
 

 
Code switching and constituent boundaries: 

Accessing competence through corpora 

 
 

Luis López & M. Carmen Parafita Couto 
 luislope@uic.edu ¦ c.parafita@bangor.ac.uk   

 

 

mailto:luislope@uic.edu
mailto:c.parafita@bangor.ac.uk


 
Debate: 

Corpus Linguistics vs. Acceptability Judgments  

  
 

Corpus Linguistics  Acceptability Judgments 

1. Corpora are the only objective data 
available. AJ is subjective and ever 
changing. 
 
2. Corpora yield no negative evidence but 
argue that they provide a load of reliable 
positive evidence (McEnery & Wilson, 
2001).  
 
3. Stefanowitsch (2010) argues that 
corpora even supply negative evidence. 
 
 

1.  The subjectivity of AJ can be softened. 
 
 
 
2.  Negative data is important for an 
understanding of linguistic competence. 
 
 
 
3 .Excessive inductions ς generalizations 
Ą we attribute the I-language 
possibilities that do not exist (MacSwan & 
McAlister, 2010) 
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Our data suggests that:  

ÅCS corpora do not provide reliable 
positive evidence. 
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This leads to the hypotheses that: 

 

 Corpora provide patterns of language use that 
ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ŀ ǎǳōǎŜǘ ƻŦ ōƛƭƛƴƎǳŀƭ ǎǇŜŀƪŜǊǎΩ 
competence.  
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This leads to the hypotheses that: 

 

 Corpora provide patterns of language use that 
ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ŀ ǎǳōǎŜǘ ƻŦ ōƛƭƛƴƎǳŀƭ ǎǇŜŀƪŜǊǎΩ 
competence. 

 

  9ǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƴƎ  ǎǇŜŀƪŜǊǎΩ ŎƻƳǇŜǘŜƴŎŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛǎ 
of corpora alone will lead to leaving out 
possibilities that for some reason or other are 
not present in the corpus.  
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Bilingual Corpora 

8 

Spanish-English Welsh-English 

Spanish-Welsh 



Two bilingual corpora 

Wales 
Åпл ƘƻǳǊǎ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘŜŘ ƻǾŜǊ ǘǿƻ ȅŜŀǊǎ όΨлр-Ωлтύ ƛƴ bƻǊǘƘ 

Wales, 151 speakers, available on Talkbank.org 

Miami 
Å20 hours collected between February and April 2008 in 

Miami (Florida), 85 speakers 

     

    http://siarad.org.uk/ 
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Methodology 

- Speakers knew each other (friends, family, etc.) 
and were recorded while having an informal 
conversation.  
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Methodology 

- Speakers knew each other (friends, family, etc.) 
and were recorded while having an informal 
conversation.  

-Researcher not present during the recording. 

-Recordings lasted about 35-40 min.  

- All partipants filled in a background 
questionnaire  which included questions on 
gender, age, identity, attitudes towards code-
switching, etc.  
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Speech Communities 

WALES MIAMI 

Linguistic family Celtic ((Aux)SVO/VSO), 
Germanic (SVO) 

Romance (SVO), Germanic 
(SVO) 

Bilingual origins 19th Century 1960s 

Bilingualism type Native Native & L2 

Speakers Indigenous Immigrants 

Identity Welsh Mixed 

Language use Both daily Both daily 

Language visibility Both in written and oral 
form 

Both in written and oral 
form 

Language of cultural 
events 

Welsh Spanish 

Bilingual education From 1940s From 1960s 



Results from questionnaire  
on identity (whole corpus) 

3% 

90% 

3% 4% 

Wales 

British 

Welsh 

English 

Other 
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30% 

20% 

3% 

47% 

Miami  

American 

Cuban 

Puerto Rican 

Other 



 Initial observation. 
 

 

 Pattern 1:  Infl(L1) D(L1) NP(L2) Ą attested 

 

 Pattern 2: D(L1) NP(L2) Infl(L1) Ą unattested 
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Spanish-English 
 

 No  te  han  dado un  nuevo notice   

 Not you have given    a  new notice 

 ¢ƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ ƎƛǾŜƴ ȅƻǳ ŀ ƴŜǿ ƴƻǘƛŎŜΦ  

            (Herring 2, 880) 

 

You're a monster abuela 

¸ƻǳΩǊŜ ŀ ƳƻƴǎǘŜǊ ƎǊŀƴŘƳƻǘƘŜǊΦ 

        (Sastre 8, 779) 
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Welsh-English 

Yeah tua eleven <(y)dy o> [//] timod ydy (y)r average  
Yeah about eleven be.3S.PRES PRON.3SM you_know be.3SM DET average 

 Yeah, about eleven is, you know, the average. 

       ( Fusser7, 528) 

 

Wnest ti lenwi (y)r fridge iddi cyn ti fynd ?  
Do.2S.PAST PRON.2S fill.NONFIN DET fridge to.3SF before PRON.2S go.NONFIN 

Did you  fill the fridge for her before you left? 

       (Davies4, 702) 
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Spanish-English: pattern 2 ? 

El cholesterol tengo ciento veinte gramos . 

The cholesterol I have one hundred and twenty grams. 

        
     (Herring 16, 243) 

 

El insurance está carísimo. 

The insurance is very expensive. 

