GROUPS OF CONFUSING WORDS IN
VIETNAMESE LANGUAGE
AT ELEMENTARY LEVEL: DEFINITION -
APPROACH - USAGE

Tran Trong Giing

Abstract
In any language, there are groups of similar words, within which are hidden different layers
of semantics. In other words, their distinction is so subtle that while native speakers may use

them correctly, they can rarely explain the difference between them.

This paper outlines the meanings, approach to, and application of words with similar
semantic forms (specifically cd/tdt cd, cic/nhitng, and con/vén) which can easily cause
confusion for students when speaking or writing. The paper also delivers specific examples
to help students access these words more easily and use them in a clear, meaningful, and

natural way.

I. Introduction

In the grammatical system of a language, vocabulary occupies the most important position: the
richest resource, but also the most difficult part for language learners (when speaking and
writing) to use correctly. Vocabulary is not a constant part of language; it is always fluctuating.
And because vocabulary always has a direct connection with the reality of life and human
perception, the use of words by each person is subjective, and there are different opinions in
terms of meaning and usage. In order to give a word a specific meaning, it is necessary to put
it in a certain context and position according to the grammatical arrangement of the sentence,

while also determining what part of speech it is in that particular context. The traditional way
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of teaching helps learners and users to perceive words in a simpler and more specific way.
Based on identification and analysis of these groups of confusing words, we would like to offer
some solutions for choosing the correct word from the following three pairs of confusing words:
cd/tiit cd to indicate the meaning “all, whole, including everyone, everything”; cdc/nhitng to

express the idea of plurality; and cén/vén to indicate an action or a state which is continuing.

These are groups of words with very close meanings. Theoretically, of course, these pairs
cannot be considered exact synonyms, but native speakers are able to choose the best word for
their intentions without having to consider the nuanced differences between them. Indeed, they

may not even be able to explain that nuance.

In this paper, the meanings of these words are from (1) Hoang Phé (Ed), Useful Vietnamese
Language Dictionary, 2017, Vietnam Lexicography Center; (2) Nguyén Vin Hué (Ed), 2001,
Dictionary of Basic Vietnamese Grammar, and (3) Long Dién Nguyén Vin Minh, 1950,
Purified Meaning Vietnamese Language Dictionary. Other meanings of the words “cd/tit cd”;
“cdc/nhitng” and “con/vdn” as given in other Vietnamese dictionaries are not mentioned in
this article. The reason we do not include other meanings of these words here is because the
scope of this article is for students at an elementary level to refer to and use (the end of the
Vietnamese Textbook I & II, Tran Trong Giang (Ed)). The range of nuance of these words in

their vocabulary comprises only their most basic meanings, or the main meanings of the words.

I1. Confusing words - Definition - Approach - Usage
2.1. Group cdc / nhitng: Both express the idea of plurality.
2.1.1. Cdc - Definition - Approach - Usage

2.1.1.1. Definition and part of speech of cdc

a. According to Hoang Phe, 2017, Vietnamese Language Dictionary, cdc is a noun which is

178



used to indicate an identified plural noun, which refers to all the items we want to talk about.
(Page 69).
Example: (1) Cdc ngay trong tudn

- All the days in a week

(2) Cdc nitée trén thé gidi.

- All the countries in the world
b. According to Nguyen Van Hue, 2001, Dictionary of Basic Vietnamese Grammar, cdc is an
article which is used to indicate the whole defined group. (Page 24)
Example: (3) Cdc ban dang séng ¢ diau?

- Where are you (plural) living now?

(4) Tat ca cdc ngdi nha & ddy déu dwoe xdy tir trude nam 1930.

- All these houses here were built before 1930.
2.1.1.2. Approach and usage of cdc
We would assert that cdc is a quantifier which is used before a noun or noun phrase to indicate
plurality; or that all things being referred to are included'.
a. Used before pronoun nay/kia/do
Example: (5) Cac sinh vién nay la nguwoi Nhat.

- These students are Japanese.
The pronouns nay (this), kia (over there), and do (that) identify the noun that goes before. In
this situation, both the speaker and the listener know which students are referred to, and cdc
refers to that specific group of students as a whole. In examples (1) and (2), the noun is
identified by trong tudn - in a week (1) and trén thé gidi - in the world (2), so we know which
days or countries are talked about.

b. Used before identified noun

! Vietnamese Textbook I - Kanda University of International Studies.

179



Example: (6) Hiro da di dén cdc cong ty & khu cong nghiép ndy d@é tim viéc lam.

