BB E R (2021) 1
RE 110 47 A H ik

A Study on the Subordinating Conjunctions
“when” and “while”

Ciao Ting Lin (#3718 ) !

1. Introduction

The two subordinating conjunctions “when” and “while” hold similar meanings
in Chinese and have similar function in marking the temporal relations between two
actions and events. As a result, they are often put into comparison together for
students to distinguish the usages between them.

The materials for analysis in this study include journal articles from mainland
China, junior high school textbooks and exercise books. The focus of the journal
articles from mainland China is on item analysis and summary notes about “when”
and “while”. In junior high school textbooks, the usages of “when” and “while”
are introduced along with past progressive and are followed by sentence pattern and
mechanical drills. “When” and “while” are seldom introduced in senior high
school textbooks since they are regarded as “basic” vocabulary that should have
been taught in junior high. That’s the reason why only junior high textbooks are
examined here.

After the examination of journal articles from mainland China, some problems
are detected. First of all, the usages of “when” and ‘while” are divided into many
categories by providing the learners with Chinese equivalents or English
synonymous phrases. In addition, the explanations involve many professional and
complex terms and thus they are difficult for students to understand. Furthermore,
collocations and over-generalized rules are provided for students to memorize and to
apply in tests. In spite of the problems found, some journal articles are useful in
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providing feasible explanations about “when” and “while” from the perspective of
sequentiality and semantic features about verbs.

Problems are also discovered in junior high textbooks and exercise books.
The explanations are over-generalized or even unacceptable. Most of the exercises
are mechanical drills, asking students to arrange sentence orders by putting “when”

r “while” as initials or in the middle of the sentence. Some exercises actually
don’t correspond to pragmatic functions in the way that they require students to
combine sentences with the limitation that only “when” or “while” could be chosen.
Translation exercises tend to have the word “# ™ in every sentence and sound
awkward.

2. Material Analysis

2.1 Examination of Journal Articles from Mainland China

The usages of subordinating conjunctions “when” and “while” are divided into
many types with Chinese equivalents and English synonymous phrases for learners
to understand the meanings and memorize other phrases at the same time.
Following the categories, decontextualized sentences are listed to demonstrate the
usages that are previously stated.  For example, “when” and “while” as
subordinating conjunctions are used to express the following meanings:

When ﬁﬁf’?“‘)%'n;ﬂ  A[FR FAIER:

(D) FRIERE » BEE <. BIEHE” «— . #t...” (=as soon as 3{ the moment)
“fE...Z1%” (=after)

It was snowing when he arrived at the construction site. (fth %[5 72 2 T 3t i 1
£ E)

We will start when the team leader comes. (5 & —2K » FAMmt H %)

The machine ran better when it had been given oil. (il 2 %% » H&38EiE 5 Lt
it 1)
QFTRGEH > & < WER - HE P

When you demand his presence, call him in advance. (ﬁﬂ%ﬁ]ﬁgﬁﬁﬂ@ » HLER L
TG th)
QRVFmiEL > & MR BT ZE > MHEPIEEE although o

He usually walks when he mlght rlde. (B SR A #n] 3 > (HAEH 25 1T)
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WETREK - “ERR” <HREE & HERIEEEE now that, considering
that
Why use metal when you can use plastic? (HLRGE BB » R EEH &8
e.?)
(From TaiZZ R (2006) » #X#% when FlI while FJ R » #7122 06255 )

While & 1€ 8 s A it F L L2 \
(V)5 ERFHIAREEEF) - BFE <. S e 1 I

While she was listening to the radlo she fell asleep. (i 7E HEUL & HEIGIE S 1)
()51 EFEDRGENE 1) » WAL R - B3 F “ERE “BfSX L although EX though

EEERl A

While I admit his good points, | can see his shortcomings. (fi & #& 2 {th 19 1
Bk (HER S REE B A EED)
()3 EMEFARGEE 7] » MHET® as long as » F{F «HE»

We will surely overcome these difficulties while we are closely united. ( R %
FAMER B EAE — B — E RE S0 ik LK B )

(From FRMEdE (2006) > while 9 HIEEHT - @ 4)

