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NATIVE SPEAKERS’ VERSUS
L2 LEARNERS’ SENSITIVITY TO
PARALLELISM IN VP-ELLIPSIS
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This article examines sensitivity to structural parallelism in verb
phrase ellipsis constructions in English native speakers as well as in
three groups of advanced second language (L2) learners. The re-
sults of a set of experiments, based on those of Tanenhaus and Carl-
son (1990), reveal subtle but reliable differences among the various
learner groups. These differences are interpreted as showing that
some L2 learners can acquire sensitivity to parallelism in the absence
of surface transfer. Furthermore, the results cast doubt on two con-
ventional theoretical claims: that the parallelism effect has a syntactic
basis and that it is uniquely linked to instances of surface anaphora
(Hankamer & Sag, 1976).

The research reported here investigates native speakers’ (NSs) and second
language (L2) learners’ knowledge of the acceptable use of verb phrase el-
lipsis (VPE) constructions in English. Specifically, we investigate the parallel-
ism effect in VPE, which, according to the standard account (Hankamer &
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Sag, 1976),is attributable to a syntactic constraint on the form of the anteced-
ent clause.This proposed structural constraint has the effect of degrading VPE
sentences with syntactically nonparallel antecedents such as those in (1b)
and (1d) in which the relevant antecedent for the elided verb phrase (VP) is
a passive VP or derived nominal, respectively.

(1) a. Someone had to put out the garbage.—But I didn'’t want to.
b. The garbage had to be put out.—*But I didn’t want to.
c. It annoyed Sally if anyone mentioned her sister’s name.—7Tom did, out of spite.
d. The mention of her sister’s name annoyed Sally.—* Tom did, out of spite.

Whereas there has been a considerable amount of research in first lan-
guage (L1) acquisition and SLA investigating other aspects of VPE construc-
tions—especially the interpretation of elided pronouns (see Thornton &
Wexler, 1999, and references therein)—the parallelism effect has received lit-
tle attention.To our knowledge, the only works in L1 acquisition to investigate
parallelism in ellipsis constructions are those of Matsuo and Duffield (2001)
and, more recently, Santos (2006), neither of which addressed the specific is-
sues tackled here.

Matsuo and Duffield’s (2001) experiment looked at children’s judgments of
parallelism violations and concluded that young children are sensitive to the
effects of parallelism in ellipsis constructions. However, the stimuli employed
in their experiment as well as the age of the children and task demands meant
that their results did not arbitrate between theoretical alternatives. Santos’s
(2006) dissertation is based mostly on an analysis of spontaneous and elic-
ited production data: She did not examine judgment data.

It should be understood from the outset that our main purpose is not to
present data that arbitrate among competing theories of SLA (e.g., contrast-
ing theories of full access with those of partial access).Instead, our aim is to
use L2 learners’ data to help arbitrate among competing explanations of the
parallelism effect in ellipsis and anaphora contexts—including syntactic, se-
mantic, and processing explanations—for any group of learners, including
NSs. For this reason, we have little to say about particular models of SLA: Nev-
ertheless, we believe that this article is relevant to SLA theory to the extent
that it sheds light on the issues of learnability and ultimate attainment.

Ellipsis clauses are standardly contrasted with cases of VP anaphora (VPA),
exemplified in (2). Most of the theoretical literature claims that these VPA
constructions do not exhibit parallelism effects. Although this is not quite
true, there is an undeniable contrast between the two constructions with re-
spect to the perceived strength of these effects.

(2) a. Someone had to put out the garbage.—But I didn’t want to do it.
b. The garbage had to be put out.—But I didn’t want to do it.
c. It annoyed Sally if anyone mentioned her sister’s name.—Tom did it, out of spite.
d. The mention of her sister’s name annoyed Sally.—Tom did it, out of spite.
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The purpose of this article is to examine whether the available experimen-
tal evidence,including the results reported here, best supports the traditional
structural account of the parallelism effect or whether it is more consistent
with an alternative explanation as well as to discover whether the answer
to this question varies according to learner group (in this case, NSs vs. L2
learners).

Sentences that involve ellipsis constructions are of interest for several rea-
sons. First, ellipsis clauses are true interface phenomena, whose analysis
and interpretation depend on the interaction of conceptual and formal
grammatical factors. Unlike regular sentences, the acceptability of an elided
sentence is not a sentence-internal property: It can be determined only
after the elided material has been reconstructed, and this reconstruction
is dependent on the semantic and syntactic properties of the preceding
antecedent clause. Were this not the case, all of the ellipsis clauses provided
in (1) would be equally acceptable.

A second reason for investigating ellipsis constructions, which Sag
(1976) brought to general attention, is that these constructions have been
claimed to instantiate purely formal constraints; for example, there is no
obvious functional reason why parallelism should not apply equally to
VPE expressions and to their VPA counterparts, yet it seems not to do
so. That ellipsis constructions are differentially constrained in this way
has been taken as prima facie evidence of the existence of autonomous
grammatical principles.

A further reason for examining utterances involving parallelism is that they
provide a clear illustration of gradient, as opposed to categorical, judgments.
As our experiment confirms, violations of structural parallelism cause speak-
ers to disprefer ellipsis clauses to a greater or lesser extent but not to reject
them outright. In other words, parallelism is a relatively soft constraint: De-
pending on how they are interpreted, gradient effects such as these poten-
tially challenge many current grammatical models, which assume, tacitly or
explicitly, that grammars consist of categorical rules and principles (Duffield,
2003; see also Bybee & Hopper,2001). Here, we argue that the gradience ob-
served does not necessarily threaten conventional assumptions about the
form of the grammar: It implies,however,a nonsyntactic basis for the parallel-
ism effect itself.

Gradient effects also raise questions of learnability. If NSs accept parallel-
ism violations a significant portion of the time—and if parallelism effects
are due to a syntactic constraint—the question arises as to how learners
come to acquire this negative constraint in the first place. The standard
generativist assumption is that learners do not rely on statistical properties
of the input to establish assumptions about grammatical properties (Chom-
sky, 1957; see also Reali & Christiansen, 2005); instead, negative constraints
a priori exclude the production of ungrammatical sentences. In cases in
which a constraint is parameterized crosslinguistically, learners have taken
to rely on positive evidence to admit a particular structure to their set of

https://doi.org/10.1017/50272263109090044 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0272263109090044

96 Nigel G. Duffield and Ayumi Matsuo

grammatically licensed structures.The gradient effects associated with non-
parallel VPEs pose a problem for this parameter-setting logic in two respects.
On the one hand, if English speakers produce such sentences with reason-
able frequency—and the corpus data suggest that they do—then a child or
adult learner is presented with positive evidence for the acceptability of
these sentences.Consequently,such sentences should count as grammatical
and should be judged fully acceptable, contrary to fact.On the other hand, if
a nonparallel VPE is excluded by some innate structural principle—if it is
ungrammatical sensu stricto—then the problem is to explain why sentences
that violate this principle are nevertheless judged considerably more ac-
ceptable than violations of other formal constraints. Additionally, the reason
why the constraint fails to apply in a uniform fashion crosslinguistically
needs to be explained. The main point to observe, however, is that a learn-
ability problem only arises if the relative acceptability of nonparallel ellipsis
is due to a structural constraint; if the effects are explained in another
way—in terms of processing, for example—the challenge is to some extent
removed.

A NOTE ON GRAMMATICALITY AND ACCEPTABILITY

Before proceeding further, it is worthwhile to clarify our use of the terms
grammaticality, acceptability, and the related compound term grammatical
acceptability,so as to preclude misunderstanding. We use grammatical in the
strict sense of licensed by the grammar,where grammar refers simultaneously
to a formal linguistic description as well as to the putatively autonomous in-
ternal representation of these rules and constraints (I-language). We use the
term acceptable to designate utterances that language users would classify—
either intuitively or explicitly—as natural well-formed utterances of their lan-
guage.Hence, this article adopts and endorses the competence-performance
distinction (see Newmeyer, 1983, 2003).