- Hiro has been to the companies in this industrial park to look for a job.
Cic as used in (6) means that Hiro has been to all the companies in the industrial park, and he
remembers which companies he has visited.
2.1.2 Nhitng - Definition - Approach - Usage
2.1.2.1. Definition and part of speech of nhitng
a. According to Hoang Phe, 2017, Vietnamese Language Dictionary, nhitng is part of a noun
phrase which is used to express plurality of unidentified items. (Page 465)>
Example: (7) nhitng vi sao dém

- night stars

(8) nhitng ngady tho du

- childhood days
b. According to Nguyén Vin Hug, 2001, Dictionary of Basic Vietnamese Grammar, nhitng is
an indefinite quantifier, referring to a group, and used to distinguish this group from another
group, or to compare it with another one. Vhitng is also used to refer to an indefinite group.
(Page 228)
Example: (9) Tén thucng ké cho con nghe nhitng ky niém thoi tré ciia minh.

- Tén often tells his son about his memories of youth.
In this situation, Tan has many memories of youth, and we do not know which ones exactly are
referred to.

(10) Anh da di du lich nhitng dau, va nhirng gi lam anh chu y hon ca?

- Where did you travel, and what fascinated you more than anything else?

In this situation, the speaker knows that the listener has been to many places and been fascinated

by many things, but does not know how many places or how many things, therefore nhitng is

2 Vietnamese Textbook I- Kanda University of International Studies.
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used.
2.1.2.2. Approach and usage of nhitng
We assert that nhitng is a plural indefinite quantifier, and is used before a noun or noun phrase
to indicate an indefinite but not all-inclusive quantity.
a. nhitng goes before a noun referring to a group which is different from another group, or is
compared with another.
Example: (11) Nhitng ndm thdng sinh vién la quang thoi gian dep nhdt ciia ching ta.
- Our student years are the best time of our lives.
In this situation, the university years are just one of many time periods in our lives.
b. nhitng goes before a noun referring to an indefinite group.
Example: (12) Nhitng nganh nghé nhan réi nhung hrong cao rat kho tim.
- Easy jobs with high salaries are very hard to find.
In this situation, we do not know what an easy job with a high salary might be.
c. nhitng can combine with the indefinite pronouns gi or ddu, ai to indicate an indefinite group
Example: (13) O Viét Nam anh da di nhitng déu, gdp nhiing ai, dn nhimg gi?
- In Vietnam, where did you go, who did you meet, and what did you eat?
In this situation, the speaker knows the listener went to many places, met many people and ate
many foods but does not know exactly how many.
2.1.3. Comparison
Cidc is a definite article, and is always followed by a noun with or without a determinative
phrase; and nhitng is an indefinite article, always followed by a noun with a determinative
phrase.
Example: (14) Cdc sinh vién déu hoc tiéng Viét.
- All students study Vietnamese.

(15) Nhingsinhvién-dén-hoetione Vict
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- All students study Vietnamese.

In (14), cdc refers to a definite group of students and both the listener and speaker know which

students. In (15), nhitng refers to an indefinite group of students. Therefore, a modifier must

occur to narrow down the range of students, for example ¢ ddy - here, or nudc ngoai - foreign...

As it stands, (15) is a wrong sentence, and it must be corrected to:

(15b) Nhitng sinh vién ¢ day déu hoc tiéng Viét.
- All students here study Vietnamese.

According to Long Dién Nguyén Van Minh, 1953, Viét ngit Tinh nghia Tir dién (Purified

Meaning Vietnamese Dictionary), cdc indicates plurality with a general meaning and includes

the whole range. Nhirng also indicates plurality but only for part of the range which cdc

indicates.

Example: (16) Tat ca cdc sinh vién ngoi & ddy, nhitng sinh vién nao da tham du ngdy
hém qua xin ngoi sang bén trdi. Trong cdc sinh vién ngoi bén trdi thi nhiing
sinh vién ndm nhdt ngoi ¢ trén.

- All students sit here; students who participated yesterday please sit on
the left side. Of the students who sit on the left side, first year students
sit at the front.

In this situation, we can see cdc indicates all students here, and nhitng indicates the group of

students who are part of the “cdc” students.

It is difficult for Japanese learners to identify whether to use cdc or nhitng because in Japanese

these words might not occur. The above example can be translated as:

AT ZIZES TS, @R Lk o e AETARNCE > T ES W, Al

V25 T B A T ARVTRN,

When talking about designated people or places by their names, nhitng should be used.