As it can be seen from the above examples, the usages of the two conjunctions
are categorized in a very detailed way. The explanations involve many
grammatical terms which are difficult for learners to process, like [/ IREE
fi£\).  Actually the usages are only explained by providing imprecise Chinese
equivalents and English synonyms. Knowing these synonyms can’t really enhance
learners’ understanding and help them learn to use the conjunctions appropriately
since there are no absolute synonyms in English. The detailed categories seem to
be very complicated and they are likely to “scare” learners away because they would
have to spend long time memorizing the various meanings. However, these
seemingly complex categories are not so necessary. Semantically speaking, these
usages of “when” or “while” (except for the meaning of contrasting) can be
understood as “ .
e.g., BB WH» A E . The main difference between “when” and “while” lies not
in the Chinese meaning but in the temporal relations between the two actions and
the semantic feature of the verbs. The categories based on Chinese translations are

..HJIF#{%” though they have different translations in Chinese,



not so essential and necessary in the usages of “when” and “while” because learners
can still understand most of sentences through the basic meaning “%& ... FJHR#{i%”.
Another problem is that a set of collocations and over-generalized rules is
given to students to memorize and employed as a test skill. Collocations or chunks
of “when” and “while” are listed to help students “save time” in tests. For example,
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“hardly/scarcely...when” and “be about to do sth, when...” are summarized to
remind students that on seeing “hardly” they have to choose “when” instead of
“while”. Phrases of “while” such as “once in a while” and “for a while” are also
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pointed out to help students distinguish from “when”. However, the function of
“while” in the two phrases are totally different from that of subordinating
conjunction. The “while” in “for a while” is a noun, far from a conjunction
mentioned before. Such a reminding for test skill and for the sake of convenience
might be perplexing for students.  This is kind of like stimulus-response training
in which students relying on this technique are like “test machine” who only know
how to pick the correct answer but have no idea of the reasons behind.

Like collocations, a grammatical pattern provided to students also has
contributed to some problems:

When/while + doing sth. (n./adj. fr&A%62E » A1)

When +V-ed/ RNEZ (while T HEH 235 HE)

(From K& (2007) when 1 while BIZAFI5 BEEE - Z5(F FH751K) )

The rule is easy for students to memorize but it is too simplistic and
over-generalized. The verb conjugation and clause tense should depend on the
semantic features of the verb, e.g., duration, and temporal relations of the actions,
e.g., sequentiality and simultaneity. Such a simple rule can not really explain fully
the usages of “when” and “while”.

In spite of the problems mentioned, some reasonable and feasible explanations
are found in the journal articles. For the semantic feature of the verb, “while” is
used to express “a period of time” in which the verb has to be durative and thus it is
reasonable for the action to “last for a period of time”. As a result, it is not always
the case that the verb must be a gerund. “While” is compatible with any verb that is
durative semantically but not always with gerunds. “When” can be employed both in

expressing “a period of time” or “at a time point” and therefore the verb in the
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clause can be a durative verb or a compact verb. Take the following sentences for
example, the verb conjugations s are not as the previous rule stated.

(1)We played chess while they slept.

(2)Could you look after her for me while we are away?

(3)*My pen dropped on the ground while | walked in the park.

Sentence (1) and (2) are demonstrative of the semantic features of the verbs.
“Sleep” and the copula “be” are durative so they are compatible with “while” though

(13

they are not gerunds. Sentence (3) is ungrammatical because “walk” is not
durative but an instant action and thus is not acceptable to connect with “while”,
which is used to indicate a period of time. Sentence (3) shall be acceptable if
“while” is replaced by “when”.

For the temporal relations between the two actions, “while” is used when the
action in main clause and the action in subordinating clause are simultaneous;
“when” can be employed when the actions happen either simultaneously or
sequentially.  As the following sentences indicate:

(1)Mom had finished cooking when | got home.

(2)When/While she was typing, someone knocked at the door.