Given these definitions—and standard generativist assumptions about
grammatical rules—sentences are either grammatical or ungrammatical.!
However, spoken or written utterances are, of course, more or less accept-
able for a wide variety of reasons, including lexical, semantic, contextual,
pragmatic, and idiosyncratic factors, in addition to syntactic ones. Our in-
terest here is exclusively with acceptability contrasts among utterances in
which all other factors are controlled for as far as possible and where
(what is believed to be) grammaticality alone is manipulated. In other
words, we are interested in what are commonly but misleadingly termed
grammaticality judgments. We operationalize grammatically acceptable as
sentences judged acceptable in virtue of being grammatical and gram-
matically unacceptable as sentences judged unacceptable on account of
their ungrammaticality. The specific issue investigated here is the dis-
crepancy between acceptability judgments for allegedly ungrammatical
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sentences involving ellipsis or anaphora compared with other types of un-
grammatical sentences.

This article will present the classic structural account of the parallelism
effect (Hankamer & Sag, 1976; Sag & Hankamer, 1984), together with a
brief summary of alternative analyses (Frazier, Taft, Roeper, Clifton, &
Ehrlich, 1984; Hardt, 1993; Merchant, 2001, 2004). Crosslinguistic variation
in the domain of application of parallelism as well as implications of
this variability for SLA will also be discussed, followed by a brief pre-
sentation of prior experimental work in this area (Tanenhaus & Carlson,
1990) and the details of the current experiment. The concluding section
offers an interpretation of these results and suggests future lines of
inquiry.

FORMAL EXPLANATION OF THE PARALLELISM EFFECT

The classic statement of the parallelism effect in ellipsis is the one presented
in Hankamer and Sag (1976),an account that saw some revision in Sag and
Hankamer (1984) (see also Fiengo & May, 1994; Johnson, 1997, 2001; Wasow,
1972; Williams, 1977). Hankamer and Sag drew a formal distinction between
two types of anaphoric expression, termed surface and deep anaphora. Sur-
face anaphora refers to constructions,including VPE,whose grammaticality is
claimed to be dependent on the syntactic form of the antecedent clause.
Hankamer and Sag assumed that the relevant level of syntactic representa-
tion is surface structure, hence the term surface anaphor(a).For a number of
reasons, the authors later modified this claim: Rather than surface structure,
ellipsis constructions are claimed to refer to “propositional representation[s]
of the kind generally called logical form” (Sag & Hankamer, p. 328).The es-
sential claim that remains,however,is that VPE constructions are directly sen-
sitive to the syntactic properties of the antecedent clause. The parallelism
constraint is one result of this sensitivity: Indeed, for Hankamer and Sag, it is
one of the defining characteristics of surface anaphora. The parallelism
effect is thus viewed by Hankamer and Sag as the reflex of a grammatical
constraint.

Hankamer and Sag (1976) contrasted instances of surface anaphora with
those of deep anaphora, such as VPA, for which it is proposed that the gram-
maticality and the intended interpretation of anaphoric elements are derived
directly from the discourse model. An immediate consequence of this pro-
posed dichotomy is that the syntactic form of the antecedent clause should
be irrelevant to the acceptability of deep anaphora constructions.?2 Many of
the examples provided by these authors appear to confirm the operation
of a parallelism constraint in VPE as well as its absence in VPA contexts.
However, our work will show that parallelism effects are also found in VPA
contexts, as illustrated in (2b) and (2d), although the observed effects are
significantly weaker than in the case of VPE.
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CHALLENGES TO THE DICHOTOMY

This is not the first work to question the standard account. Grinder and Postal
(1971), Schachter (1977), and Williams (1977) presented several challenges
to Hankamer and Sag (1976),whereas Haik (1987) further refined Hankamer
and Sag’s account of surface anaphora (see also Pullum, n.d.). A number of
different kinds of evidence speak against the syntactic account (Johnson,
2001). Perhaps the most obvious place to start is with production data. Hardt
(1993) documented the availability of nonparallel ellipsis in contrast to some
other kinds of ungrammatical sentences. Examples (3) and (4) attest to the
productivity of such sentences: Those in (3) illustrate nonparallel ellipsis
with passive antecedents,and those in (4) illustrate cases in which the ante-
cedent is a derived (or related) nominal expression.

(3) a. This information could have been released by Gorbachou, but he chose
not to (Daniel Schorr, National Public Radio broadcast, 10/17/92).
(Hardt, p.131)

b. A lot of this material can be presented in a fairly informal and accessible
fashion, and often I do (Chomsky, 1982; cited in Dalrymple, Shieber, & Pereira,
1991). (Hardt, p. 134)

(4) a. [Many Chicago-area cab drivers]...sense a drop in visitors to the city.
Those who do, they say, are not taking cabs (Chicago Tribune, 2/6/92).
(Hardt,p. 118)

b. We should suggest to her that she officially appoint us as a committee and
invite faculty participation. They won’t, of course...(University of Pennsylvania
e-mail message). (Hardt, p. 116)

These examples suggest that ellipsis clauses that follow nonparallel
antecedents have a grammaticality status distinct from sentences that NSs
reject as categorically unacceptable; otherwise they should not occur in
written registers in any significant numbers.? These examples also illus-
trate a different sort of gradience—namely, variability in the strength of the
parallelism effect across construction type. Intuitively, among nonparallel
antecedents, nominal antecedents are significantly less acceptable than
passive antecedents,something that Sag and Hankamer’s (1984) approach
fails to predict or explain. Until now, this intuition has not been investi-
gated experimentally.

A second factor suggesting that the parallelism effect is not purely struc-
tural in origin is the fact that morphosyntactic parallelism—and even stem
parallelism—is not necessary for full acceptability. In English VPE, the inflec-
tional features of the reconstructed verb form may be nonidentical to those
of the antecedent: Although agreement in voice is usually required,tense and
agreement features may vary. For example, (5b) and (5c) are just as accept-
able as (5a).
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(5) a. Ben will come to the party, but Bill won't [come to the party].
b. Ben came to the party, but Bill didn’t [come to the party].
c. Ben comes to every party but Bill and Mary don’t [come to every party].

Moreover,analysis of languages with so-called verb stranding VPE, in which
the finite verb overtly raises out of the ellipsis phrase,indicate that even stem
identity is not required for well-formedness (see Goldberg, 2005, for Hebrew;
Cyrino & Matos, 2007, and Santos, 2006, for Portuguese). In (6), for example,
taken from Santos, the verbs in the antecedent clause and ellipsis clause
(indicated in bold) are lexically distinct, although they share a common ar
gument-structure and closely related semantics.

(6) Eu gostava de convidar algumas pessoas, mas quem; € que U queres;

[ like PREP invite  some  people but who isit that you want
[t fqte eu—convidet:/]
that [ invite

“I would like to invite some people,but who do you want (me to invite)?”
(Santos, p.120)

Such facts tend toward the conclusion that an abstract syntactic constraint is
not the ideal explanation of the parallelism effect in VPE.

Semantic Accounts

A plausible grammatical alternative to the syntactic view has recently been
advanced by Merchant (2001,2004).He proposed that the parallelism effect
has a semantic basis (see also Cyrino & Matos,2007; Santos, 2006). Merchant
argued that the effect is due to a semantic identification condition on ellip-
sis, which, simply stated, requires mutual entailment between the anteced-
ent clause and the ellipsis clause.The stringency of this semantic condition
is such that, in practice, only lexically and structurally parallel antecedents
are generally able to satisfy the identification condition. However, syntactic
parallelism per se is no longer a necessary condition for grammaticality in
Merchant’s account but rather a concomitant effect of semantic well-
formedness.

This semantic account, then, has the advantage of correctly including VPE
expressions that diverge from their antecedents with respect to inflectional
properties, as in (5)—even with respect to the verb stem itself, as in (6)—
while correctly excluding most of the other cases prohibited by the standard
syntactic approach. One crucial empirical difference between the two ac-
counts, however, is that the semantic account does not, in principle, exclude
passive antecedents to active ellipses, provided that the semantic identifica-
tion condition is met. Here,the main point is that if parallelism has a semantic
basis, there is no reason for the associated acceptability judgments to have
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the same character or strength as those for syntactically ungrammatical
sentences.