Example: (17) Cdc vi anh himg miede ta nhw dng Tran Hing Pao, éng Ly Thuong Kiét
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la nhitng ngieoi c6 cong rdt Ién doi véi nhan dan.
- Our country’s heroes, such as Mr. Trin Hung Dao and Mr. Ly Thuong
Kiét, are people who have made great contributions to the people.
(18) Cédc rugng liia & Viét Nam, nhing rung liia & mién Bdc thi tét hon
nhitng ruéng bia & mién Trung.
- Of the rice fields in Vietnam, the rice fields in the North are better

than the rice fields in the Centre.

2.2. Group cd / tit ci
2.2.1. Cd - Definition - Approach - Usage
2.2.1.1. Definition and part of speech of cd
a. According to Hoang Phé, 2017, Vietnamese Language Dictionary, cd is a pronoun meaning
all, whole, including everyone or everything without exception. (Page 67)
Example: (19) Cd nha déu di ving.

-The whole family has gone out.
b. According to Nguyén Van Hug, 2001, Dictionary of Basic Vietnamese Grammar, cd is an
adjective which is placed before a classifier (such as chiéc, quyén, nude, ngudi, etc.) to indicate
the whole of the unit. (Page 17)
Example: (20) Ngay mai ca truong di Viing Tau.

- Tomorrow, the whole school will go to Viing Tau.
2.2.1.2. Cd - Approach - Usage
We assert that cd is used to indicate the whole unit®. We can see cd occurring in these situations
below:

a. Before a noun of time, such as day, night, week, month, year, decade, century, etc.

* Vietnamese Textbook II- Kanda University of International Studies.
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Example: (21) C6 dy ngii cd ngay.
- She sleeps all day.
(22) Ca théng t6i khéng gdp anh dy roi.
- I have not seen him for a whole month.
b. Before a noun with a specific meaning, such as book, country, city, university, family, etc.
Example: (23) Ca trwong Kanda sé di British Hill tudn sau.
- The whole of Kanda University will go to British Hill next week.
(24) Téi doc cd quyén sach nay roi.
- I’ve read this whole book already.
¢. Before an abstract noun, such as life, love, dream, etc.
Example: (25) Cad cudc doi ong dy song ¢ thanh phé nay.
- He has lived in this city for his whole life.
(26) Ca tinh yéu nay anh danh cho em.
- All my love is for you.
d. Before a number to emphasize a high level or large amount, and often is used in speaking.
Example: (27) Anh dy dn cd ndm chén com.
- He ate all five bowls of rice.
In this situation, the speaker implies that five bowls of rice is a lot, or too much.
2.2.2. Tét cd - Definition - Approach - Usage
2.2.2.1. Definition and part of speech of #dt cd
a. According to Hoang Phé, 2017, Vietnamese Language Dictionary, #if cd is a pronoun which
is used to indicate all items with no exceptions. (Page 590)
Example: (28) Tat ca déu tan thanh.
- They all agree.

(29) Lam tdt ca moi viéc.
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- Do everything.
b. According to Nguy&n Vin Hug, 2001, Dictionary of Basic Vietnamese Grammar, #it cd is a
pronoun, referring to all units of a group or class. Grammatically, #dt cd can be used as the
subject or the object of a sentence. (Page 272)
Example: (30) T6i mua tdt ca.
- I will buy it all.
(31) Tdt ca sé di Tokyo.
- We will all go to Tokyo.
2.2.2.2. Tét cd - Approach - Usage
We assert that #it cd is a pronoun that can be a subject or an object in a sentence, or is used
before a plural noun as a quantifier to indicate all members or parts of a group®.
a. Goes before cadc, nhitng, or moi when followed by a noun, and in such a combination, can be
the subject or the object of a sentence.
Example: (32) Tdt cd moi nguwoi di dén.
- Everybody has come.
(33) Téi thich tdt cd cdc thanh phé ma téi da dén.
- I like all the cities that I have been to.
b. Goes before a personal pronoun (plural) to emphasize all the members of that group.
Example: (34) Tat cd ching ta phdi hoc hanh cham chi.
- All of us should study hard.
(35) Tat cd cdc anh chi phdi nép bdi tdp ding han.
- All of you must submit your homework on time.
c. Is used as a subject or object when the meaning is a total.

Example: (36) Tat ca 20 sinh vién.