      (Sastre 9, 1184). 
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Corpora results  
 (automatic extraction, Donelly et al. 2011) 

Miami corpus  Siarad Corpus 

Pattern 1:  Infl(L1) D(L1) NP(L2)  
 
297 tokens  
 
 
+ 40 indeterminates:  
 e.g. el mosquito, the mosquito 
 
 
 
 

Pattern 2: D(L1) NP(L2) Infl(L1) 
 
2 tokens  [?] 
 

Pattern 1:  Infl(L1) D(L1) NP(L2)  
 
548 tokens (all Welsh D, English N) 
 
+ indeterminates:  
-Welsh article, indeterminate noun (1,708 
examples, e.g.  y boy) 
 -English article, indeterminate noun (114 
examples, the boy ) 
 

 
Pattern 2: D(L1) NP(L2) Infl(L1) 
 
0 tokens  
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Hypotheses: Why do we always 
get pattern 1 and never pattern 2? 
 

A.  Linear or prosodic effect: D stays with the 
verb if they are adjacent or part of the same 
prosodic phrase.  

    (cf.  Durán Orrea 2009, Shenk 2006) 
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Hypotheses: Why do we always 
get pattern 1 and never pattern 2? 
A. Linear or prosodic effect: D stays with the 

verb if they are adjacent or part of the same 
prosodic phrase  

   (cf.  Durán Orrea 2009, Shenk 2006) 

 

B. Syntactic effect:  D must be in a syntactic 
relationship with V (i.e.: government or some 
such).   

 (cf. DiSciullo et al. 1986) 

 
23 



Experiment  

 

ÅOnline survey by Kwiksurvey (http://www.kwiksurveys.com) 

Å  We checked the possibility of code-switching following 
patterns 1 & 2 among Spanish-English bilinguals. 

 

ïPart 1. Language background questionnaire + residence 
data. 

  

ïPart 2. Consisted of an introduction which explained what 
the exercise was about and provided training sentences 
(code-switching sentences unrelated to the problem that 
we were investigating). This was followed by the 
experiment itself. 
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Materials 

- 36 basic token sentences  

- 35 distracters (also including code-switching) 

- Pseudo-randomized 
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Sub-patterns (I) 

Pre-verbal subject 

DPsp Vpeng 

  El chico malo was playing with fire again. 

  

Def Deng NPsp Vpeng 

   

  The chico malo was playing with fire again. 

  

Indef Deng NPsp Vpeng 

  A chico malo was playing with fire again. 
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Sub-patterns (II) 

 Post-verbal subject 

  

 VPsp DPeng 

 VPspDef Dsp NPeng 

 VPsp  Indef Dsp Npeng 

 

 Llegaron unos guys from the office. 
 Arrived some guys from the office. 
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Sub-patterns (III) 

 Post-verbal object 

 

 VPsp DPeng 

 VPsp Def Dsp NPeng 

 VPsp Indef Dsp NPeng 

 

 Juan compró el yacht. 

 Juan bought the yacht. 
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Sub-patterns (IV) 

 Post-verbal subject with intervening adjunct 

 

 VPsp  XPsp DPeng 

 VPsp XPsp Def Dsp NPeng 

 VPsp  XPsp Indef Dsp NPeng 

 
Ayer llegaron extremadamente agotados unos guys from the office. 

Yesterday arrived extremely  exhaused some guys from the office 
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5 point Likert scale 

 

4=totally ok 

3=good 

2=somewhat strange 

1=definitely strange 

лҐL ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ 
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Participants 

17 early Spanish-English  bilinguals 

 

 3 were rejected: 
ÅEnglish acquired in adulthood (1 participant) 

ÅRated all CS utterances 1 (lowest)- prescriptive 
attitudes (2 participants) 

 

      = 14 participants 
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Results 

 There was no detectable difference in 
acceptability judgments between the 
different sub-patterns. 

 

 No difference in AJ between pattern 1 
and pattern 2. 

 

 Pattern 2: 2,42  Pattern 1: 2,72 
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Discussion 

ÅCorpora led us to the hypothesis that code 
switching obeyed a particular grammatical or 
linear/prosodic constraint.  

 

ÅThe hypothesized constraint may not be a 
feature of bilingual code-switching 
competence but a pattern of language use 
ǘƘŀǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǳǘƛƭƛȊŜŘ ǎǇŜŀƪŜǊǎΩ ŎƻƳǇŜǘŜƴŎŜΦ 
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Recap 
1. Naturalistic corpus data  

 - Conforming to pattern 1  

 - No pattern 2 [?] 

 

2. Acceptability judgements  

 - No remarkable (at first sight) 
difference between pattern 1 and 2 
 

 

 



Methodological consequences:  
how to access i-language? 

 

- Limitations of corpus data ɬ serve as 
baseline. 

- Judgment tasks alone are not sufficient 
either. 



Future Research 

 

ÅIn-lab experiment. 

ÅOther methodologies (e.g. ERP)- to detect 
automatic processes without prescriptive 
attitudes. 
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Study design 

ɈBilingual researcher 

ɈBilingual participants  

Ɉ Multi -task approach: 

     interactive        individual  

    spontaneous       controlled  

    non restrictive        restrictive  

 

  Data: Naturalistic     Semi-Exp   Experimental 
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