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Day 3 – Friday June 28th 

The curious case of wandering case morphemes: A corpus-based study of non-canonical 
adpositions in German 

TALK 
9:30 

Stefan Hartmann 
Heinrich Heine University Düsseldorf 

 

This paper investigates non-canonical uses of the German circumposition um ... willen as well as the postposition 
wegen. Both adpositions usually govern genitive case, although there is quite some variation especially in the case 
of wegen. (1) illustrates typical uses of both adpositions. However, in non-standard data, we also find numerous 
cases like (2), where the genitive morpheme -s is ”relocated” to the postposition. 
(1) um des Frieden-s  willen  / des Frieden-s  wegen 
 for the peace-GEN sake  for peace-GEN  sake 
(2) um des Frieden  willen-s / des Frieden  wegen-s 
 for the peace  sake  for peace  sake 
This paper investigates these non-canonical uses of um ... willen(s) and wegen(s) based on data from the 20-billion-
word webcorpus DECOW16B (Schäfer & Bildhauer, 2012; Schäfer, 2015), testing the hypothesis that the drive 
towards cleft-formation, which Nübling et al. (2017, 117) see as the most important syntax-typological feature of 
German, is the main motivation for the displacement of the s-morpheme. If the hypothesis is correct, we would 
expect (a) that we find significantly more masculine and neuter nouns in the wegens- and um ... willens data than 
in comparison datasets with the canonical variants, as the genitive-s only occurs in the genitive singular of strong 
masculines and neuters; (b) that we find a significantly higher proportion of non-canonical s-less genitives in the 
wegens-  and um ... willens-data than in the comparison datasets: while s-omission is quite common especially in 
the case of low-frequency words, loan words, and proper nouns (Zimmer 2018), we can predict that it occurs more 
frequently in combination with the non-canonically s-suffixed postpositions. Drawing on an exhaustive search for 
wegens and um ... willens and samples of 5,000 attestations each for the canonical forms, binomial regression 
models as well as CART trees and random forests (Tagliamonte & Baayen  2012) were used to test the above-
mentioned predictions. In line with prediction (a), the proportion of feminine nouns is much lower in the case of the 
non-canonical forms. In simple binomial mixed regression models with “Gender” as binary response variable, 
“Variant” as predictor variable, and “lemma” as random variable, “Variant” emerges as a highly significant predictor 
both for um ... willen(s) and for wegen(s). Turning to prediction (b), the random forest models show that for both 
constructions, the variant makes a clear difference for the presence or absence of s-less genitives. In the case of 
um ... willen(s), the variables that proved most influential in Zimmer (2018) emerge as significant predictors of s-
lessness in the canonical variant. For the non-canonical variant, by contrast, only frequency makes a difference. 
This is reflected in the measure of conditional permutation variable importance (Strobl et al., 2008): here, “Variant” 
emerges as the most significant predictor by far. In sum, then, the results lend support to the hypothesis that the 
principle of cleft formation plays a major role in the relocation of the genitive -s. 
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Sociolinguistic research shows that adult speakers have attitudes towards different accents. For example, speakers 
of Standard British English are considered more ‘competent’ than speakers with a London accent (Sharma et al., 
2022). These associations were thought to appear during middle/late adolescence. Nevertheless, recent research 
shows that children’s sociolinguistic competence appears during childhood (Dossey et al., 2020). Moreover, we 
know that both children and adults process their own native accent faster and more accurately than other accents 
(Cristia et al., 2012). However, we know very little about (i) how children develop attitudes towards accents, (ii) 
whether this development is influenced by their processing of accented speech and (iii) how linguistic exposure 
during development affects this process. The experiment presented here investigates the development of attitudes 
towards native and foreign accents from 7 to 11 years old. Moreover, it explores whether exposure to linguistic 
diversity during a child’s upbringing affects these developmental trajectories. 
We collected data from 249 children. Of these, 136 were born and raised in Plymouth (South West England, 74 girls). 
The other 113 were born and raised in London (51 girls). All participants were native speakers of English. For those 
participants that spoke more than one language, English was the language they used/heard the most. The stimuli 
included Southern Standard British English, the accent from South West England, a London accent and French-
accented and Chinese-accented English. The children’s caregivers completed a survey. Its aim was to gauge 
children’s exposure to accents/languages and gather general demographic information. Children completed a 
battery of tests that included four tasks: (1) an intelligibility task (speech-in-noise), (2) a verbal-guise task (e.g. how 
smart they think a speaker of a given accent is), (3) an accent classification task, where they group multiple 
speakers of each accent, (4) the British Picture Vocabulary Scale, a receptive vocabulary task. 
Results from the intelligibility task show that task performance improved with age across sites, but the percentage 
of correct answers each accent received varied. In Plymouth, the local and standard accents received the highest 
scores, while the London and Chinese-accented English scored lowest. In London, French-accented English and 
the Plymouth accent scored highest. In contrast, the London accent and Chinese-accented English scored lowest. 
In the verbal-guise task, the smart and hardworking variables show an age and accent interaction. However, their 
specific trajectories vary by location. In Plymouth, children’s ratings between the ages of 7 and 9.5 years do not 
differ across accents. After the age of 9.5 years, they start rating Southern Standard British English and French-
accented English higher than the Plymouth and London accents. In London, Southern Standard British English and 
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the Plymouth accent are rated highest from the age of 7 till the age of 9. In contrast, older children rated French-
accented English highest and the London accent lowest. 
In the classification task, scores in Plymouth improved with age. French-accented English and Southern Standard 
British English obtained the highest scores while Chinese- Accented English and London English the lowest. In 
London, performance did not vary with age, with younger children performing better than the corresponding age 
group in Plymouth. Regardless of age, French-accented English received the highest scores while London English 
the lowest among children from London. 
Overall, there does not seem to be a relationship between intelligibility and the development of attitudes towards 
accents. In contrast, the results from the categorization and verbal-guise tasks suggest that there is a relationship 
between being able to categorize accents and showing attitudes towards them. Younger children from London 
perform better at the categorization task than children from Plymouth. Furthermore, young children from London 
show biases towards accents, while younger children from Plymouth did not. The age at which Plymouth children 
show accent biases matches the age at which their performance on the categorization task is equal to that of 
London children. Therefore, categorization could be argued to be a pre-requisite for accent biases. 
 