4 Vietnamese Textbook II- Kanda University of International Studies.
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- There are 20 students in all.
(37) Sdch tiéng Viét I ¢ tit cd 6 bdi.
-Vietnamese Book 1 has 6 lessons altogether.
We can see in (36) that no verb is required, but it can also be said with verb ¢6 - has or /a - is.
(36a) Tdt cd la 20 sinh vién.
Or (36b) Tdt cd c6 20 sinh vién.
2.2.3. Comparison
According to Nguy&n Vian Hug, 2001, Dictionary of Basic Vietnamese Grammar, #if cd refers
to every unit of a group or class, whereas cd indicates the complete group considered as a unit,
without regard to the elements which make up that unit. Cd cannot be used as a subject. (Page
272).
Example: (38a) - Trong Iop nay ai la sinh vién khoa tiéng Viét?
- Tdt ca la sinh vién khoa tiéng Viét.
- Who is a Vietnamese major in this class?
- Everyone is.
(38b) - Trong 16p nay ai la sinh vién khoa tiéng Viét?
- Who is a Vietnamese major in this class?
- Everyone is.
The answer of (38b) is wrong because cd cannot be used by itself, but it can be corrected to:
Ca I6p nay la sinh vién khoa tiéng Viét.
Look at the situations below:
(39a) - Banh ngon ldm. Chi mudén mua mdy ci?
- T6i mua tdt ca.

- This cake is delicious. How many do you want to buy?
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- I will buy them all.
(39b) - Banh ngon ldm. Chi mudn mua mdy cdi?
-T6i mua ca.
- This cake is delicious. How many do you want to buy?
- I will buy it all.
Both answers (39a) and (39b) mean that the speaker wants to buy all cakes the seller has. But
in (39a) the unit that the speaker mentions is only the cakes, while in (39b) the unit the speaker
includes perhaps the basket which contains all the cakes.
We can convert ¢d into #df cd as below:
Example (40) All my family like(s) traveling.
(40a) Ca gia dinh toi thich di du lich.
FLOFHRITHRAT A3 & TF-All my family likes traveling.
As same as (40b) Tat ci moi nguoi trong gia dinh 6 thich di du lich.
FAOFRIT B HRITIF & TF - All my family like traveling.
In (40a) gia dinh — family is a complete unit, so cd is used here to indicate the whole group
(several people - nhitng nguoi) but there is no word for this in Japanese. In English, this is
indicated by 3 person singular usage, “likes”. And in (40b) moi nguoi trong gia dinh - all
members of the family are a plurality, so #it cd is used here to indicate all the ones in a group,

indicated in English by the 3™ person plural “like”.

2.3. Group of vdn/con: Both words are adverbs indicating an action or state which is
continuously happening.

2.3.1. Con - Definition - Approach - Usage

2.3.1.1. Con - Definition and part of speech

Con has three different usages: as a verb, in a combination and as an adverb. In this paper, we
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focus on distinguishing between con as an adverb, and vdn/vin con.
a. According to Hoang Phé, 2017, Vietnamese Language Dictionary, con is an adverb that
indicates an event, an action or a state which is continuously happening until some moment of
time, or to express the affirmation of an event, an action or a quality which is totally different
or opposite to before. (Page 120)
Example: (41) Anh ta con rdt tré.
- He is still very young.
(42) Hém qua con néing hon hém nay.
- Yesterday was even sunnier than today.
b. According to Nguyén Van Hug, 2001, Dictionary of Basic Vietnamese Grammar, con is an
adverb, placed before a verb or adjective to express the continuation of an action, a status or a
quality that is not finished yet, or does not come up to standard, or does not meet a requirement.
(Page 68)
Example: (43) Anh dy con ngi.
- He is still sleeping.
(44) Qudn café nay con ving khdch.
- There are still few customers at this cafe.
2.3.1.2. Con - Approach - Usage
We assert that con is placed before a verb and used to express continuation of an action/
status/quality of something or someone, but that it will stop/finish/end®.
Example: (45) Téi con hoc dén 5 gio. — 1 will still be studying at 5 o’clock.
Con can be used by itself as a response, as in:
(46)- Anh con lam viéc ha?

- Con.

5 Vietnamese Textbook II- Kanda University of International Studies.
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- Are you still at work?

- Yes. I am.
2.3.2. Viin - Definition - Approach - Usage
2.3.2.1. Viin - Definition and part of speech
a. According to Hoang Phe, 2017, Vietnamese Language Dictionary, vén is an adverb indicating
three different meanings: (al) expressing the continuation of some action, status, or quality,
continuously happening as before without changing at the time of speaking; (a2) expressing
affirmation of what is happening, although the condition is unusual; (a3) expressing affirmation
of a judgement that a state or action compares favourably with another, even though it may
seem negative by itself. (Page 726)
Example: (47) Troi van 16i.

- It’s still dark.
(al: the darkness continues to exist at the time of speaking.)

