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• What do we mean by “meaning” in the 
language classroom context? 

• Grammar, context, and meaning: some case 
studies 
1. Order of subject and verb in Spanish 

2. Scope-taking in Japanese 

3. (Briefly) using case-marking to access meaning in 
German 

• Applications? 
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Overview 
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Meaning 

Word meaning Vocabulary 
list 
 
heureux 
triste 
préoccupé 
inquiète 

tranquille 
fâché 
… 
 

What does “fâché” 
mean? 
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Meaning 

Word meaning 

Sentence-level  
meaning 

Text-level 
meaning 

Communication of 
meaning 

Communicative 
approach 

Contextual 
meaning 
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Sentence-level  
meaning 

Text-level 
meaning 



What do we mean by 
“meaning” in the language 

classroom? 
1. A: ‘Nice day’ 
 B: ‘Yes, a bit warmer than yesterday, isn’t it?’ 
 A: ‘That’s right - one day fine, the next cold and wet. You never know what to  
  expect, do you?’ 
 B: No. Have you been away on holiday?’ 
 A: ‘Yes, we went to Spain’ 
 B: ‘Did you? We’re going to France next month’ 
 A: ‘Oh, Are you? That’ll be nice for the family. Do they speak French?’ 
  
2. Husband: ‘I have a meeting across town today so I’m taking the car’ 
 Wife: ‘Oh, Are you? But I need the car to take the kids to school' 
 Husband: ‘I’m sorry, but I must have it. You’ll have to send them on the bus’ 
 Wife: ‘That’ll be nice for the family. Standing in the rain, and not home till   
  after dark! Sometimes you’re very inconsiderate’ 
 Husband: ‘Nice day’         

(adapted from Hurford et al 2007: 3-5) Meaning in Language Learning 
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Sentence-level  
meaning 

Text-level 
meaning 
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Case study 1: verb-subject word order in Spanish 
(Bruhn de Garavito 2013, building on Lozano 2006) 

subject-verb 
Un niño lloró. 
A child cried 
 
Juan compró comida. 
Juan bought food 

“A child cried.” 

“Juan bought 
food.” 

verb-subject 
Lloró un niño 
Cried a child 
 
Compró Juan comida. 
Bought Juan food 
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Case study 1: verb-subject word order in Spanish 
 

subject-verb verb-subject 
Un niño lloró. Lloró un niño. 
A child cried Cried a child 
 

“A child cried.” 

Which order when? 
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Case study 1: verb-subject word order in Spanish 

subject-verb verb-subject 
Un niño lloró. Lloró un niño. 
A child cried Cried a child 
 

“A child cried.” 

Use if the event 
is focussed 

Use if the subject 
is focussed 
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Case study 1: verb-subject word order in Spanish 

subject-verb 
Un niño lloró. 
A child cried 

“A child cried.” 
verb-subject 
Lloró un niño 
Cried a child 

¿Qué pasó? 
What happened? 

¿Quien lloró? 
Who cried? 
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Research question 
Can explicit teaching about the role of focus in VS word 
order affect learners’ behaviour? 

Method 
• Pre-test 
• Teaching 
• Post-test 

 

Participants: ‘high intermediate’-level learners in Level 3 
Spanish class at Canadian university. First lang = English 



Example of test item 
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Anoche estuviste en una 
discoteca con tus amigos. Fue 
muy aburrido porque tan sólo 
bailó una chica. Hoy, tu madre 
te llama por teléfono y te 
pregunta: ¿Quién bailó anoche? 
Tú respondes: 
(a) Una chica bailó.    
                        –2   –1   0   +1   +2 
(b) Bailó una chica.   
                        –2   –1   0   +1   +2  

Last night you were at a disco 
with your friends. It was very 
boring, because only one girl 
was dancing. Today, your 
mother phones and asks, ‘Who 
danced last night?’ You reply: 
 
(a) A girl danced.    
                        –2   –1   0   +1   +2 
(b)  Danced a girl.   
                        –2   –1   0   +1   +2  
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Research question: 
Can explicit teaching about the role of focus in VS word 
order affect learners’ behaviour? 
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Answer 
Tentatively, yes. 
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and meaning 

Case study 1: verb-subject word order in Spanish 

But, there’s a bit more to the story... 
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Case study 1: verb-subject word order in Spanish 

subject-verb verb-subject 
Un niño lloró. Lloró un niño. 
A child cried Cried a child 
 
Juan compró comida. Compró Juan comida. 
Juan bought food Bought Juan food 

“A child cried.” 