Merchant’s (2001, 2004) approach and the traditional analysis, however,
both predict a contrast between surface and deep anaphora (VPE vs.VPA).
This is because Merchant’s account operates on a theoretical distinction—
adopted from Rizzi’s (1986) analysis of pro-drop—between identification
conditions and syntactic licensing conditions. Identification conditions only
apply to licensed structures: VPA is not syntactically licensed; hence, the
identification requirement should not apply. Crosslinguistically, if a given lan-
guage fails to license VPE in the first place, then this semantic identification
requirement will have no structure to apply to, and, again, no parallelism
effects should be observable.

An important point to observe with respect to acquisition is that the se-
mantic identification requirement is taken to be innately specified: What
must be learned from positive evidence is whether a given language contains
licensing structures (e.g.,VPE constructions) that contain functional heads
with the right type of abstract formal features. If such features are found, the
identification requirement should automatically be triggered.

Parallelism as a Parsing Effect

There is no compelling need, however, for a grammatically based explana-
tion. A plausible alternative is that the parallelism effect is due to parsing
preferences rather than to any grammatical constraint, syntactic or seman-
tic. Previous psycholinguistic studies of reading (e.g., Frazier et al., 1984;
Frazier, Munn, & Clifton,2000) have demonstrated clear preferences for par
allel over nonparallel conjuncts in overt coordinate structures: (7a), for ex-
ample, is processed more readily than (7b) although both are equally
grammatical.

(") a. Jane found a silver coin and a bronze cup.
b. Jane found a silver coin and a cup.

It is reasonable to suppose that reconstruction of covert material in ellipsis
contexts is subject to similar processing preferences and that the parallelism
effect is a reflex of these preferences rather than of a grammatical constraint.
On this interpretation, nonparallel ellipsis contexts are akin to traditional
garden-path sentences: The parser initially prefers a parallel over a nonparal-
lel reconstruction of the elided material. When the preferred parse fails to
yield a well-formed semantic representation at the discourse level, the ini-
tially dispreferred (nonparallel) interpretation may be selected instead. Un-
der this analysis,sentences can be perfectly grammatical (e.g.,[1b] and [1d])
but less acceptable in these contexts for processing reasons. Data from L2
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learners is extremely informative in helping to tease apart these various ana-
lytic options.

CROSSLINGUISTIC VARIATION AND LEARNABILITY

In the SLA context, the learnability problems raised by gradience are com-
pounded by crosslinguistic variation. Languages vary widely as to whether
they permit VPEs. There are also wide discrepancies concerning the con-
struction types subject to parallelism, even in those languages that accept VPEs.
As a consequence, the theoretical literature thus far has produced no effec-
tive proposal for what might count as a learnable trigger, either for the possi-
bility of VPE in a given language variety or for the application of the parallelism
constraint to particular constructions.

The crosslinguistic variation observed in the native languages of the L2 learn-
ers in our experiment (i.e.,Dutch,Japanese,and Spanish) are detailed here.The
general consensus across the theoretical literature is that none of these lan-
guages permits VPE (e.g., Lobeck, 1995; Lopez, 1994).4 If this is the case and if
parallelism has a grammatical basis, then one should be able to treat the L2
learners as a homogeneous group for the purposes of our experiment (given
uniform levels of proficiency),although several factors complicate this assump-
tion. First, there is controversy as to whether Japanese permits VPE. Second,
even if the standard assumption is true, all of these languages show parallelism
effects in other related constructions,and, in each language, these effects apply
differently For these reasons, the languages are best treated separately.

Dutch

Dutch does not permit VPE, as evidenced by the unacceptability of the sen-
tences provided in (8) (see note 4). Example (8a) illustrates an instance of
nonfinite ellipsis,and (8b) shows a finite example. Dutch does,however,have
a VPA construction,employing a cognate of English do “doen”; examples are
provided in (9).Reportedly, the VPA construction displays a mild parallelism
effect. (This appears to be also true of English VPA, theoretical claims to the
contrary notwithstanding).

(8) a. *lemand moest het vuilnis buiten zetten, maar Marie wilde  niet.
someone had-to the garbage out  set but Marie wanted not
“Someone had to take out the garbage, but Marie didn’t want to.”

b. *Marie zei dat ze het vuilnis buiten zou zetten maar ot nu toe
Marie said that she the garbage out  would set but till now-till
heeft ze niet.
has she not
“Mary said that she would put out the garbage, but so far she hasn’t.”
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) a. lemand moest het vuilnis  buiten zetten, maar Marie wilde  het niet doen.
someone had-to the garbage out set but Marie wanted it not do
“Someone had to take out the garbage, but Marie didn’t want to.”

b. ?Het vuilnis moest buiten gezet worden maar Marie wilde  het niet doen.
the garbage had-to out set be but Marie wanted it not do
“The garbage had to be taken out,but Marie didn’t want to do it.”

Given these differences, if advanced Dutch learners of English can acquire
the parallelism effect in English VPE and can reliably distinguish between
VPE and VPA with respect to the strength of this effect, it is reasonable to con-
clude that such sensitivity is acquired or learned rather than transferred.

Japanese

It is controversial whether Japanese allows VPE—that is, whether a particular
Japanese construction is best analyzed as ellipsis or as something else. On
the one hand, Otani and Whitman (1991) claimed that Japanese does have
VPE; in contrast, Hoji (1998) argued that the constructions in question are
better analyzed as null object constructions (NOCs). The analytic problem
stems from the fact that it is difficult to distinguish a phonetically empty VP
from an elided one.Japanese requires overt verb movement to inflection (I),
but it also permits phonetically null objects.As a result, many strings are ame-
nable either to a VPE analysis, as shown in (10a), or to a NOC analysis, as il-
lustrated in (10b) (for a discussion see Goldberg, 2002; Matsuo, 2007).

(10) a. VPE Analysis
[IP PP+ verb; |
b. Null Object Analysis
[IP [VP pro t; ] verb; |

Under either analysis, the Japanese construction that corresponds to
English VPE differs from its English counterpart in two respects. First, Japa-
nese VPE involves a repeated lexical verb rather than a dummy auxiliary
(such as do or have). More importantly, in contrast with what is claimed for
English, Japanese VPE is compatible with nonparallel passive antecedents;
that is, the parallelism effect does not apply across the board. The relevant
facts are illustrated in (11).

(11) a. Gomiwa  dasare-nakereba-naranakatta, demo watasi-wa dasi-taku-nakatta.
garbage-Top take-out-pass-have-to-pst but  [top take-out-want-NEG-pST
“??The garbage had to be taken out,but [ didn’t want to (take out).”
b. *John-wa kisu-ga hosikatta ga, Mary-wa si-taku-nakatta.
John-top kiss-Nom want-pst  but Mary-tor do-want-NEG-PST
“*John wanted a kiss but Mary didn’t want to.”
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Japanese also differs from English with respect to VPA. As (12a) and
(12b) illustrate, Japanese VPA is dispreferred with nonparallel (passive or
nominal) antecedents.

(12) a. ?Gomi-wa  dasare-nakereba-naranakatta, demo watasi-wa soo
garbage-Top take-out-pass-have-to-pst but  [-Top SO
si-taku-nakatta.
take-out-want-NEG-PST
“The garbage had to be taken out,but I didn’t want to do so.”

b. ?2John-wa kisu-ga hosikatta ga, Mary-wa soo si-taku-nakatta.
John-top kiss-Nom want-pstT but Mary-Top so do-want-NEG-pST
“John wanted a kiss but Mary didn’t want to do it.”

In the construction that corresponds most closely to English VPE, parallel-
ism only applies in one of the two nonparallel constructions under consid-
eration; in VPA contexts, parallelism applies more strongly than it is claimed
to do in English. Thus, Japanese presents almost the reverse of the English
situation.

Spanish

It is usually assumed that Spanish lacks VPE. Nevertheless, the closest corre-
sponding construction found in Spanish—null complement anaphora
(NCA)—is subject to similar parallelism constraints as English VPE. Only a
restricted set of modal predicates license NCA, and the resulting ellipsis is
always nonfinite. Examples of Spanish NCA are provided in (13).

(13) a. 7?La basura tiene que sacarse, pero yo no quiero.
The garbage has comp take-out but [ NEG want
“*The garbage has to be taken out,but [ don’t want to.”
b. *Juan queria un beso, pero Maria no queria.
John wanted a kiss but Mary NeG wanted
“*John wanted a kiss, but Mary didn’t want (to).”

