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      Syntactic trees give a clear representation of the syntactic makeup of a sentence. By observing a sentence which has been “broken down” into its constituents by means of a syntactic tree, we can see how each part acts on the others to fit together as a meaningful sentence. This is particularly useful for teachers and learners of a language. If this concept of a syntactic tree can be applied to any given language, it seems that this may be a useful tool to help bridge the gap between two languages of dissimilar syntax rules. That is to say, for learners of a language who know the rules of sentence formation of that language, trees can be employed to make correct sentences by aiding translation.

     In this paper, I will attempt to employ syntactic trees for the benefit of native English speakers who are learning Korean. While the ultimate aim of this technique is to aid English learners, the reverse process should prove more transparent for the purposes of this essay. It is hoped that the trees will provide a basis of understanding for Korean sentence structure – within the limited scope of the paper – and at the very least act as a means of comparison for sentences translated directly from English to Korean.

     As an example, let us take the English sentence “I ate the apple” and arrange it in a syntactic tree.
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     This is a simple sentence where a transitive verb acts on the object – on level 3 of the tree. An extra level is needed to account for the determiner ‘the’ modifying the noun ‘apple’.

     So, how do we use the preceding information to make the equivalent sentence in Korean? We know that English operates in the form ‘SVO’ – Subject, Verb, Object. A Korean sentence however, is arranged with the main verb coming at the very end, in the form ‘SOV’. The verb will not need any other auxiliary apart from being in the past tense, so at level 2 of our Korean sentence’s tree, both diagrams are identical – Noun Phrase followed by Verb Phrase. With the verb coming at the end, we can guess our sentence will be something like “I the apple ate”.
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     And indeed, the sentence we have in Korean is almost exactly what we expected. Note the absence of a determiner for the noun, and the addition of particles – the nominative particle ‘neun’(는) to designate the personal pronoun ‘na’(나) as a subject, and the accusative particle ‘reul’(를) marking ‘sagwa’(사과) as the direct object of the verb. While it is possible to have determiners in Korean, to specify “this apple” or “that apple” for example, there are no articles.

     With this exercise in translation under our belts, let us undertake a more complex example using the same method and translate the sentence “I saw the woman who was exercising”.
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     On inspection, we can see that the Direct Object Noun Phrase contains an embedded sentence, “(She) was exercising”. Along with the Subordinator ‘who’, this constituent – which is a relative clause – acts as an adjective modifying the noun ‘woman’. Without further breakdown of the clause, the syntactic tree shows relationships between constituents on 5 distinct levels in this sentence.

     What will this mean for the tree of our translated sentence? Again, we can expect both trees to be the same on levels 1 and 2, as the Korean sentence will be in the form SOV. This will mean a reversal of Noun Phrase and Verb on level 3, however. Level 4 is where we can expect significant change, as the Direct Object will not require an article, and will not have an Adjective Clause containing a Subordinator. Let’s take a look…
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     Note especially the makeup of the Adjective Phrase, which was a relative clause in the English sentence. The noun for exercise – undong (운동) – is matched with it’s auxiliary verb ‘hada’(하다 – to do) and suffixed with the participle ‘neun’(는) to modify the noun ‘yeoja’(여자 – woman). Again, the ‘neun’(는) attached to the pronoun ‘na’(나) is a nominative particle showing the subject of the main verb.

     From inspection of our two examples then, it would appear that syntactic trees are very useful for comparing the differences in placement and function of constituents in sentences of each language. Does this technique provide students with a useful metacognitive skill to aid sentence construction in Korean? I would argue that it does indeed provide such a skill, given that the student first has a grasp of the rules of Korean sentence makeup. Hopefully, use of this visual aid will over time promote a much better understanding of the deep structure of the Korean language.

     Should this technique work just as well in reverse as a learning tool for the Korean English Learner? I feel that there is no reason why it should not – except perhaps in cases where the complex syntax of English is not immediately obvious. The second example sentence, when translated from Korean to English, may cause problems if the student does not realize that a subordinate clause is necessary to modify the direct object noun. The beauty of having such a visual representation however, is that when explained in detail by the student’s instructor, the subordinate clause’s function as an adjective becomes obvious.
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