(48) Khé van phdi lam.

- It’s difficult but you still have to do it.

(a2: affirmation that even though it’s difficult, it must be done.)
(49) C6 vén hon khéng.

- Better late than never.
(a3: affirmation that although beinglate is not good, it’s better than not coming at all.)
b. According to Nguyén Vin Hug, 2001, Dictionary of Basic Vietnamese Grammar, vén is an
adverb which is used to express continuation of an action, a state or a quality of something or
someone which normally would change. (Page 304)
Example: (50) Tréng anh Téan van thé!

-You look the same (as before)!

In this situation, the speaker wants to say that Mr.Tan’s appearance has not changed (although
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it should have changed because he is older.) The #¢ in this sentence is a pronoun that refers to
the state of Mr. Tén in the past.
2.3.2.2. véin - Approach - Usage
We assert that vdn is used to express continuation of an action/state/quality of something/
someone which normally would change.
a. Vién is placed before a verb or adjective to indicate continuation of an unchanging quality.
Example: (51) Thanh phé nay vén én do, déng dic nhir ngdy ndo.

- This city is still as noisy and crowded as before.
In this situation, vdn indicates the the state of the city’s noise and crowds has not changed.
b. Vén is placed before a verb to indicate the continuing or prolonged state which is supposed
to be replaced by another action.
Example: (52) Mugn roi ma anh dy van ngii.

- It’s late but he is still sleeping.
In this situation, vén indicates the continuing or prolonged of the state sleeping which should
be replaced by another action wake up.
¢. Vin is placed before the comparative word /o to indicate that something is certainly better
than doing it another way.
Example: (53) Bén sém van hon ban a!

- You’d better arrive earlier!
In this situation, vdn indicates that getting there earlier is better.
d. Vin is placed before a verb to indicate the continuation of a state or a quality of something
or someone, which normally would change.
Example: (54) Trong chi van tré dep nhu xua.

- You still look as young and beautiful as before.

In this situation, vén indicates that the qualities of her youth and beauty continue the same as
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before, despite her growing older.
2.3.3. Comparison
Vén and con are adverbs, and they have the same function, indicating the continuation of an
action, state, or quality, but they have different nuances, as in examples below:

(55). N6 con ngu. - He is still sleeping.

(56) N6 vén ngii. - He is still sleeping.

(56) N6 vén con ngii. - He is still sleeping.
The implication of (55) is that sleeping is a state, and con indicates that the state of sleeping is
continuing, and it will be ended by another action, waking up. In (56), van indicates the state
of sleeping is continuing, and although it should normally change, it has not changed at the
time of speaking. Example (57) implies that despite some kind of action (calling or yelling),
the subject has not been affected and still has not changed; thus védn con is used to indicate the
stronger meaning. It is difficult for Japanese leaners to identify the difference between them
because (55), (56) and (57) are all said in Japanese as: fZ 13T E7ZE TV E T,
Vén is also indicates an action which would not happen under normal conditions and yet
happens anyway, as in:

(58) (Troi muea to) Anh Gy van di. — (It’s raining heavily) He is still going.

(KWTY) BITEEIT>TOET,

II1. Conclusion

Ci is a pronoun of quantity, indicating a large unit; #dt cd is also a pronoun but different from
cd, in that #dt ¢ includes many small units gathered in one large unit. Cd combined with a noun
(cd + noun) can be the subject of a sentence; #it cd is a pronoun that can also take the role of a
subject in a sentence.

Cic is a quantifier which is used before a noun or noun phrase to indicate plurality; or that all
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things being referred to are included; nhirng is also a plural indefinite quantifier, used before a
noun or noun phrase to indicate an indefinite but not all-inclusive quantity. Cdc is large defined
unit which can include many nhitng groups.

Both con and vén are placed before a verb and used to express continuation of an
action/status/quality of something or someone, but they have different meanings: while the
continuation of an action/status/quality of con will be replaced by another one, the existance of
an action/status/quality indicated by vdn will keep going or happen, in spite of something else.
Determining the meaning and placement in sentences of words as we have shown above is a
personal experience. We have applied it in the process of teaching foreign students Vietnamese
as a foreign language at the elementary level (at the end of the Vietnamese Language Textbook
I &II) and have achieved some positive results. We hope to contribute some useful ideas to
help learners use vocabulary more accurately and effectively, and we also appreciate any
feedback to further improve our teaching and our students’ learning experience. Teaching
Vietnamese as a second or foreign language is an open and unlimited topic. Experience helps

us to achieve our goal of serving learners in the best way.
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