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From linguists’ grammar to speakers’
grammars 1: Acceptability judgments 
and where (not) to get them

Ewa Dąbrowska
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Grammaticality/acceptability judgments

� Most widely used source of data in 
linguistics

� Traditionally, linguists have relied 
on their own judgments

� Growing consensus that this is 
problematic (Cowart 1997, Schüze
1996)

� reliability (need larger sample)

� representativeness

� observer bias



Lecture 3: Acceptability judgments and where (not) to get them

3

Reliability

� Individual judgments are unreliable

� disagreements between informants

� the same informants give different judgments 
on different occasions

� To obtain reliable estimates of the 
grammaticality of a particular sentence or 
construction, need to average across a 
number of individual judgments 

� different individuals

� the same individual on different 
occasions/sentences
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Representativeness

� If we sample exclusively from a 
particular group (e.g., linguists, 
university graduates), the results 
may not generalise to other groups 

6

Observer bias

Cordaro and Ison 1963

� Observers counted 
contractions and head turns 
by flatworms (Planaria) in 
response to light

� Observers who had been 
told to expect such 
movements recorded more 
instances than those who 
did not expect the reaction
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Medical trials

� Patients often report improvement if 
they are given a placebo.

� Clinicians who know that the patient is 
getting a drug are more likely to record 
clinical improvement in their patient’s 

condition than blinded clinicians 
(Noseworthy et al. 1994).

That’s why all serious medical trials are double-
blind!
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Grammaticality v. acceptability

“Acceptability is a concept that 
belongs to the study of performance, 
whereas grammaticalness belongs to 
the study of competence. . . . 
Grammaticalness is only one of the 
many factors that interact to 
determine acceptability” (Chomsky 
1965: 11). 
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Grammaticality v. acceptability

� Speakers may judge perfectly 
grammatical sentences as unacceptable 

� because they violate some prescriptive notion 
(e.g., This is something I will not put up with)

� because they are difficult to process (The 
horse raced past the barn fell) 

� because they are semantically anomalous 
(Colorless green ideas sleep furiously)

� Some acceptable sentences are 
ungrammatical  (e.g., Watched some TV, 
then went to bed, produced in response 
to What did you do last night?)
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Grammaticality v. acceptability
“For a construct such [as] the Grammaticality/ 
Acceptability distinction to be of any use, it must 
be possible to judge where the dividing line is 
located. But this criterion is lacking: in practice 
linguists tend to assume traditional assignments 
in the literature, and in new cases apply the 
criterion of categoricity; a few seem to use it 
indiscriminately as a weapon (if data supports my 
theory it must be Grammatical, if it supports your 
theory it is just markedness) without offering any 
evidence to support the assignment.”
(Featherstone 2005: 701-702) 
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Grammaticality v. acceptability

� Grammaticality: theoretical concept 

� Operationalized by acceptability judgment 
on a particular scale

� Acceptability judgments are influenced by 
extragrammatical factors – must be either 
neutralised (by balancing stimuli for 
lexical content, complexity, plausibility, 
etc.) or controlled for (by using 
appropriate control conditions which allow 
us to assess the role of confounding 
factors which affect speakers’ judgments)
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Spencer 1973: Systematic differences 
between linguists and non-linguists?

� collected naïve speakers’ judgments 
about 150 exemplar sentences from the 
literature

� naïve judges agreed among themselves 
about over 80% of the sentences 

� naïve judges agreed with published 
judgments of the linguists for only half 
of the sentences

� reliability or group difference??
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Systematic differences between 
linguists and non-linguists?

� Bradac et al. (1980): differences 
between linguists and nonlinguists

� Snow and Meijer (1977): strong 
correlation between linguists’ and 
nonlinguists’ judgment (Spearman’s 
ρ = 0.89)

� different sentences

� correlation doesn’t rule out 
systematic differences
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Syntactic satiation

� Sentences which were initially judged 
ungrammatical become increasingly 
acceptable as a result of repeated 
exposure (Hiramatsu 1999, Snyder 2000)

� “Indeed, many linguists admit that they 
can no longer perceive the (presumed) 
ungrammaticality of certain syntactic 
violations and that they have simply 
memorised the judgments that are 
standard in the linguistics literature.”
(Snyder 2000: 575) 
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Case study: 

Linguists’ and nonlinguists judgments 
of LDD questions
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Questions with long distance 
dependencies (LDDs) in the BNC

1. What do you think you're doing?

2. Who do you think you are?

3. What do you think it means?

4. Where do you think that goes?

5. What did you say the score is?
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Usage-based accounts of LDD questions 
(Dąbrowska 2004, 2008, Verhagen 2005)

� Prototypical questions produced by 
inserting material into lexically 
specific templates

WH do you think S-GAP?