Spanish also has a construction that corresponds to English VPA, but this
construction is excluded with nominal antecedents, as shown in (14b). Un-
like Japanese or Dutch however, Spanish VPA is compatible with (medio-)
passive antecedents, as illustrated in (14a).

(14) a. La basura tiene que sacarse, pero yo no quiero hacerlo.
the garbage has cowmp take-out-rerL but [ NEG want do-it
“The garbage has to be taken out,but [ don’t want to do it.”
b. *Juan queria un beso, pero Maria no queria hacerlo.
John wanted a kiss but Mary NeG wanted do-it
“John wanted a kiss,but Mary didn’t want to do it.”
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Table 1. Summary of crosslinguistic differences in VPE and VPA

Antecedent type
Language and anaphor type Active Passive Verbal Nominal
English
VPE v * v *
VPA V ol V
Dutch
VPE NA NA NA NA
VPA V 144 V *
Japanese
VPE (NOC) Q) Q) Q) ™
VPA v ? V ?
Spanish
VPE (NCA) Q) ™) Q) ™
VPA V ol J *

Note: NA corresponds to not available.

Table 1 summarizes the relevant crosslinguistic differences highlighted
thus far.$

The relationship between parallelism and the VPE-VPA contrast is compli-
cated. At the very least, the data show that parallelism effects are not re-
stricted to surface anaphora constructions crosslinguistically because VPA
constructions in Dutch, Japanese, and Spanish reportedly exhibit the same
effect to varying degrees. This forces the conclusion that the influence of
parallelism on English ellipsis and anaphora contexts is a subtle, language-
particular,and often construction-specific property,making its acquisition by
L2 learners especially challenging. Even if the principle is innate, as the se-
mantic account claims, it has to be associated with different constructions in
different languages.

Summary

Our experiment examines learners’ responses to violations of parallelism
in English VPE and VPA contrasts. Note that although we were primarily
concerned with the comparison between NSs and different groups of L2
learners, the NS controls were no less an experimental group. We did not
necessarily expect any group of learners to show the types of categorical
responses suggested by the traditional syntactic analysis. Instead, we ex-
pected that violations of structural parallelism might yield gradient judg-
ments and that there could be an interaction between parallelism and the
construction type of the antecedent clause,which would be consistent with
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either of the alternative accounts. With respect to the L1-L2 comparisons,
our interest was in whether L2 learners’ responses would differ from those
of NSs as a function of surface constructional properties of their respective
L1s—that is, the availability of VPE or VPA in the L1 and the presence or
absence of parallelism effects associated with the two constructions (see
note 4).

EXPERIMENT

Previous Psycholinguistic Work

The present experiment was modeled on previous psycholinguistic work
conducted by Tanenhaus and Carlson (1990), who used the sentence com-
pletion task to assess NSs’ sensitivity to parallelism violations. In this task,
participants were presented with short stories that consisted of two sentences:
a context sentence and a subsequent completion sentence. Participants read
the context sentence and pressed a button once they understood it.The first
sentence was then removed from the screen and replaced by the target com-
pletion sentence. At the end, participants were asked to decide as quickly
and accurately as possible whether the second sentence formed a sensible
completion of the storyTo accept a given sentence-pair, participants pressed
a button marked yes on a button box attached to the computer; to reject it,
they pressed no.lf readers’ interpretations of ellipsis sentences were strongly
constrained by the syntactic form of the antecedent, VPE completions will
not make sense in a nonparallel context—for example, The garbage had to
be taken out / but I didn’t want to [be taken out]—and should be rejected.

The task yielded two dependent measures: an acceptability judgment and a
reaction time.In all cases,the response time was measured from the onset of the
second sentence:If the properties of the antecedent clause had no influence on
the acceptability of the completion, then there should be no reliable difference
in acceptability ratings or in latencies to accepted items across conditions.With
respect to the acceptability judgments, participants were expected to accept a
significantly higher proportion of target sentences with parallel antecedents
than with nonparallel antecedents. As for response latencies, if parallelism
influenced acceptability, then participants should accept ellipses with parallel
antecedents significantly faster than those with nonparallel antecedents. (Only
acceptances were counted in the analysis of latency data.)

Tanenhaus and Carlson (1990) reported the results of three separate ex-
periments. The first two experiments contrasted VPE and VPA completions
following active versus passive or verbal versus nominal antecedents, respec-
tively. Table 2 presents the main results of these experiments.

As shown in Table 2, the analysis of the acceptability judgments in both
experiments revealed a reliable effect of structural parallelism in the VPE
condition as well as an interaction between parallelism and anaphor type,
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Table 2. Summary of Tanenhaus and Carlson’s (1990) experiments 1 and 2

Acceptability judgment (%) Latency (ms)

Experiment Parallel Nonparallel Parallel Nonparallel
Active versus passive?

VPE 89 70 2,161 2,776

VPA 94 91 2,073 2,273
Verbal versus nominal®

VPE 89 71 2,556 2,923

VPA 86 86 2,686 2,954

Note: Parallelism effects were observed for the VPE in both acceptability judgments and latency data.
However, no parallelism effects were observed for the VPA acceptability judgments in either experiment.

a For the latency data, there was an effect of type of anaphor as well as of parallelism; however, the interaction
between anaphor type and parallelism was not significant.

b In Tanenhaus and Carlson’s experiment 2, the only significant effect in the latency data was a (small) main
effect of parallelism.

with VPE completions eliciting a larger effect than VPA. Analysis of the
latency data was consistent with that of the acceptability judgments
although the latter results did not often reach statistical significance.

One aim of the present experiment was to determine whether advanced L2
learners are able to converge on the same types of subtle judgments—that is,
whether they come to control the distinction between surface and deep ana-
phora in English. (Our initial assumption about the theoretical distinction
between surface and deep anaphors is called into question by the present
results and suggests directions for future research [see Duffield, Matsuo, &
Roberts,in press]).

Method

The experiment reported here is modeled on Tanenhaus and Carlson’s (1990)
first two experiments.The main difference between this experiment and
those of Tanenhaus and Carlson is that we treated the previous authors’ two
experiments as two levels of one variable—namely, construction type.”

Participants

Our experiment compared the behavior of English NSs (n=22) with three
groups of L2 learners: Dutch (n=20), Japanese (n=19),and Spanish (n=20).
The experiment was run in three universities in the Netherlands, the United
States, and Canada. All of the Japanese and Spanish participants were non-
native graduate students in English-medium universities in North America,in
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their second or third year of doctoral study, who had acquired English as a
foreign language in their home countries prior to commencing graduate
study. Although their English was not independently assessed, the entry re-
quirements for graduate study in the North American institutions included a
minimum TOEFL score of 550 (on the paper version).The Dutch L2 partici-
pants were undergraduate and graduate students at a Dutch university who
were members of a L2 subject pool of the nearby research institute. Partici-
pants were paid a small fee for their participation.?

Measures and Procedure

The sentence completion task used in the experiment was designed using
PsyScope 1.2.5 (Cohen, MacWhinney, Flatt, & Provost, 1993) and run on
Macintosh computers, with a serial button box attached. Aside from this
technical (hardware and software) difference, we followed the procedure
used by Tanenhaus and Carlson (1990).

The test materials were presented as two separate blocks: The first block
included 20 quadruplet pairs of active versus passive VPE versus VPA sen-
tences; the second block included 20 quadruplet pairs of verbal versus nomi-
nal VPE versus VPA sentences.An example quadruplet set from the first block
is provided in (15) (see the Appendix for a full list of sentences).There were
also 40 filler items. Four versions of the experiment were prepared, using a
Latin square design,such that each participant received only one of the four
pairs from each quadruplet set.The trial order of sets within each block was
randomized for each participant.

(15) a. Active /VPE/ (VPA).
Someone took the wood out to the shed last night / Tom told us that Sally
did / (it).
b. Passive /VPE / (VPA).
The wood was taken out to the shed last night / Tom told us that Sally did / (it).

Thus, there were three between-items factors, each with two levels: struc-
tural parallelism (parallel vs. nonparallel), anaphor type (VPE vs.VPA), and
construction type (active-passive vs. verbal-nominal). The between-subjects
factor was native language: This factor had four levels in the main analysis
(English,Japanese, Spanish,and Dutch).