Non-verbal plural number agreement in the cross-linguistic context: Combining corpus findings 
with two kinds of acceptability rating results for English, German, Czech, and Polish 

TALK 
10:30 

Karolina Rudnicka1 & Aleš Klégr2 
1University of Gdańsk; 2Charles University in Prague 

 

Non-verbal plural number agreement is, especially in the cross-linguistic context, an under-researched topic. 
English, German, Polish, and Czech seem to differ regarding number preference in objects and adverbials following 
plural subjects. While English prefers the distributive plural – the agreement in number between the (formally or 
notionally) plural subject of a clause and a nominal clause element in the predicate part of this clause (e.g. Quirk, 
1985), the other abovementioned languages seem to be much more open to variation and may even appear to prefer 
the distributive singular (cf. Duden for German). If we compare the examples (1) – (4), which illustrate the typical 
number of the noun life after a plural subject – for English, it has the plural number (lives); in contrast, the number 
is singular for German, Polish, and Czech (Leben, życie, život). 
(1)  Some people lost their lives, and I'm still alive, so I'm happy. (COCA)  
(2)  13 Personen kamen ums Leben. (DWDS)  
 ‘13 people(plural) lost(plural marking Past Tense) their life(singular).’ 
(3)  Dwaj młodzi ludzie stracili życie. (NKJP) 
 ‘Two young people(plural) lost(plural marking Past Tense) their life(singular).’ 
(4)  Na vysočinských silnicích přišli o život čtyři lidé. (SYN2020) 
 ‘Four people(plural) lost(plural m. Past Tense) their life(singular) on the roads in the Highland region.’ 
The paper is a comprehensive study of the phenomenon in question, which has potential implications for language 
teaching, translation, and research on language typology. In our comparison, we combine evidence from literature 
and corpus-based studies with results obtained from acceptability ratings – Likert-scale questionnaires and forced-
choice questionnaires. Thus, in addition to its main topic, our paper offers insights regarding methodology – it 
showcases how the results of two kinds of acceptability ratings differ and complement each other.   
We analysed (in R) five hundred and twenty responses (one hundred and thirty per language) collected on the 
Prolific platform. Our results confirm that English, German, Polish, and Czech have different preferences 
concerning non-verbal number agreement. These differences appear to be context- and noun-related. To sum up, 
we conclude that: (1) The cross-linguistic differences can be seen as a language-related rhetoric strategy. In 
German, Polish, and Czech, using the singular when discussing abstract topics or making generalisations is 
common; (2) There certainly is some degree of free variation (in the understanding of Cappelle, 2009) in the 
abovementioned contexts; (3) Despite very specific preferences being visible in the forced-choice data, the 
presence or lack of non-verbal plural number agreement is rarely seen as a mistake that makes the sentence look 
ill-formed for English, German, Polish, and Czech speakers, as our Likert-scale ratings show. 
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Dependency length minimization in German relative clause extraposition: Evidence from 
speeded acceptability judgments and production choices 

TALK 
11:00 

Álvaro Cortés Rodríguez, Sina Bosch & Claudia Felser 
University of Potsdam 

 

The acceptability and likelihood of relative clause extraposition (RCE) are affected by a preference for Dependency 
Length Minimization (DLM) (e.g., Francis, 2010; Konieczny, 2000: Strunk, 2014). It is still unclear whether the DLM 
preference is primarily a constraint on production (e.g., Wasow, 1997), comprehension (e.g., Gibson, 1998), or both 
(e.g., Hawkins, 2004, 2014), however. Our study innovates on previous work by using a design that varies 
extraposition distance (VP-length, 3-9 words) and RC-length (5-12 words) on a continuous scale across two parallel 
experiments. Through a written production choice experiment and a timed acceptability judgment task, we examine 
the best predictors for RCE production and acceptability in German. 
Experiment 1 was a written production task in which 41 German speakers were asked to order randomly arranged 
sentence fragments (n=56) to create grammatically correct sentences. Each item was a unique combination of one 
of the above-mentioned VP-lengths and RC-lengths. Participants favored integrated (94.5%) over extraposed (5.5%) 
RCs. The results from our generalized linear mixed-effects models specified for word-order as modulated by RC-
length, VP-length, or VP-to-RC-length ratio revealed that extraposition likelihood was significantly influenced by 
both VP-length and VP-to-RC-length ratio, with no impact from RC-length. The effect for VP-to-RC-length ratio 
materializes for ratios less than 0.4 compared to those higher than 1, i.e., RC-length must be at least 2.5 times 
longer than VP-length (compare Francis & Michaelis, 2014, for English). 
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