“Juan bought 
food.” 

“The police 
came.” 

Vino la policía. 
Came the police 
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Case study 1: verb-subject word order in Spanish 

venir to come 
salir to leave 
entrar to enter 
volver to return 
llegar to arrive 
escapar to escape 
faltar to lack 
quemarse to burn 
… 

Semantically defined subset: 
 

Unaccusative verbs 
 

Unaccusative verb: An intransitive 
verb whose subject is not the agent 
of the verb but the thing that is 
affected by the event expressed by 
the verb.  
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Answer 
Tentatively, yes. 
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Case study 1: verb-subject word order in Spanish 

And, learners appeared to know different behaviour of 
unaccusatives, without being taught. 
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Someone stroked every cat.  

Grammar, context,  
and meaning 

Case study 2: scope interpretation in Japanese 
(Marsden 2004, 2009) 
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Grammar, context,  
and meaning 
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Dareka-ga dono neko-mo nadeta 
someone every cat stroked 

“Someone stroked every cat.”  
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Grammar, context,  
and meaning 
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Dareka-ga dono neko-mo nadeta 
someone every cat stroked 
“Someone stroked every cat.”  

Dono neko-mo dareka-ga nadeta 
every cat someone stroked 
“Someone stroked every cat.”  



Answer (based on experimental study): 
Yes, but only at an advanced level. 
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Research question: 
Can English-speaking learners of Japanese come to 
know that the object-dominant interpretation is not 
possible in Japanese SOV sentences (standard word 
order)? 
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Case study 2: scope interpretation in Japanese 
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Implication 
Language acquisition happens! 
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Case study 2: scope interpretation in Japanese 

• Eventually 
• With input 

Imperfect v. 
preterite in 

Spanish 

Case-
marking in 

German 
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Case study 3: case-marking in German  
(Grüter 2006, Jackson 2008, Rankin 2014 (among others))  

Welches Tier fängt den Hund? 
Which animal catches the.ACC dog 
“Which animal is catching the dog?” 

 

Welches Tier fängt der Hund? 
Which animal catches the.NOM dog 

“Which animal is the dog catching?” 
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Case study 3: Processing Instruction on case-marking in German   
(Henry, Culman & VanPatten 2009 (among others))  

Der Vater ruft den Sohn. 
The.NOM father calls the.ACC son 
“The father calls the son.” 

Den Vater ruft der Sohn. 
The.ACC father calls the.NOM son 
“The son calls the father.” 
“It’s the father whom the son calls.” 
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Taking research findings to 

the classroom 

Relationship between meaning and grammar at the level of: 
1. discourse 
2. lexical item 
3. clause 
4. morphology 
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Conclusions 

From perspective of linguistic research: 
• Consideration of how different components of language 

interact with each other in ways that influence meaning. 
• Consideration of which aspects of linguistic meaning are 

easy to acquire and which are hard. 

What does “meaning” 
mean in the language 
classroom? 
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Conclusions 

From perspective of possibilities for collaborative 
classroom-based research: 
• Would it be useful to incorporate formal grammatical 

properties of meaning into textbooks? Can ‘meaning’ be 
exploited more in classroom/textbook explanation? 

• What kinds of teaching facilitate acquisition of those 
areas that don’t come naturally? 

• Should those elements of L2 learning that are known to 
be problematic carry weight in exams? 

• … 
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Thanks 

and discussion 
 

In your teaching, what interactions between grammar and 
meaning are you aware of?  
 
Where does meaning fit in the curriculum? 
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