Predictions

In light of the results in Tanenhaus and Carlson (1990), we predicted a
reliable main effect of syntactic parallelism overall as well as an interaction
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between parallelism and anaphor type (VPE vs.VPA),such that a significantly
weaker effect was expected for VPA than for VPE.

The alternative theoretical accounts of parallelism yielded distinct pre-
dictions with respect to the discreteness of the acceptability judgments
as well as the possible effects of construction type. Whereas the tradi-
tional syntactic account predicted clear rejection of ellipsis following
nonparallel antecedents—with no significant contrast between passive
and nominal antecedents—the semantic account was consistent with a
much weaker rejection of nonparallel ellipsis overall as well as a prefer
ence for passive antecedents over nominal ones (passive antecedents
being more likely to satisfy the mutual entailment condition). Although
both grammatical accounts predicted full acceptance of nonparallel
VPA, the parsing account is also consistent with parallelism effects in VPA
(albeit weaker ones) because deep anaphora allows for—but does not
require—a syntactic analysis of the anaphorically interpreted material.

With respect to possible L1-L2 contrasts, once more, the different ac-
counts make various predictions. On the syntactic account, the parallel-
ism effect is intimately tied to the structural properties of the VPE
construction itself: Sensitivity to parallelism presupposes knowledge of
the construction. Logically, it should be impossible to reject—or not to
recognize—the English VPE construction but still show sensitivity to paral-
lelism. On the semantic and processing accounts, however, sensitivity to
parallelism and syntactic knowledge of particular constructions are dis-
sociable: L2 learners might show a preference for parallel over nonparal-
lel structures independently of their knowledge of particular syntactic
constructions.

Under either theoretical account,we can investigate whether L2 learners’
judgment patterns converge on those of NSs and to what extent any diver
gences can be attributed to the constructions available in the L1s of those
learners. It should be clear that the semantic account predicts fewer
language-specific effects because it rests on a putatively innate (universal)
semantic principle. Nevertheless, the linking problem remains: The prob-
lem of correctly associating parallelism effects with particular construc-
tions might be influenced by L1 properties.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The participants’ responses yielded two measures: an acceptability judg-
ment and a response time.Separate analyses were conducted on the propor-
tion of sentence-pairs judged to make sense (the judgment data) and on the
latencies for those sentences (the latency data). Note that both datasets
come from the same set of responses. All latencies more than two standard
deviations above a participant’s mean were replaced with the appropriate
two-standard-deviation cutoff, calculated separately for each participant.
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Participants reported no difficulty with the task: Nevertheless,one of the Japa-
nese participants with very long response latencies was excluded from both
analyses.

Overall Results

The overall results, collapsing across the different learner groups, are pre-
sented in Table 3.9

Judgment Data. An analysis of variance on the proportion of sentence-
pairs judged to make sense revealed a main effect of parallelism, (1, 82)=
73.11,p <.0001; F5(1,152)=41.11,p < .0001. There were also reliable main
effects of the three other factors: language, F(1, 82)=3.57, p < .05;
F5(3, 152)=13.12, p < .0001; construction type, F1(1, 82)=9.53, p < .005;
F5(1, 152)=4.53, p < .05; and anaphor type, F1(1, 82)=112.89, p < .0001;
F5(1,152)=107.82,p < .0001. As Tanenhaus and Carlson (1990) also found, a
reliable interaction was observed between syntactic parallelism and anaphor
type, F1(1,82)=13.32, p < .0005; F»(3, 152)=8.56, p < .0001. Nonparallel ante-
cedents exerted a significantly stronger effect on the acceptability of VPE
completions than on VPA completions, as illustrated in Figure 1a.

Crucially, reliable two-way interactions were observed between language
and parallelism, F1(3, 82)=6.49, p < .0005; F»(3, 152)=8.56,p < .0001, and be-
tween language and anaphor type, F1(3,82)=3.24,p < .05; F»(3,152)=5.6,p <
.005. There was also a three-way interaction among language, anaphor type,
and parallelism, F1(3, 82)=7.97, p <.0001; F5(3, 152)=7.77, p < .0001. These

Table 3. Experiment overall means by factor

Factor Judgment (%) Latency (ms)
Parallelism
Parallel 84 3,180
Nonparallel 71 3,388
Anaphor type
VPE 67 3,382
VPA 88 3,185
Construction type
Active-passive 79 3,112
Verbal-nominal 74 3,457
Language
English 78 2,509
Dutch 84 2,188
Japanese 72 4,506
Spanish 75 3,911

Note: The reported means are based on a subject ANOVA.
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Figure 1. Interaction of syntactic parallelism and
anaphor type: (a) judgment data and (b) latency data.

interactions clearly demonstrate that the various learner groups behaved dif-
ferently from one another in this experiment.

Latency Data. The latency data were largely consistent with the judgment
results. Analysis of variance on the response latencies for sentence-pairs
judged to make sense revealed significant main effects of construction
type, F1(1,81)=23.94, p < .0001; F5(1, 149)=4.53, p < .05, and of language,
F1(3,81)=20.28, p < .0001; F»(3, 149)=126.8, p < .001; that is to say, overall,
active-passive sentences were accepted more quickly than verbal-nominal
ones. Moreover, as predicted, some groups of learners responded more
quickly than others (i.e.,Dutch faster than English faster than Spanish faster
than Japanese). Notice that the Dutch group responded on average faster
than the NS control group.
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The main effects of parallelism and anaphor type were reliable by subject
but not by item. In contrast to the judgment data analyses, no interaction
was observed between language and any other factor (ignoring a marginal
interaction of language and anaphor type,p <.1).Similar to Tanenhaus and
Carlson (1990), we found no interaction between anaphor type and paral-
lelism in the latency data: Increased latencies were observed across the
board for pairs with nonparallel antecedents for both anaphor types (VPE
and VPA), as is illustrated in Figure 1b.

In the absence of any reliable effects of parallelism in the latency data, our
analysis focused solely on the judgment data.l? Separate analyses of variance
were performed on the judgment data in each language group.

Native Speakers’ Results: Judgment Data

Analysis of variance of the NSs’ judgment data revealed significant main ef-
fects of parallelism, F1(1,21)=72.16,p < .0001; F5(1,152)=69.47,p < .0001,and
anaphor type, F1(1,21)=75.36,p < .0001; F>(1, 152)=85.31, p < .0001. NSs ac-
cepted pairs with parallel antecedents more often than those with nonparal-
lel antecedents,and VPE completions more often than VPA completions.The
effect of construction type was significant by subject although not by item,
F1(1,21)=5.18,p < .05; F»(1,152)=3.45, p=.065. NSs tended to accept active-
passive pairs more frequently than verbal-nominal pairs (see Table 4a).

As predicted by the syntactic account, there was also a significant interac-
tion in the judgment data between parallelism and anaphor type, F1(1,21)=
38.36,p < .0001; F>(1,152)=31.0,p < .0001; that is to say; the parallelism effect
was significantly stronger for VPE than for VPA completions. This finding is
supported by the results for the individual conditions. English NSs reliably
differentiated between parallel and nonparallel antecedents to VPE com-
pletions in both constructions: active versus passive antecedents, F(1,20)=
48.10,p < .0001; F5(1, 152)=46.98, p < .0001; verbal versus nominal anteced-
ents, F1(1,20)=43.82, p < .0001, F>(1, 152)=42.52, p < .0001. This shows that
structural parallelism strongly influences the acceptability of VPE comple-
tions, as claimed by the standard theory. However, contrary to theoretical ex-
pectations, nonparallel VPA sentences also showed effects of parallelism,
even though these effects were not statistically reliable in this experiment.