WH did you say S-GAP?

� Non-prototypical questions 
produced by modifying templates 
(or using more abstract 
constructions) – more difficult
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Usage-based predictions

Prototypical LDD questions are 

� produced more fluently

� recalled more accurately

� judged to be more acceptable

� acquired earlier by children

… all confirmed (Dąbrowska 2008, Dąbrowska, 
Rowland and Theakston 2009)
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LDD questions 
in the linguistic literature

1. What are you expecting that he 
will say to her? (Radford 2004)

2. Who did Mary hope that Tom 
would tell Bill that he should visit? 
(Chomsky 1977)

3. Who do you think Hobbs said he 
imagined that he saw?  (Borsley
1999)

4. What might she think that they 
will do?  (Radford 2004)
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LDD questions in spontaneous 
speech and in linguistic texts

90dependency over 2+ clauses

62other constitutents

525overt complementizer

6786main verb = think/say

8594main auxiliary = do/does/did

6290main subject = you

Linguistic 
texts 
(N=87)

Spoken 
BNC 
(N=423)
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LDD questions in the  literature

who1 do  you  think  e1 she  saw e1?
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Usage-based models

� Mental grammars are shaped by 
language use

� Language learners initially extract 
lexically specific schemas

� More general patterns develop later 
in development as a result of 
exposure to a diverse set of 
exemplars, gradually entrenched 
(Bybee 2006, Tomasello 2003)
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Usage-based prediction

� Prototypicality effects for questions 
with long-distance dependencies will 
be absent or attenuated in linguists 
(exposed to a wider variety of LDD 
questions, so have a well-
entrenched general schema).
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General design

Acceptability judgment task

� prototypical/non-prototypical questions

� corresponding declaratives (grammatical 
controls)

� ungrammatical sentences (ungrammatical 
controls)

Participants

� 38 nonlinguists (LIT undergraduates) 

� 38 linguists (LAGB, e-mail)
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Experimental conditions

1. WH Prototypical: Where do you think the children 
could stay when their father returns?

2. WH Subject: Where does Andy think the children 
could stay when their father returns?

3. WH Verb: Where do you believe the children could 
stay when their father returns?

4. WH Auxiliary: Where would you think the children 
could stay when their father returns? 

5. WH Complemetizer: Where do you think that the 
children could stay when their father returns?

6. WH  Long: Where do you think Phil said they stayed 
during the school holidays? 

7. WH Unprotypical: Where would Andy believe that 
Phil said they stayed during the school holidays? 
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Experimental sentences

� All experimental sentences 12-13 
words long (extra word = 
complementizer)

� Half with what, half with where

� All contained two subordinate clauses 

� Conditions 1-5: matrix clause, 
complement clause, adverbial clause

� Conditions 6-7: matrix clause + 2 
complement clauses; adverbial clause 
replaced by a PP
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Problem

� Experimental sentences differ in 
lexical content, so any observed 
differences between conditions may 
be due to lexical effects rather than 
prototypicality

Solution
� Introduce control conditions (same 
lexical manipulation in declaratives)
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Ungrammatical controls
1. *that: that trace sentences

*What do you think that __ probably got lost 
during the move?

2. *ComplexNP: Extraction from a complex NP

*What did Claire make the claim that she 
read __ in a book?

3. *Not: Negative without do support 

*Her husband not claimed they asked where 
we were going.

4. *DoubleTn: Declaratives with double 
tense/agreement marking 

*The girl doesn’t remembers where she 
spent her summer holidays.
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Measuring acceptability

� Magnitude estimation (e.g., Bard et al. 
1996; Sorace and Keller 2005) 

� Standard stimulus (modulus) assigned a 
particular value

� Participants asked to judge new stimuli relative 
to the standard (twice as good, quarter as 
good)

� Likert scale (e.g. Bybee & Eddington
2006, Tremblay 2005, Cowart 1990) 

� Labels (very good – good – so-so – pretty bad 
– terrible)

� Numerical (scale from 1 to 7 or -3 to 3)
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Advantages/disadvantages

Magnitude estimation

� unlimited number of 
values -- more 
sensitive 

� interval scale (?) –
can use parametric 
tests

� unnatural

Likert scale

� fixed number of values 
-- may not pick up 
some contrasts

� not clear whether the 
scale is interval or 
ordinal 

� more natural
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Instructions: naïve participants
The questionnaire is part of a study of 
speakers’ intuitions about English 
sentences. It is not an intelligence test or a 
grammar test. 

