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Construction s a s th e M a i n Determinant s o f  Sentenc e M e a n i n g 

Giulia Bencini (bencini@uiuc.edu) Adele E. Goldberg (agoldbrg@uiuc.edu) 
Depuriinei U o f  Linguistic s 

Universit y o f  Illinoi s 

Introductio n 

What  type s o f  linguisti c informatio n d o peopl e us e t o 
construc t  th e meanin g o f  a  sentence ? Mos t  linguisti c 
theorie s an d psycholinguisti c model s o f  sentenc e 
comprehensio n assum e tha t  th e mai n determinan t  o f 
sentenc e meanin g i s th e verb .  I n thi s study ,  a  sortin g 
paradig m (Heal y an d Miller ,  1970 )  wa s use d t o explor e th e 
possibilit y  tha t  th e mai n determinan t  o f  sentenc e meanin g i s 
th e argumen t  structur e consU-uction :  a  pairin g o f  for m an d 
meanin g a t  th e clausa l  leve l  (Goldberg ,  1995 ;  Jackendoff , 
1997;  Ka y &  Fillmore ,  1999 ;  Rappapor t  Hova v &  Levin , 
1998) .  Example s o f  Englis h argumen t  structur e 
construction s wit h thei r  for m an d meanin g ar e show n i n 
Tabl e 1 .  Heal y an d Mille r  (1970 )  aske d participant s t o sor t 
sentence s accordin g t o thei r  meanin g an d foun d tha t 
participant s wer e mor e likel y t o sor t  sentence s accordin g t o 
th e mai n ver b i n th e sentenc e tha n accordin g t o th e subjec t 
argument .  O n th e basi s o f  thes e result s th e author s 
conclude d tha t  th e ver b i s th e mai n determinan t  o f  sentenc e 
meaning .  Th e stud y reporte d her e wa s aime d a t  determinin g 
whethe r  th e morphologica l  for m o f  th e ver b o r  th e argumen t 
structur e provide s th e bette r  indicato r  o f  overal l  sentenc e 
meaning . 

The Experiment 

Sixtee n Englis h sentence s wer e used ,  obtaine d b y 
crossin g 4  verb s an d 4  constructions .  Participant s sorte d th e 
sentence s int o fou r  piles ,  eac h pil e consistin g o f  fou r 
sentences .  The y wer e aske d t o plac e sentence s wit h th e 
same overal l  meanin g int o th e sam e pile . 

The result s showe d tha t  participant s wer e mor e likel y t o 
perfor m a  constructiona l  sor t  tha n a  verb-base d sort :  4 1 % o f 
th e participant s sorte d entirel y b y construction ,  n o on e 
sorte d entirel y b y verb .  Participants '  sort s wer e overal l 
close r  t o a  constructiona l  sor t  tha n t o a  ver b sort .  Th e 
averag e numbe r  o f  change s require d fo r  a  sor t  t o b e entirel y 
by constructio n wa s significantl y smalle r  tha n th e averag e 
number  o f  change s require d fo r  th e sor t  t o b e entirel y b y 
ver b (p<.0002) . 

Conclusio n 

The result s o f  thi s stud y sugges t  tha t  argumen t  structur e 
construction s ar e bette r  predictor s o f  overal l  sentenc e 
meanin g tha n th e morphologica l  for m o f  th e verb . 
Participant s i n thi s stud y frequentl y sorte d entirel y b y 
constructio n an d neve r  wholl y b y th e morphologica l  for m o f 
th e verb ;  averagin g acros s al l  subjects ,  sort s wer e 
significantl y close r  t o a  constructiona l  sor t  tha n t o a  ver b 
sort . 

The mos t  importan t  contributio n o f  thi s stud y i s tha t  i t 
provide s a  sufficienc y proo f  fo r  th e fac t  tha t  peopl e 
recogniz e abstrac t  relationship s betwee n forma l  phrasa l 
pattern s an d meaning :  i.e .  constructions .  Th e fac t  tha t 
peopl e i n ou r  experimen t  sorte d b y constructio n suggest s 
tha t  argumen t  structur e construction s ma y b e 'natural ' 
linguisti c categorie s tha t  speaker s hav e acces s t o i n 
comprehension . 
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Constructio n 

Transitiv e 
Ditransitiv e 
Resultativ e 
Caused motio n 

For m 

Subjec t  Ver b Objec t 
Subjec t  Ver b Objec t  1  Object ! 
Subjec t  Ver b Objec t  Complemen t 
Subjec t  Ver b Objec t  Obliqu e 

Meanin g 

X ac t  o n Y 
X cause s Y  t o receiv e Z 
X cause s Y  t o becom e Z 
X cause s Y  t o mov e Z 

Exampl e 
Anit a thre w th e hammer . 
Bet h go t  Li z a n invitation . 
Nancy slice d th e tir e open . 
Ki m too k th e ca t  int o th e bam . 

Tabl e 1 :  Example s o f  Englis h Argumen t  Structur e Construction s 
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