In sentence (1) it is likely that the event of “cooking” happens prior to the
action of “got home” rather than “cooking” and “got home” happen at the same
time. Therefore it is more reasonable to use “when” instead of “while” when the
actions happen sequentially. In sentence (2) the actions of “typing” and
“knocking” happen simultaneously and thus it is possible to use “when” or “while”.

The explanations of temporal relations and verb features in these journal
articles are feasible and clear. When teachers are teaching students how to
distinguish the two conjunctions, the following explanations could be of some help
but teachers may have to explain more on the concept of duration by giving students
more examples.

(1)While BE B (.. BAMR R I a] B » ANFEIRF[A] B> > [ It A o B el
W A TE A » T when BYEE R AL IR BAE TR > H AR TR IRE ]
Bt AT s AT B o K1 m) AR Bh el mT DUPH Wt ) P Bh el - ] DU ZE # 1: Bhan]

(2)HH while 5[ 8¢RI » 3] BLGE R) 9 B 7F — M B [RIIF 58 4= - F when 5[ 38
(ER)IRE » /A BLGE ) B B 1 ] [R]IGs 8 42 - o] SR A o

(From 245 (2003) while B when 1EE ERZER » /D& K #) )



2.2 Examination of Junior High Textbooks

The usages of subordinating conjunctions “when” and “while” are introduced

along with past progressive in junior high textbooks and most of the focus is
put on tense and verb conjugations. Only some sentences about “when” and
“while” are presented in the reading and dialogue sections. Following the dialogue
and reading sections, a table of comparison between “when” and “while” is provided
but without any further explanations about how to use the two conjunctions. See
the following table:

Frank was thin he was nine years old.

He went mountain climbing when the typhoon was coming

| was watching TV you called.

Betty studies Nancy is listening to music
| ate a cake while Mom was cooking dinner.
I’m surfing the Internet you were reading.

(From fi/3%{~ English Focus 8 5 /53R)

Such a table is easy for students to memorize but the clear-cut division between
“when” and ‘while” might be problematic. The subordinating clauses in the
“while” table are all progressive and the subordinating clauses in “when” table
include simple past and past progressive. This may lead to students’
misconception that while-clauses always involve progressive and when-clauses are
compatible with both. Besides, there is no explanation about temporal relations
between the two actions and the verb features, which are the essential differences
between “when” and “while”. Students might get confused with sentence like “We
played chess while they slept.”

Below the table are the mechanical drills asking students to complete sentences
with “when” or “while” given as a clue. The drills are as follows:

(1)You were in Japan. The typhoon was there.

- The typhoon was there when you were in Japan.

(2)Connie was worried. Connie saw George dancing.

- Connie was worried when she saw George dancing.

(3)Simon studied hard. Simon’s mother came home.

—> Simon studied hard when his mother came home.

(From f» £ i= English Focus 8 & % = k)
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The drills are limited and meaningless in the way that students do not create
sentences by themselves but combine sentences in a very restricted way. Drill (1) is
like a blank-filling exercise. Students could fill in the other sentence without
thinking about the cohesion. This drill even does not require students to use
“when” or “while” since the conjunction has been provided in the stem. Drill (2)
and (3) are sentence combination exercises, asking students to decide which
sentence should precede the conjunction and which should follow. Such drills are
very restricted since the conjunctions are decided and sentence (3) is hard to decide
the sentence order partly due to the ambiguity involved. Sentence (2) is not so
ambiguous since the two actions are sequential and only “when” can be employed to
express the temporal order here. Connie was worried “after” she saw George
dancing and thus the dancing action would follow the conjunction “when”.
However, sentence (3) is ambiguous because the two actions are simultaneous and
compatible with “when” and “while”. It seems that the sentence “Simon’s mother
came home when he studied hard.” is also grammatical and acceptable but with
different information focus. If Simon’s mother came home when he studied hard, the
action of his mother’s coming home was considered to be a intervening action
during the process of Simon’s studying. While the sentence “Simon studied hard
when his mother came home” is the opposite situation and thus the two sentences
differ in the information focus and the action that intervenes in the middle.
Pragmatically speaking, the order reflects speakers’ intention of placing his/her
information focus and thus is dependent on contexts. As a result, such a drill that
asks students to arrange the order is ambiguous and confusing to students, especially
when there is a limitation on the conjunction provided.