Please indicate how acceptable/ 
unacceptable you find each of the following 
sentences by choosing a number on a scale 
from 1 (very bad) to 5 (fine). Read the 
sentences carefully, but do not spend too 
much time thinking about them: we are 
interested in your initial reaction. Do not go 
back and change your responses to earlier 
sentences. 
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Instructions: Linguists

I am conducting a grammaticality/ 
acceptability judgement study involving 
several types of sentences. 
I have distributed this questionnaire to a 
group of naïve informants, but would also 
like to collect analogous data from a control 
group of linguists. Please indicate how 
acceptable/unacceptable you find each of 
the following sentences by choosing a 
number on a scale from 1 (very bad) to 5 
(fine). As far as possible, try to respond to 
the sentences on the basis of your intuitions 
rather than the explicit knowledge you have 
acquired about English by virtue of being a 
linguist. 
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Anchoring examples

� Will the girl who won the prize come 
to the party? (5) 

� Did the man who arrive by train is 
my cousin?  (1)

34

Linguists v. Nonlinguists
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Grammaticality effects

Grammaticality:  F(1, 74) = 1151.03, p < 0.001
Group: F(1,74) = 18.70, p < 0.001
Group x Grammaticality: F(1,74) = 78.01, p < 0.001
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Prototypicality

(a) Naive speakers

1
1.5

2
2.5

3
3.5

4
4.5

5

Prototypical Unprototypical

WH

DE

(b) Linguists

1
1.5

2
2.5

3
3.5

4
4.5

5

Prototypical Unprototypical

WH

DE

Prototypicality, F(1,74) = 150.11, p < 0.001
Prototypicality × Construction, F(1,74) = 84.48, p < 0.00
Prototypicality × Group, F(1,74) = 10.47, p = 0.002
Prototypicality × Construction × Group: F(1,74) = 8.55, p = 0.005
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The subject manipulation
(a) Naive speakers
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Group × construction × subject:  F(1,74) = 7.15, p = 0.009

38

The auxiliary manipulation
(a) Naive speakers
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Group × Construction × Auxiliary F(1,74) = 13.19, p < 0.001 
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The verb manipulation
(a) Naive speakers

1
1.5

2
2.5

3
3.5

4
4.5

5

Prototypical Verb

WH

DE

(b) Linguists

1
1.5

2
2.5

3
3.5

4
4.5

5

Prototypical Verb

WH

DE

40

Additional complement clause

(a) Naive speakers
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Group × Construction × Complement clause: 
F(1,74) = 16.46, p < 0.001 
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The complementizer manipulation

(a) Naive speakers
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Functional v. generative linguists
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Complex NP sentences judged better 
by generativists 

� Result of exposure? (complex NP 
violations often discussed in the 
generative literature) 

� Snyder 2000: experimentally 
induced syntactic satiation effects 
for complex NP violations
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But why no analogous differences for 
that-trace violations? 

� satiable sentences such as Complex NP 
violations may reflect processing 
limitations rather than linguistic 
constraints; 

� differences in satiablility may reflect the 
fact that the two sentence types involve 
violations of a different type of constraint

� island violations rejected because it is 
difficult to ‘see’ the intended meaning; 
that trace sentences because they are 
garden-paths
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Usage based predictions

� Prototypicality effects for 
questions with long-distance 
dependencies will be absent or 
attenuated in linguists

Confirmed: 
� strong prototypicality effects for 
LDD questions in naïve 
speakers

�much weaker effects in linguists
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Alternative explanation

� Linguists’ beliefs about language: 
grammatical rules are fully general, 
so prototypical and nonprototypical
instances should be equally good 
(observer bias)

� Need further research using online 
measures
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General conclusions

� Linguists’ judgments differ from 
those of naïve informants, even 
when they are asked to behave like 
ordinary language users.

� Some differences between 
generative and functional linguists 
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Differences between
linguists and non-linguists

� Differences in experience

� Theoretical commitments

Whatever the reason, linguists 
cannot simply rely on their own 
judgments and assume they are 
representative!
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A linguist at work

50

We must take the bull by the horns and 
do experiments!

horns


