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Unit 3 Sentence Connector (1): The
Jeff (J)

Hello, everyone. I am Jeff Gayman. Welcome to our special lecture “Modular Approach to Reading”.

In Unit 3, we will examine one of the most important sentence connectors in English; namely the article the.
Satoshi (S)

the

Known/Old Information vs. New Information
Jeff: Let us start by looking at the following worm-eaten sentences in Japanese.

[

]

(1)

___ 2

(2)

9

CALL

___ 1

Yes. For (1), it is most natural to put wa, and for (2), ga makes the sentence most natural, but why is this so?
2

Wa makes the subject noun phrase the Topic of the sentence, and in most cases, the topic subject is known or
old information to both the speaker and the hearer.
1
And the following part of the sentence, that is, the predicate gives new information about the subject.
How about (2) then?
1
In this case, the whole sentence is presented as new information.
OK? Now let us consider the English counterparts.

[W orm -Eaten Se nten ces]
What would you put on the underlined parts to make the sentences natural, the or a?
(1)

Professor Yamada visited the library. ____ professor went to the reading room

there.

“The professor went to the reading room there” sounds most natural in this context. This the attached to

professor makes the subject noun phrase the topic and the known/old information.
the

professor

And the predicate part went to the reading room there provides new information about the subject.
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In (2), on the other hand, the indefinite article a is most natural here to attach to student, and crucially, the
whole sentence constitutes the relevant new information.
“a student was studying there”.
Let us summarize the point so far.

Interim Summary
In English, it is often the case that the subject with the definite article the is the topic and old information,
and the predicate provides new information about the subject. When the subject has the indefinite article a,
on the other hand, the whole sentence is presented as a new information unit.
[

[The + X] + [predicate … ]]
Topic

new information

old information
[

[A + X] + [predicate … ]]
new information

Therefore, Context A and Context B can be completely different.
Context A “… and the student was reading papers”
Context B “… and a student was reading papers”
the
the

a
a

reading

The as an important sentence connector: The
Now, bearing this in mind, let us consider the following English passage.
I have an English class this afternoon. The topic is about a farmer who owns a rabbit,
a gorilla, and a carrot. The textbook is not very interesting, but the professor makes
the students involved so that the class always turns out to be active and stimulating.
Now let us focus on the function of several occurrences of the article the in this text. It is easy to understand
why we have the on this word class here.
the

an English class

Likewise, because of the presence of the, the word topic is connected to this English class.
topic

the
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The other occurrences of the function the same way in this passage. Because of the presence of the, the word

textbook is connected to this English class, and so are the words professor and students.
the

textbook

professor

students

passage

You might think that you can comprehend an English passage if you simply understand the meaning of
content words such as textbook, professor, students, and so on.
However, articles such as the also play a significant role in English sentences. Sometimes, they are even
more important than other words as sentence connectors.
the
So it is a very good idea to pay close attention to the article the when you read English passages.
[Jang san and Jeff on the scene, together with a stuffed gorilla, a stuffed rabbit, and a carrot]
Jang: Hi Jeff.
Jeff: What’s wrong?
Jang san: I have a problem. I possess a gorilla, a rabbit, and a carrot, and I have to bring them to the other
side of the river, but my boat is too small and I can put only one of them with me on the boat at one time.
Jeff [a bit puzzled]: So … what is the problem?
Jang: Well, the rabbit will eat the carrot if they are alone and I am not with them. I want to keep the carrot
for my dinner. And the gorilla will tease, and even hurt, the rabbit if they are alone and I am not with them.
I don’t want my rabbit to get hurt.
Jeff: So the question is how you can move all of your possessions to the other side of the river without the
carrot and the rabbit being damaged, right?
Jang san: Yes!

English Puzzle:

?

Jang san

[Co nditio ns ]
only one item with Jang san on the boat at a time
the rabbit and the carrot cannot be left alone
the gorilla and the rabbit cannot be left alone

Jang san

1
Jang san

3
Stop the video now, and try to solve this puzzle. Write your answer in English.
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Solution:
How are you doing? Well, I’m going to show you a solution, but as a set of worm-eaten sentences. Try to fill
in the blanks.
1

[W orm -Eaten Sen te nce s]
First, Jang san brings ____ rabbit to the other side of the river.
Next, Jang san brings ____ gorilla to the other side of the river, and
brings ____ rabbit back to the original side of the river. Then, Jang
Come on Jang

san puts ____ rabbit on the shore and brings ____ carrot to the other

san! You are

side of the river.

almost there!
Finally, Jang san brings ____ rabbit to the other side of the river
again, and mission completed!

So have you enjoyed the puzzle? Now, what did you put in these blanks?

the

What if we do not use the properly? The

?

Now, in a typical gap-filler question, you might imagine something like this.

[W orm -Eaten Sen te nce s]
First, Jang san brings the ____ to the other side of the river. Next, Jang san brings the ____
to the other side of the river, and brings the ____ back to the original side of the river. Then,
Jang san puts the ____ on the shore and brings the ____ to the other side. Finally, Jang san
brings the ____ to the other side of the river again, and mission completed!

?
Some of you might have written something like the following.
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[W orm -Eaten Sen te nce s: com mo n m istake ]
First, Jang san brings

a

rabbit to the other side of the river. Next, Jang san brings

gorilla to the other side of the river, and brings
river. Then, Jang san puts

a

side. Finally, Jang san brings

a

rabbit back to the original side of the

rabbit on the shore and brings
a

a

a

carrot to the other

rabbit to the other side of the river again, and mission

completed!

This is one of the typical mistakes occasionally made by Japanese students.
It may turn out that you have four different rabbits by the end of the story.
Ok, let us wrap up.

Wrap Up
Today, we have learned some of the important functions of the English definite article the. Just like
Japanese wa or ga, the in English is an important sentence connector. It sometimes marks a word as the
topic of the sentence. And the clearly indicates that the word with the connects to other expressions
presented within the same passage. Pay careful attention to the definite article the. Then your
understanding of English sentences will be much more accurate.
the
This will also help you with writing and speaking English in a clear fashion.
[Jeff, Jang san, and Satoshi on the scene]
[Jang san holding the stuffed rabbit and the carrot; Satoshi holding the stuffed gorilla, the gorilla teasing
the rabbit]
Well, that’s all for today. Good luck, keep up the good work, and see you next time.

Tips from Center for Language Learning

(5)

the
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[

]
A

A

Hi, Tomo! What a surprise!
Hey! Is it you? What a surprise! What brings you here?

A

I’m now traveling around Japan during summer. What do you do now?
I’m the college student.

(I’m a college student.)
the

I’m studying at a university

[

a college student
the college student

2]

T
I am the swimmer.
the
a swimmer
Reading
the
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