In addition to the textbooks, the supplemental exercise books provide
explanations about “when” and “while” but some of them are incomplete and even
problematic.

FRIRF 1A 78 J8 8 42 3] when while B9 %

When (za? ) S 2 75 e 52 ) W 1 - g a8 1 ] e 288 2

’7’*” - m)+when+{ B 17 When+i @14, EETH)

ﬁlﬂ%ﬁtﬁﬁ’]@) el 57 FH fi 2R =X
LA m) B (E B8N - s dA B ) 2 B E L IR AR5 4
Jktﬂﬂz R FETT 2 > 18 - /n) FH il B =
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While (IE& ... FREE .. [GRE) 2 s B E R E — B

)R E AR +while+{E B R While+{E/E 7], % +4)

1. Ron LEF 0 RAETB 7] 2 B E R RF 1T Bhaal 8 g7

2. Xon—BYERIE » 53— B ERR B 261G » L8R B0 - €8+ 7)

1T 0

LL#L: when while FHE 2 AN [Rl—while Ffr$5 IRF ] 80 B B - Lo 3 80 1 2
¢ [

a. | was singing when he came in.

b. He came in while | was singing.

(From M Z{"fE#H 8 T /<)

The explanations above are not complete in the way that temporal relations and
verb features are not introduced. About the usages of “when,” only the concept og
simultaneity in temporal relations are discussed with the other concept of
sequentiality ignored. In addition, only duration features of verbs are mentioned in
the usages of “while”. The unique feature that “while” can be used to express
simultaneity is not mentioned. The explanation here is thus incomplete and might
affect students’ knowledge about the tense and aspect of the subordinating clause.
As it can be seen from the explanations, it is possible for students to conclude that
while-clause should use progressive and when-clause should be compatible with
simple or progressive. This misconception results from the over-generalized
statements that “when {R) AV E)EAE H i X" and “while Zn EEFH K
E B 1) 2 BN F R IR RHE 1T - B)dd] 5 17 207 Students should be provided
with more specific and essential explanations to help them know how to use “when”
and “while”.

In addition, the contrast between “when” and “while” is not so accurate and
complete. By stating “while Ff7 +5 ¥ [0 (&85 5 > LLsm A &) (F & 48 7 [H]”does not
indicate the differences specifically. As discussed before, the main difference does
not only lie in sequentiality and simultaneity but also the features of verb duration.
Bearing the understanding in mind, students could know sentence (b) actually can
also become “He came in when [ was singing”.

Another problem found in exercise book is that almost all translation exercises

involve the word “& > and sound awkward. For example:

a F AT EARY R FLT A
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SR TR AT B A RIRRF BT
AN N e NE N S
(From kP RIEE8T)

If all the “#&” are removed from the stems, it will sound more natural.

r T_'!\“\

EAV
z

Students should still be able to use “when” or “while” as conjunctions if they

“&0” in these translation exercises

understand the sentences semantically. Providing
might lead students to translate verbatim without knowing how to use the

conjunctions appropriately.

3. Reflections

After investigating the problems found in journal articles from mainland China,
| found the problems are not so serious but only improper and difficult for students
to process. For example, the detailed categories made by teachers from mainland
China are complicated, but they are not wrong essentially. Perhaps it is because
most of the articles are item-analysis and they are produced to help students deal
with entrance exams. Some feasible and clear explanations like temporal relations
and verb features are also significantly helpful in clarifying the tangled usages of
“when” and “while”.

The over-generalized rules and incomplete explanations also have their own
reasons though they have very limited help for students. The over-generalized
rules are limited and partial because they only present the most frequent
occurrences. The incomplete explanations may be due to students’ proficiency level
(Junior high students) so the books tend to provide simple explanations as much as
they can. Most of the explanations put emphasis on tense and aspect of the
subordinating clause and students also pay their attention to these parts. If
students can be aware of the underlying differences of the two conjunctions as early
as possible, it is possible that they can have a better understanding of the language
and apply the concept to other grammatical features.
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