L2 Learners’ Results: Judgment Data

Analyses revealed divergences between the Dutch subjects on one hand—
who behaved very similarly to the NS group—and the Spanish and Japanese
groups on the other hand.Tables 4b—4d present the results for the Dutch,Japa-
nese,and Spanish groups, respectively.
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Table 4. Acceptability judgments by group

Anaphor type
Antecedent type VPE VPA
a.English NSs
First condition
Active 90 95
Passive 48 90
Statistical difference p <.0001 ns
Second condition
Verbal 80 97
Nominal 40 87
Statistical difference p <.0001 ns
b.Dutch NSs
First condition
Active 89 90
Passive 74 90
Statistical difference p<.05 ns
Second condition
Verbal 82 95
Nominal 68 83
Statistical difference p<.05 p=.06
c.Japanese NSs
First condition
Active 68 92
Passive 57 74
Statistical difference p<.05 p<.001
Second condition
Verbal 62 87
Nominal 58 80
Statistical difference ns ns
d.Spanish NSs
First condition
Active 68 90
Passive 62 88
Statistical difference ns ns
Second condition
Verbal 69 85
Nominal 56 79
Statistical difference p<.05 ns

Dutch. Separate analysis of the Dutch participants’ judgment data reveals
a main effect of parallelism, F(1,20)=15.73,p < .001; F5(1,152)=9.6,p < .005,
and anaphor type, F1(1,20)=11.66, p < .005; F5(1, 152)=13.18, p < .0005. In
contrast to the English NS results, no interaction was observed between par-
allelism and anaphor type (Table 4b).This is due to the fact that Dutch par-
ticipants’ data show roughly the same size of parallelism effect for either VPE
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or VPA completions overall. With respect to the effect of parallelism on the in-
dividual conditions, this was reliable for VPE in both constructions but not for
VPA (although it approached significance in the verbal-nominal condition).

Japanese. Analysis of the Japanese judgment data also reveals a signifi-
cant main effect of parallelism, F1(1,23)=8.43,p < .01; F5(1,152)=6.82,p < .01,
as well as a sharp effect of anaphor type, Fi(1, 23)=33.03, p < .0001;
F5(1,152)=34.73,p < .0001.No interaction was observed between parallelism
and anaphor type.In contrast to the Dutch and English results—but similar to
the Spanish results—the main effect of anaphor type here is due to a clear
dispreference for VPE constructions generally; that is, it is independent of
parallelism.

The Japanese results also showed in the subject analysis a reliable inter-
action between parallelism and construction type, Fi(1, 23)=4.74, p < .05;
F>(1,152)=2.32,p=.1299. Collapsing across anaphor types, the parallelism ef-
fect was observed for the active-passive contrast, although not for the verbal-
nominal pairs. This is reflected in the analysis of the individual conditions
shown in Table 4c. A clear parallelism effect was observed for active versus
passive VPA pairs, with a milder effect for active versus passive VPE pairs; in
contrast, no effect of parallelism was observed for either anaphor type in the
verbal versus nominal condition although the trend was in the expected di-
rection in both cases.!!

Spanish. Analysis of the Spanish participants’ data also showed reliable
main effects of structural parallelism, F1(1,18)=6.21,p < .05; F5(1, 152)=3.98,
p <.05,and anaphor type,F1(1,18)=9.31,p < .005; F5(1,152)=46.72,p < .001.As
was the case for the Japanese group, the sharp effect of anaphor type was in-
dependent of parallelism,so that no interaction was obtained between these
variables: Like the Japanese group, Spanish participants simply dispreferred
VPE constructions in general.

The Spanish participants diverged from the Japanese in one respect:
Whereas the Japanese group showed reliable effects of parallelism for both
anaphor types in the active-passive condition, the only significant individual
effect in the Spanish data was for verbal versus nominal VPE.

Comparison with Previous Results

The extent to which these results match those of Tanenhaus and Carlson
(1990) depends on the level of analysis. When one considers the overall re-
sults, there is substantial agreement between Tanenhaus and Carlson’s results
and our own. As in Tanenhaus and Carlson’s experiments, significant main
effects of structural parallelism were observed as well as a reliable interac-
tion between parallelism and anaphor type. For both NSs and L2 learners
overall, parallelism appears to exert a significantly stronger effect on VPE
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completions than on VPA. Furthermore, a significant main effect of parallel-
ism was observed for each language group considered separately. This is
clearly consistent with Tanenhaus and Carlson’s results. Equally important, for
NSs, it is consistent with the proposed theoretical contrast between deep and
surface anaphora—at least when considered in purely statistical terms—
inasmuch as the NSs display a reliable parallelism effect for VPE, but none for
VPA. (There are distinct trends, but these are not statistically reliable in this
experiment on the by-item analysis.) One might interpret these results, then,
as providing validation of the theoretical distinction and as offering sugges-
tive evidence that advanced L2 learners are able to acquire knowledge of the
distinction between VPE and VPA.

However, more detailed analysis points at a different interpretation—
namely, that the parallelism effect is orthogonal to the syntactic distinction
between VPE and VPA, at least for L2 learners.This interpretation is supported
by two sets of results.First,several groups of learners,including the Dutch and
the Japanese—as well as the English NSs on the by-subject analysis—showed
reliable parallelism effects in VPA contexts in at least one of the two construc-
tions tested.For the Japanese learners,the parallelism effect for VPA with pas-
sive antecedents was actually stronger than the effect for the corresponding
VPE condition. This shows that parallelism effects are not exclusively linked
to cases of surface anaphora (VPE), as claimed by both grammatical ac-
counts (syntactic and semantic).

The second consideration speaking against the syntactic interpretation of
parallelism is the fact that Japanese and Spanish learners showed statistically
reliable parallelism effects in certain individual conditions, even though they
rejected VPE constructions overall. That is,even when implicitly considering all
VPE sentences as only marginally acceptable, Japanese and Spanish learners
nonetheless preferred English VPE sentences with parallel antecedents over
those with nonparallel antecedents. Intuitively, the high levels of rejection of
parallel VPE sentences suggest that these learners have not mastered the con-
struction, yet they still show parallelism effects.The very least that one can con-
clude from this is that, for L2 learners,sensitivity to parallelism is not necessarily
linked to accurate knowledge of the structural properties of the VPE construc-
tion. A less conservative conclusion would be that these results support the
idea that parallelism itself has a nonsyntactic basis. The results are certainly
more consistent with the alternative semantic approach advocated by Mer-
chant (2001) than with the traditional syntactic approach (although the fact
that effects are found with VPA speaks against Merchant’s account as well).

Interpreting L1 Versus L2 Differences

Analysis of the individual L2 learner groups also suggests that at least some
L2 learners can acquire sensitivity to parallelism effects in English ellipsis
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independently of the surface syntactic properties of their L1.The comparison
of these results with the crosslinguistic differences summarized in Table 1
shows that certain results cannot be explained by surface transfer.In particu-
lar,the Dutch learner group was remarkably successful in converging on the
English NSs’ performance in this experiment, in spite of the fact that Dutch
does not have VPE constructions—and that it displays a moderate parallel-
ism effect for VPA 12

Notwithstanding these overall similarities, at a more detailed level of
analysis, the parallelism effect may have been influenced by different
weightings of factors for English and Dutch groups. Specifically, the finite-
ness of the ellipsis clause appeared to interact with the construction type
of the antecedent, playing a larger role in determining acceptability for
the Dutch participants than for the English NSs, for whom syntactic parallel-
ism per se was a sufficient condition for a reliable effect across conditions.
In this experiment, however, we were unable to establish this interaction
statistically because our materials were not constructed to control for finite-
ness.These results motivated a set of follow-up investigations, reported else-
where (Duffield et al.,in press).

As for the Japanese and Spanish groups, whereas many individual results
are consistent with an account in terms of surface transfer, some are not.
In particular, the Japanese subjects’ results showed a significant parallelism
effect for passive VPE sentences in English, even though no such effect is re-
ported for the corresponding Japanese construction. Moreover, even for those
conditions in which the parallelism effect was not statistically reliable, the L2
learners’ results trend toward more closely approximating English NSs’ judg-
ments than those that would be predicted on the basis of the corresponding
L1 properties.

Effects of Gradience

The results of this experiment demonstrate rather clearly that the parallelism
effect is gradient rather than categorical. Contrary to standard theoretical
claims, participants did not categorically reject nonparallel antecedents for
VPE completions. Instead—at least when the nonparallel antecedent was a
passive VP—participants overall accepted such sentences more than half of
the time (48% acceptance for NSs and 74% for the advanced Dutch partici-
pants). Although this is significantly less often than when the antecedent is
parallel—the parallelism effect is statistically reliable in this condition—the
acceptance rate for the nonparallel VPE is much higher than for the unac-
ceptable versions of the filler sentences and certainly within the range of
acceptability for other fully grammatical structures.

