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What can language processing tell us about the 
nature of language? 

Data that appear to support a constructionist approach: 
 

• Evidence from comprehension and production for argument structure constructions having 
a meaning independent of lexical items (Bencini & Goldberg 2000; Goldberg & Bencini 
2005) 

• Relation between factors affecting usage of a construction and factors affecting online 
processing (Francis & Michaelis 2017) 

• Effects on processing of frequency and semantic prototypicality of verbs in relation to a 
particular construction (Ellis et al 2014) 
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Comprehension of sentences with novel verbs 
depends on construction meaning 
• Recall the meanings proposed by Goldberg (1995) for simple transitive and ditransitive 

constructions: 

 Simple Transitive:   Bill baked a cake.   

     Agent acts on Patient 

  

 Ditransitive:  Bill baked Ted a cake. 

   Agent intentionally causes Recipient to receive Theme 
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Comprehension of sentences with novel verbs 
depends on construction meaning 

 Kaschak & Glenberg (2000) studied how people interpreted ordinary verbs (e.g. to buy) and novel 
denominal verbs (e.g. to crutch) in different constructions. 

 Sentence choice task: first participants see a sentence pair:  

  

  

  

 Then they see a statement: 
 

◦ Either: “Tom got the apple” Or: “Lyn acted on the apple” 

 

Then they are asked to choose whether sentence (1) or (2) most strongly implies the truth of the statement. 
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Comprehension of sentences with novel verbs 
depends on construction meaning 

For sentence pairs with novel denominal verbs 
(to crutch, to balloon, to postcard, etc.): 

• When asked which sentence was more compatible 
with transfer inference (“Tom got the apple”), 
participants chose ditransitive sentence 80% of 
the time. 

• When asked which sentence was more compatible 
with the act on inference (“Lyn acted on the 
apple”), participants chose simple transitive 
sentence 96% of the time. 

• Conclusion: participants relied on construction 
meaning to interpret sentences with novel 
denominal verbs. 
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Decisions on how to sort sentences depend on 
both verb and construction meaning 
Bencini & Goldberg (2000): Participants were asked to sort 16 randomly ordered cards, each 
with one sentence, into four piles, according to “overall sentence meaning.” 
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Decisions on how to sort sentences depend on 
both verb and construction meaning 
Bencini & Goldberg (2000): Participants were asked to sort 16 randomly ordered cards, each 
with one sentence, into four piles, according to “overall sentence meaning.” 

Results: 
• 7 participants sorted only by verb, as in the table. 

• 6 participants sorted only by construction (transitive, ditransitive, caused motion, resultative) 

• 4 participants provided mixed sorts. Mixed sorts were approximately equally divided between verb and 
construction. 

Conclusions: 
• Despite the well-established bias for one-dimensional sorts in sorting tasks, which should have favored 

verb-only sorts, the majority of participants sorted by construction (6 wholly, 4 partially).  

• Construction is as good a predictor (or better) of overall sentence meaning as verb. 
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Construction meaning is necessary to explain 
certain structural priming effects 
Basic logic of structural priming task:  
• Participant reads prime sentence before describing a picture depicting an 

unrelated scene. 

• Prime sentences are paraphrases of each other but vary in structure (e.g. 
active vs. passive) 

• If priming is successful, incidence of passive is higher following a passive 
prime. 

• Example trial: 
• Read prime sentence:  

• “The referee was punched by one of the fans” 

• View picture.   

• Describe picture in one sentence:  

• “The church was struck by lightning” OR “Lightning struck the church.” 
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Sentences with the same construction meaning more 
effectively prime production of object raising 

Griffin & Weinstein-Tull (2003):  
Is structural priming due to phrase structure alone, or due to meaningful constructions? 

Object raising: [John] believed [Mary to be nice]. (believe takes two arguments) 
• Finite paraphrase: John believed that Mary was nice. 

Object control:  [John] persuaded [Mary] [to be nice]. (persuade takes three arguments) 
• Finite paraphrase: John persuaded Mary that she should be nice. 

 

• Premise: object raising sentences share the same phrase structure as object control sentences, but belong 
to different constructions with different meanings. 

• If constructional meaning is irrelevant, either type of sentence should prime an object raising response 
equally well. 

• If constructional meaning is important, object raising sentences should prime object raising responses 
better than object control sentences. 
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Sentences with the same construction meaning more 
effectively prime production of object raising 
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Sentences with the same construction meaning more 
effectively prime production of object raising 
Griffin & Weinstein-Tull (2003):  

Modified priming task using cue-based sentence recall instead of picture 
elicitation. 

Sample trial: 

• Target sentence presented: “An airline employee confirmed that the jet was late.” 

• Prime sentence presented: “John believed Mary to be nice.” 

• Recall prime sentence based on cue (John believed…):  
• Response: “John believed Mary to be nice.” 

• Recall target sentence based on cue (An airline employee confirmed…):  
• Either: “An airline employee confirmed that the jet was late.” (correct recall) 

• Or: “An airline employee confirmed the jet to be late.” (incorrect recall due to priming) 
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Sentences with the same construction meaning more 
effectively prime production of object raising 
Griffin & Weinstein-Tull (2003):  

Sentence types used as primes 
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Sentences with the same construction meaning more 
effectively prime production of object raising 

Results of Experiment 1 
◦ All types of infinitive clauses primed 

object-raising more than the baseline 
intransitive did 

◦ Object raising sentences primed object 
raising responses more often than object 
control and subject control infinitives 
did. 

◦ Conclusions:  
◦ Construction meaning boosts priming effect 

◦ Phrase structure alone cannot account for 
results 
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Sentences with the same semantic role ordering but 
different structure prime production of ditransitive 

  

 Expected responses:   

 The man handed the woman the candy. 
(ditransitive) 

 The man handed the candy to the woman 
(dative) 
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Hare & Goldberg (1999): Does ordering of semantic roles affect production priming independently of phrase 
structure? 
 



Sentences with the same semantic role ordering but 
different structure prime production of ditransitive 

 Results 

 Provide-with sentences share same phrase structure as dative 
sentences, but same role ordering as ditransitive sentences. 

 Provide-with sentences prime ditransitive just as strongly as 
ditransitive sentences. 

 Dative sentences, which differ in both phrase structure and 
semantic role ordering from ditransitives, suppress ditransitive 
responses. 

 Conclusions 

 Strongest priming effects occur when prime is the exact same 
construction as target. 

 When other constructions are used as prime, semantic role 
ordering may be more important than phrase structure in 
inducing priming effects. 
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Hare & Goldberg (1999): Does ordering of semantic roles affect production priming independently of phrase 
structure? 



Questions for discussion 
 1. How do these studies of comprehension and structural priming argue in favor of meaningful  
constructions? 

 2. How could each of the findings be cast in terms of a derivational approach such as 
Minimalism? 

 3. How could each of the findings be cast in terms of a lexical rule-based approach? 
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