
Construction Grammar, Linguistic Institute 2017 

Homework #2: argument structure, due before class on Monday July 171 
 

 

Name______Sample Answers__________________________________ 

 

 

1.  Consider the following two sentences (accepting the judgments as indicated): 

 

1)  He was rumored to be a drug dealer. 

2)  *They/*someone rumored him to be a drug dealer. 

 

 

Which kind of evidence does this pair of sentences provide against deriving passives from 

actives? (You can find definitions and examples of “target syntax” and “input syntax” starting on 

p. 23 of Goldberg 2006, chapter 2.) 

 

a) target syntax argument 

b) input syntax argument 

 

 

 

2.  Consider the following two types of patterns.  What seems to be the semantic difference 

between sentences such as a-b on the one hand and a’-b’ on the other (when can you use one type 

of sentence but not the other)?  

 

 

a) Bees were swarming in the garden. a') The garden was swarming with bees. 

 

b) People were dancing in the aisles.      

 

b') The aisles were dancing with people. 

 
     

The Locative frame in (a-b) has an activity or event located within an area. 

 

The with frame in (a’-b’) has an additional sense of holism. The referent of the with-PP is distributed 

throughout the location or otherwise affecting it totally. The garden is understood to have bees swarming 

throughout. 

 

Locative PP is optional in (a-b). Both arguments are required in (a’-b’) 

 

 

3.  Consider the patterns you just examined, and the sentence below: 

 

 

c) Papers were sitting on the table.         

 

C’ *The table was sitting with papers. 

 

                                                 
1 I am grateful to Adele Goldberg for allowing me to use this homework exercise for this class. It has been 

edited slightly from the original. 



Create a sentence, c', based on c, that provides an argument against deriving the a-b-c type 

sentences from a structure like that in a'-b'-c'.  C’ provides which of the following argument(s): 

 

a) target syntax argument 

b) target semantics argument 

c) target syntax and semantics argument 

c) input syntax argument 

d) input semantics argument 

e) input syntax and semantics argument 

 

Explain your reasoning. 

 

Target syntax: (c) has the same target syntax as (a-b) but can’t be derived from (c’). Therefore, 

it’s better not to derived (a-b) from (a’-b’). 

 

Input semantics: Sentence (c) is perfectly acceptable, but (c’) is semantically anomalous. This 

shows there are special semantic conditions on the with-frame sentences which do not apply to 

the more general locative-frame sentences. Thus, a sentence like c’ cannot serve as an input to 

derive a sentence like c. 

 

 

4.  Consider the following sentences: 

a. What's that fly doing in my soup??              

 

A’. What is that guy singing about? 

b. What are your shoes doing on my desk??          B’. What are you doing?  

 

c. What's that backpack doing on the roof??        C’. Where is he living these days? 

 

 

The a-b-c sentences are instances of what's been called the What's X doing Y construction.  State 

what's special about the form and meaning (conditions of use) of this construction--that is, how 

exactly does it differ from the more general question types of A'-B'-C'. 

 

Meaning difference: 

 

The (a-b-c) sentences use what, but can be paraphrased with why-question. The word ‘doing’ 

does not denote any activity. 

 

Why is that fly in my soup? 

Why are your shoes on my desk? 

Why is that backpack on the roof? 

 

In addition, the (a-b-c) sentences express incongruity, surprise, or annoyance. 

 

 

Constraints on its form: 

 

Must contain ‘what’, ‘doing’, and PP (or gerund phrase). 

 

Further examples from Kay and Fillmore 1999: 

 



 

 