The traditional syntactic explanation for the parallelism effect fails to pre-
dict marginal acceptability: Indeed, it trades on the categorical unacceptability
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of such structures.In contrast, Merchant’s (2001) semantic account makes no
strong predictions of categorical rejection; if anything, it predicts that nonpar
allel structures should be judged more acceptable than they seem to be for
NSs (more like the Dutch learners’ responses).Thus,gradience speaks against
the syntactic view and is more consistent with either a semantic interpreta-
tion or one in terms of parsing.

A Methodological Objection

It might be argued that the gradient effect observed here is due to the task
itself.In the sentence completion task, participants did not see the anteced-
ent clause and the ellipsis clause simultaneously: When they judged the
acceptability of the ellipsis,the antecedent clause had already disappeared.
It is conceivable, therefore, that, some of the time, participants mentally
transformed the nonparallel antecedents so that the mental representation
of the antecedent clause was in fact parallel to the ellipsis. Obviously, they
cannot always do this, otherwise no parallelism effect would have been
observed in the judgment data. One way to test this would be to administer
a corresponding offline acceptability judgment task in which both sen-
tences are presented simultaneously and for which grammatical accept-
ability is judged on an interval scale. In follow-up experiments, therefore,
participants were presented with both the computerbased task and a
pencil-and-paper grammaticality judgment task using the same materials.
The results of these follow-up experiments—reported in Duffield et al. (in
press)—showed no significant differences between computer-based and
fully offline presentations of the test stimuli.!3

Summary

In conclusion, the results of this experiment reveal that NSs and L2 learners
diverge in a number of theoretically interesting ways in their sensitivity to
violations of parallelism in English VPE. Whereas the judgments of NSs are
largely consistent with the standard theoretical account of ellipsis con-
structions—including a fairly rigid distinction between deep and surface
anaphora—the judgments of L2 learners suggest that the parallelism effect
is independent of ellipsis and may not even be essentially syntactic in na-
ture. Furthermore, the L2 learners’ results imply that specific construction
types are a significant factor in determining judgments, something that is
unexpected on the standard account.These findings suggest future lines of
investigation,some of which are taken up in Duffield et al. (in press;see also
Duffield, Matsuo, & Roberts, 2007).

https://doi.org/10.1017/50272263109090044 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0272263109090044

Parallelism Effects in VP-Ellipsis 117
THEORETICAL IMPLICATIONS

The results of the present study have theoretical and methodological implica-
tions both for grammatical theory and, to a lesser extent, for theories of
SLA. Considering the theoretical perspective first, our results speak against
the traditional structural explanation for the parallelism effect proposed by
Hankamer and Sag (1976).The gradient response to violations of parallelism
shown by all participants as well as the apparent dissociation of parallelism
effects from knowledge of the VPE construction observed in some L2 learn-
ers’ results clearly suggest that the parallelism effect is independent of struc-
tural parallelism. In other words, syntax does not determine acceptability in
this instance.

It is not clear, though, that these results fully support the alternative gram-
matical theory either (i.e., the semantic theory). Our results are consistent
with Merchant’s (2001) analysis, if one restricts attention to NSs’ responses to
VPE conditions.The semantic account is certainly compatible with gradient
effects overall and with comparatively stronger parallelism effects for nomi-
nal over passive antecedents. However, the semantic account fails to explain
other trends observed in the L2 learners’ data, such as effects of finiteness
and construction type. More important, however, is the fact that parallelism
effects are also observed in VPA contexts for all participants, including NSs;
for some L2 learners, these effects are stronger than for VPE, a result that is
incompatible with either grammatical account.

In principle, there are two ways to resolve the discrepancy between our
results and the predictions of Merchant’s (2001) theory. The first is to adopt
Merchant’s semantic explanation of the parallelism effect but to detach it
from claims about structure—that is, to treat it as a purely semantic constraint
rather than as an identification condition requiring a particular structure to
license it. The adoption of this explanation would then allow the semantic
constraint to apply in VPA contexts as well, as suggested by the data. Notice
that this move allows for the retention of the grammatical distinction between
surface and deep anaphora,albeit at the cost of its primary diagnostic.

The more radical alternative would be to reject the notion that the paral-
lelism effect has any grammatical basis whatsoever and to suggest instead
that parallelism is better explained in terms of parsing preferences. A pars-
ing explanation would be consistent with most of the results reported here.
First,it would explain the gradient nature of the parallelism effect:If nonpar-
allel ellipsis is not ungrammatical but only dispreferred, there is no reason
to predict categorical rejection. Second, it explains the apparent effects
of construction type (of the antecedent clause): Nominal antecedents in-
hibit the correct parse more strongly than passive VPs, which differ only in
voice from the VP that is reconstructed in the ellipsis site. It is thus under-
standable if nominal antecedent VPEs are rejected more often than
VPEs following passives. Third, a parsing explanation is consistent with
the presence of (weaker) parallelism effects in VPA contexts as well: Just

https://doi.org/10.1017/50272263109090044 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0272263109090044

118 Nigel G. Duffield and Ayumi Matsuo

because deep anaphora does not require syntactic reconstruction does not
mean that the parser may not attempt a syntactic parse; if it does, there
should be effects of parallelism. Finally, and most significantly, the parsing
explanation is consistent with the dissociation between parallelism and
knowledge of the VPE construction shown by both Japanese and Spanish
groups: A processing account explains why these learners were able to show
sensitivity to parallelism while strongly rejecting the carrier construction
(i.e.,the VPE),irrespective of antecedent type.

Whatever appeal this processing account may have, however, it does not
provide a complete explanation. The fact that other languages vary with re-
spect to the strength of the parallelism effect associated with particular con-
struction types cannot be explained by a parsing preference alone. These
language-particular, construction-specific associations must somehow be
encoded in speakers’ linguistic competence. Thus, if further investigation
reveals reliable interactions between parallelism and construction type
in these other languages—something not tested in this experiment—and
reliable effects of construction type in English for English NSs, both of these
phenomena, then such results would suggest a more radical reconsideration
of the relationship between grammaticality and acceptability as well as of
the status of construction-specific rules in grammatical descriptions.!* The
current results, however, do not yet force such a revision, and we leave the
matter open at this point (although see Duffield et al.,2007,in press).

The present study also has possible implications for models of SLA, even
though it has been not the primary purpose of this article to address such is-
sues.What the study shows, at least for this domain of grammatical inquiry; is
that it is quite possible for L2 learners to come to behave like NSs in making
very subtle acceptability judgments about complex syntactic phenomena
without necessarily having any reliable knowledge about the structures
themselves. The implications are reasonably clear: Convergence on subtle
judgments about an uninstructed phenomenon at the syntax-semantics inter-
face—be it sensitivity to minimal interpretive contrasts (see Dekydtspotter,
Sprouse, & Anderson, 1997), binding (see Bruhn de Garavito, 1997), and as-
pectual differences (see Montrul & Slabakova, 2003), among others—does
not in itself license any inference to L2 learners’ access to Universal Gram-
matr, unless we can unambiguously determine the underlying basis of those
judgments. On this question there is some, albeit weak, consensus (Schiitze,
1996; compare Allen & Seidenberg, 1999):To quote former United States Sec-
retary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld (2002), this is a “known unknown.”1>

(Received 23 January 2008)

NOTES

1. Grammaticality was not always regarded as a categorical notion: As Levelt, van Gent,
Haans, and Meijers (1977) noted, theoretical researchers in the 1960s and early 1970s
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developed theories on degrees of ungrammaticality (Levelt et al. cited Chomsky, 1964, Katz &
Postal, 1964, Lakoff, 1971, and Ziff, 1964). Note that the issue of categorical well-formedness judg-
ments for sentences is separate from the question of discreteness of lexical categories (e.g.,Aarts,
2004;Ross, 1973a,1973b).

2. Sag and Hankamer (1984) revised their characterization of deep anaphora constructions,
recasting deep anaphora as model-interpretive anaphora. Nevertheless, the essential distinction
remains, as do the consequent claims for the (non)availability of parallelism effects in VPA.

