu, they identify which types of food are eaten raw or cooked, hence building
and using such participial adjectives as boiled, baked, grilled, etc. The teacher
tells the learners they should try to make the dishes as tempting for the guests as
possible. Upon the completion of the activity, the teacher posts the menus
around classroom and arranges gallery feedback for the learners to decide on
the best menu.

The same activity can be adapted for learners in other formats, e.g. asking
learners to make a social network user profile or a profile for a dating website,
etc. This activity helps the learners use the target language with their own
personalised information and it helps them produce the target language in a
familiar and engaging context. Learners should be able to form and use
participial adjectives comfortably and relate them to the appropriate context. The
advantage of this kind of activities is that they encourage the learners to focus on
both the form and the meaning of the target language by analysing the target
language and not just supplying the correct form randomly.

To help the learners identify between verbal and adjectival forms of
participial adjectives, Gupta suggests using the word ‘very’ with the participle. If
it applies, then we deal with an adjectival participle, otherwise it is verbal. Let us
consider the difference between the aforementioned pair of sentences:

a) The disappointed fans left the stadium. (This is an adjectival participle, as

we can say very disappointed).

b) I was disappointed by the news (verbal, as we cannot say very

disappointed).t®
Errors in participial adjectives might not only impede
communication but may also cause embarrassment to the learners, making them
lose face in their future interactions. At the same time, adjectives are a high
frequency language, as learners often use them in their description of the world,

5 Underhill A., Sound Foundation, Oxford, Macmillan Publishers Limited, 2004, p. 43.
16 Gupta S.M., Current English Grammar and Usage, Delhi, PHI Learning Public Limited, 2013, p.17.
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events and people. It is essential that learners know how to use adjectives
expressing people’s feelings, emotions accurately, as they help the learners to
use the language not for mere description but for evaluation as well.

The present study shares the teaching strategies and practical tasks that can
help English language teachers support lower-level learners in their correct use
of participial adjectives. My teaching experience and classroom-based
observations show that lower-level learners tend to experience challenges with
the accurate use and form of participial adjectives for a number of linguistic and
extralinguistic reasons, which may include concept interface, confusion over
verbal and adjectival use of participles, challenging pronunciation of velar nasal
/n / in the final position of participial adjectives and the mispronunciation of the
ending /id/ after /t/ and /d/.

The teaching suggestions addressing the learners’ challenges in the paper
range from awareness-raising activities to teaching the target language in
chunks, noticing, discrimination tasks and production activities that encourage
the learners’ use of the target language.
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LNRUSU SEr-uurqusuu
LMSL jhgniibiph wdphniih nngltiyp

busybu odwunulyb; wuqibpbup bwptwluwl dwlupnul
niiignn niuwbinpubppt'’ Yunpuipbjugnpdbm nbppupulibpy wéw-
quwiuubph Ghpwnnidp waqibpbunid.— {nndwdp ubpluywgund L,
pbt nbppwjwlybpn wdwlhwuubph pbdwht wunpwnwpép, (Gayp
Uwlutwlwu nwnwuwuhpnyejwu  thnynd, huswhup  Ggulwu L
wnwwbgyuywu fuunhpubp Yupnn b wnwowgub) wugtpbup npwbu
ownwn [Ggnt nwnwfuwuhpnnubph 2powunwd: Npwbu hpdp punnwbing
nwuwdwundwu thnpdp b wyu npnpund unwpywd  hbunwgnunne-
piniuubipp’ htnhuwlp hwunbu | quihu dh swpp dbpnnupwiwluwu
wnwownynyeyniwubpny, npnug Yhpwnnudp wugbpbu  nunwduwuh-
pnnubphtu  Yodwunwyh' nwuwdwundwu gnpdpupwgnd  funupnid
Ghouin Yhpwnbint nGppwjwybpnm wdwlywuubpn:

whgapbtp npubu oypwn (Ggnt, nbppuywliapy

wowlwhtbp, kg bwpbwhwl dwlupnuly niilbgnn nwwbinglibn,
nuwuwduwbindwl thnpd
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NKOCA TEP-CAPICcAH
Houenm raghedpsi asbiros AI2Y

lMomouwsb cmydermam c 6asosbim 3HaAHUeM aHenulickoz2o A3biKa
B ynompe6ieHuu npu4acmHbiX npujazamenbHbIX B8 aH2uilickom.—
Llenbio paHHOM cTaTbu ABRAETCA OCBELLEHWE MPOLNEM, CBA3AHHbLIX C
owmbKamn CTyLEHTOB MpW ynoTpebneHnn opm MpUYacTHbIX Mpuiara-
TenbHbIX. MccnepoBaHue npencraBnfaet ob3op nUTepaTypbl, KacatoLLeit-
CA WCMONb30BaHWA MPUYACTHBLIX MNpuiaratensHbix. Paccmatpusarotca
BO3MOMHbBIE JIMHIBUCTUYECKME U SKCTPAIMHIBUCTUYECKME NPObNeEMbI, ©
KOTOPbIMW MOTYT CTONIKHYTbCA CTYAEHTbI, U3yYatoLLIMe aHMNMICKNIA A3bIK
MpW WUCMONb30BAHUM MPUYACTHBIX MpUAraTenbHbiX, 0COBEHHO Ha Ha-
YaibHbIX 3Tanax obyd4eHwa A3bliky. Ha ocHoBe npenogasaTenbCKoro
onbiTa npegnaraetca pag 3pEEKTUBHBIX U MPAKTUYECKUX MOAXOLOB ANA
PELUEHWA NaHHON 3aaun.

aHenulickull KaK UHOCMPGHHBIL A3bIK, Npu-
YyacmHble npuagzamesnbHbie, cmyoeHmbi ¢ 6a308bIM 3HAHUEM AHeUl-
CKO20 A3bIKA, NPenodasamesbCKoe Uccnedo8aHue.
JEL: D83, 123




