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The particle placement alternation in World Englishes: an experimental 

validation of probabilistic corpus models 

Laura Rosseel, Benedikt Szmrecsanyi & Jason Grafmiller 

Within the probabilistic grammar framework, the methodology of choice is usually to build regression 

models based on corpus data to explain the variability in usage of a linguistic alternation. However, to 

validate these models of probabilistic linguistic knowledge external experimental evidence is 

necessary. In this paper, our focus is on the probabilistic knowledge of syntactic variation, specifically 

of the particle placement alternation in World Englishes (see (1)-(2)). More particularly, we set out to 

experimentally validate the finding reported in [AUTHORS] (2018) that the length of the direct object is 

a more important predictor of this alternation in L1 varieties of English compared to L2 varieties of 

English (see Figure 1). 

(1) Kim put the bins out. 

(2) Kim put out the bins. 

In order to do so, we designed a slider bar rating task experiment inspired by Bresnan & Ford (2010) in 

which participants rated how natural either variant of the particle placement alternation sounds to 

them in a series of randomly selected corpus items. These corpus items were intermixed with the same 

amount of filler items to distract attention from the construction under study. The experiment was 

completed by a sample of native speakers of British English and Indian English (N = 120). 

 

Figure 1 - Random forest partial dependence plots of the interaction of Variety with direct object length (L1 varieties: British 

English (GB), New Zealand English (NZ), Canadian English (CA), Irish English (IE); L2 varieties: Jamaican English (JA), Hong 

Kong English (HK), Indian English (IN), Singapore English (SG), Philippine English (PH)) 

The results for the British participants show that experimental ratings closely correlate with the 

predictions from the corpus model and confirm direct object word length as an important predictor of 

the particle placement alternation. It is expected that the ratings currently being collected from the 

Indian English respondents will yield similarly high correlations, however with direct object word 

length as a less important predictor. In addition to an overview of the results, the paper will discuss 

the implications of this type of validation experiments for corpus data and how a combination of both 

methods may corroborate the validity of the results of each approach. 
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