3. In response to an anonymous SSLA reviewer’s comment, this should not be taken to imply
that ungrammatical sentences are never found in naturally occurring production data: It is well
accepted that performance data is full of ungrammatical imperfections of various kinds. What
distinguishes Hardt's (1993) examples from other types of production data is that these are gener
ally taken from formal spoken and written registers where the surrounding context is agreed to be
uniformly grammatical and where there is little evidence of processing complexity and no evi-
dence of subsequent correction: This is not the case for other instances of ungrammatical usage.

4. The acceptability judgments of the foreign language data in this section were obtained
from theoretical linguists who are NSs of the relevant languages or from the existing theoretical
literature (e.g., Carretero, 1999; Otani & Whitman, 1991; Santos, 2006).

5. An anonymous SSLA reviewer has objected that this remark implies a naive view of transfer.
It is not our intention to claim that L2 learners cannot,or do not, transfer properties of their L1 gram-
mar that are much more abstract than those associated with particular constructions or phrase-
structure configurations. However, the point is that for whatever reason, parallelism effects are
associated with different constructions in different languages—at least according to the theoreti-
cal literature (e.g.,Johnson, 1997,2001; Lobeck, 1995; Lopez, 1994)—and it is reasonable to suppose
that learners may transfer these associations to their L2 grammar, just as they transfer particular
lexical-semantic associations—for example, incorrectly assuming that the German word (jeman-
den) erschiefsen means “to shoot someone” rather than “to shoot someone dead” (a long persist-
ing error of one of the authors)—particularly when such distinctions are not taught. Furthermore,
on Hankamer and Sag’s (1976) syntactic theory,the parallelism effect is the criterial property of the
VPE construction, not a side effect of it. Therefore, it seems reasonable to ask whether not having
that construction in one’s L1 or L2 interlanguage grammar means that one is insensitive to parallel-
ism effects. If the parallelism effect and VPE constructions are dissociable, it speaks against Han-
kamer and Sag’s syntactic position.Thus, it seems justified to us to adopt an apparently superficial
view of transfer that considers knowledge of particular surface constructions.

6. We remain agnostic as to whether Japanese hasVPE:The tick marks here indicate accept-
ability of the corresponding Japanese construction in these contexts. Moreover, we temporarily
assume the correctness of the theoretical claims that nonparallel VPE is ungrammatical and
unacceptable in English,and that VPA is insensitive to parallelism.

7. There were two other points of divergence between our experiment and Tanenhaus and
Carlson’s (1990) experiments 1 and 2. First, we slightly modified some of the test sentences in or-
der to lessen the lexical difficulty for L2 learners.Second, we were obliged to create our own filler
items because Tanenhaus and Carlson contained no information on the original items. However,
assuming that Tanenhaus and Carlson’s results were intended to generalize beyond their particu-
lar stimulus set to other sentences of the same type, the comparison should still be valid.

8. An anonymous SSLA reviewer suggested that the absence of an independent proficiency
measure for all participants invalidates the study and precludes any conclusions about L1 effects.
Although the study may have been improved by the addition of some proficiency pretest—
although this is debatable—there are three points to be made. First, it is unclear which standard
instrument (vocabulary test, offline grammatical sentence completion test,or reading comprehen-
sion) would provide an appropriate measure of this kind of linguistic competence.Second, the L2
group that performed in the most nativelike fashion—the Dutch group—had the least favorable
prospects in terms of informal objective proficiency measures: These were predominantly under-
graduate students of English in a Dutch-medium university with limited daily use of spoken Eng-
lish.The Japanese and Spanish participants,in contrast,were typically older postgraduate students
of linguistics,social,or political science who had spent at least a year immersed in English-medium
academic study in an English-speaking environment. It is likely—although admittedly unproven—
that the three groups would not have been distinguished by standard proficiency measures.Third,
and most importantly, we do not make any specific claims about the relative influence of profi-
ciency versus L1 grammar in explaining the results; we were simply interested in assessing the ex-
tent to which L2 learners and NSs converge in their judgments and in trying to understand any
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points of divergence. Given these aims, it seems useful to take the L2 speakers’ L1 propetties into
account, particularly where they differ from those of English grammar.

9. The analyses were all carried out as subjects-and-items ANOVAs: F; refers to the ANOVA
by subject; F, refers to the ANOVA by item.As is standard, an effect was only deemed to be statis-
tically reliable where the corresponding p-values for both analyses were below the .05 criterion.

10. It is worth reiterating that the latency data in Tanenhaus and Carlson’s (1990) experi-
ment also only showed consistent trends, as opposed to reliable differences. The results of
follow-up experiments reported elsewhere reveal reliable latency differences (see Duffield et al.,
in press).

11. These results may also speak to the theoretical debate on the proper analysis of Japa-
nese VPE constructions. If these constructions were really instances of VPE, as opposed to NOC
(or some other construction), it would seem reasonable to expect Japanese L2 learners to ac-
cept English VPE constructions more readily than the other two language groups.The fact that
Japanese learners reject this construction as much as Spanish learners—which does not have
VPE—could be taken to support the idea that Japanese does not have VPE either—that is, that
Hoji’s (1998) NOC analysis (or some other alternative) is correct.

12. In fact, as shown by our follow-up experiments, English speakers also display reliable
parallelism effects for VPA: Thus, the Dutch participants were in fact better representative of the
theoretical target judgments than the NSs (see Dulffield et al.,in press, for details).

13. We also presented a subset of the same stimuli in an experiment using eye-tracking to
chart online reactions to ellipsis and anaphora completions.The results of this experiment suggest
that readers reliably distinguish between VPE and VPA and that the results obtained here do not
arise through transformation or misanalysis of one construction as the other (see Duffield et al.,
2007).

14. Space constraints preclude elaboration here. For a specific theoretical proposal that
could accommodate these results,see Duffield (2003).

15. “There are known knowns. There are things we know that we know. There are known
unknowns. That is to say, there are things that we now know we don’t know. But there are also
unknown unknowns.There are things we do not know we don’t know” (Rumsfeld, 2002).
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APPENDIX

TEST STIMULI

1. Someone took the wood out to the shed last night.
The wood was taken out to the shed last night.
Tom told us that Sally did (it).

2. Mike should really change the oil in his car.

The oil should really be changed.
However he / Mike won'’t take the time to (do it).

3. John broke the antique vase which belonged to Mrs. Jones.
The valuable antique vase which belonged to Mrs.Jones was broken by John.
She was furious that he did (it).

4. Someone broke our basement window last night.

Our basement window was broken last night.
Sam thinks he knows who (did it).
5. An architect designed the elaborate conference room.
The elaborate conference room was designed by an architect.
He was paid a lot of money to (do it).
6. Jim and his friends attended the picnic.
The picnic was attended by Jim and his friends.
They were glad that they did (it).
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7.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

We had to replace our broken garbage disposal.
Our broken garbage disposal had to be replaced.
Jim tried to (do it), but he failed.

. Al asked Sally to the concert.

Sally was asked to the concert by Al.
For weeks he had been planning to (do it).

She had no idea who (did it).

Someone shoveled our driveway last night.

Our driveway was shovelled by someone last night.

A neighbor told us that Tom did (it).

We asked the plumber if he could fix the sink.

We asked the plumber if the sink could be fixed.

He said he would try to (do it).

Because Mary was busy Tom sent the package.

Because Mary was busy the package was sent by Tom.
He had promised her that he would (do it).

Mary washed the clothes every weekend.

The clothes were washed by Mary every weekend.

Her older sister Sally refused to (do it).

Nobody had ever climbed the mountain before.

The mountain had never been climbed before.
Yesterday my friend Sally did (it).

Tom hadn’t finished the report yet.

The report hadn’t been finished yet.

Tom said that he hadn’t been able to (do it).

Bill was supposed to feed the cat last night.

The cat was supposed to have been fed by Bill last night.
He fell asleep and forgot to (do it).

My brother Sam wrote a best-selling novel.

A best-selling novel was written by my brother Sam.

Our family was proud he did (it).

Somebody had to paint the garage.

The garage had to be painted.

Finally my younger sister Carol agreed to (do it).

The police are curious about who robbed the jewelry store.
The jewelry store robbery is a mystery.

They still don’t know who did (it).

At the sports event the opera star sang the national anthem.
At the sports even the national anthem was sung by an opera star.
People were surprised he agreed to (do it).
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. When Jane returned from work, she found that someone had stolen her stereo.
When Jane returned from work, she found her stereo had been stolen.
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