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1. Background, Purpose, Objectives 

 
This research is a psycholinguistics study designed to obtain agreement errors. An 

agreement error is a mistake made by a speaker. It occurs when a verb does not agree in 
number with the subject of the sentence, as exemplified in (1). 

(1) The key to the cabinets are rusty. 
In (1) the form of the verb to be should be is, agreeing with the singular subject 

key. 
Past research has found that agreement errors most often occur when there are two nouns 
before the verb that differ for number (one is singular and one is plural). To obtain 
agreement errors from participants, the items in this study are designed so that there is 
always a mismatch of this type. 

The hypothesis of this study is that the words found after the verb in a sentence 
can have an effect on agreement error rates. The question is whether or not the semantics 
(meaning) of the remainder of the sentence can affect agreement. The contrast in (2) will 
be explored in this study. 

(2) a. The boy by the trees is playful. 
b. The boy by the trees is tall. 

(2a) and (2b) are identical except for the adjective used after the verb. The 
adjective playful is a possible modifier for boy but it is not possible (in the world 
generally) that trees can be playful. Tall on the other hand could be used as a possible 
modifier for either boy or trees (trees can be tall and a boy can be tall). The hypothesis is 
that more errors will be made in sentences like (2b) than in sentences like (2a). 

The second part of this study investigates why (2b) might result in more errors 
than (2a). The hypothesis is that when a sentence’s continuation could be used equally 
well with either noun, the incorrect noun can be chosen as the subject. Thus, in (2b) this 
would amount to saying that if an agreement error was made, the speaker had mistakenly 
assigned the role of subject to trees instead of to boy.  

To test this second hypothesis, after saying a sentence like (2b) the participant 
will be presented with two adjectives. One of these adjectives would only make sense as 
a modifier of trees (for instance, leafy) and one would only make sense as a modifier of 
boy (for instance, chubby). The participant is asked to choose one adjective and conjoin it 
with the adjective from (2). A typical response in its entirety would then be something 
like The boy by the trees is tall and chubby. 

I predict that when speakers make agreement errors, they will be more likely to 
choose the adjective that could modify trees. Thus, a complete response with an 
agreement error would be The boy by the trees are tall and leafy. If this pattern of results 
surfaces, this will be evidence that agreement errors occur when the incorrect noun is 
assigned the role of subject.  
 
2. Research Methodology 
 

(2a) above will be used to exemplify the procedure used in this study. Participants 
see an adjective (like tall) on the computer screen for 250 milliseconds (ms). They then 
see a subject phrase (the boy by the trees) for 1800ms. At this point they are required to 



form a sentence, which will likely take the form the boy by the trees is tall. They have 
1000ms after the presentation of the subject to respond.  

After the 1000ms, two adjectives (chubby and leafy) appear on the screen for 
2000ms. Their task is to continue the sentence they have already begun by choosing one 
of these adjectives and conjoining it with tall. As mentioned above, a typical response in 
its entirety would be the boy by the trees is tall and chubby.  

After the 2000ms have finished, a quiet bell chime sounds telling participants that 
they have run out of time. This is to ensure that participants speak relatively quickly and 
do not have time to go back and correct any mistakes they might have made.  

After the bell chime, the words “Press the SPACEBAR to continue” appear on the 
screen. At this point, the participant can take a break or rest for a moment before moving 
on to the next item. In total, there are 44 experimental items in the experiment and 45 
filler sentences. A participant will therefore have to respond to 89 items. The 89 items are 
attached to this application.  

Prior to the 89 items there is also a practice session of 12 items. The 12 items are 
similar to the experimental items and to the fillers. The procedure is explained to the 
participants and they are able to go through the practice items a few times to ensure that 
they understand what is expected of them. The researcher stays in the room with the 
participant during the practice phase in case there are any questions about the procedure. 
But the researcher leaves the room during the presentation of the 89 items that comprise 
the actual experiment. The entire experiment including the practice phase will not take 
more than 30 minutes. 

Participants are told that they will be tape recorded but that their name will not be 
associated with the recording (the participant is assigned a number and this number is 
what appears on the audio tape). 

The data in the first part of this study will be analyzed by comparing error rates 
across the different conditions. The conditions in the first part of the study are whether 
the adjective can modify both nouns (tall) or just the subject noun (playful). For the 
second part of the study, responses containing an agreement error will be compared to 
those not containing an agreement error. It will be determined whether or not participants 
are more likely to choose the incongruous adjective (leafy) when they’ve made an 
agreement error.  

Sixty-four participants will be used in this study. In past agreement error research 
, it has been found that one agreement error is made per participant. A sample size of 64 
participants will therefore yield approximately 64 agreement errors. At least this many 
errors will be needed to determine whether there is a statistically significant effect in this 
study. 

The only deception in this study is that participants are not told that this study 
involves agreement errors. They are instead simply told that we are interested in how 
they respond to the sentences. It is necessary that participants do not know that we are 
looking for grammatical errors. This is because we want them to speak as naturally as 
they normally would. If they know that we are looking for their mistakes, they will begin 
to self-monitor and speak in forced and hyper-conscious ways. They will then be less 
likely to make the errors we are looking for, which, in normal conversation occur 
approximately 3% of the time. 

This study has implications for how linguists view the speech production model. 
It is generally believed that when agreement is processed, only semantic and grammatical 
aspects of the subject of the sentence are taken into account. However, it is likely that 



when we speak we also are aware of what we are about to say (of how we will complete 
the sentence). It is therefore conceivable that this information can affect agreement as 
well. This research therefore could shed light on whether or not the meaning of the entire 
sentence can affect grammatical factors at the beginning and middle of the sentence. 
  



3. Participants 
 The participants in this study will be undergraduate students at the University of 
Toronto over the age of 18. This population has been selected because this study has to 
be comparable to other studies in the field, which mostly use undergraduate students. 
Also, it will be convenient for these students to come to the lab because it is located on 
campus and it will be convenient to locate potential participants through advertisements 
on campus. 
 The proposed sample size is 64 participants. 
 Criteria for inclusion in the experiment is that participants must be over 18 years 
old and must speak English as a first language. I will also be excluding any students who 
have taken linguistics courses. This is due to the possibility that they have been taught 
about studies of this type, which may influence how they respond to the stimuli. 
 
4. Recruitment 
 
 There will not be any relationship between the investigator and the participants. 
Participants will be recruited using two methods. First an advertisement will be placed 
with Career Services at the University of Toronto. The text of the advertisement will be 
as follows: 
 
 “Undergraduate students with English as a first language are needed to complete a 
30 minute Psycholinguistics experiment for which they will be paid $7.50. Participants 
must be 18 years of age. Students who have taken any Linguistics courses are excluded 
from participating. As a participant, you will be presented with words on a computer 
screen and will be asked to use them in forming complete sentences. You will be tape 
recorded but your responses will be completely confidential. The aims of the research 
will be fully explained at the end of the experiment. If you are interested, please contact 
Christine Pittman at Christine.pittman@utoronto.ca.” 
 
 The second method for recruiting participants will involve placing posters on 
bulletin boards on campus. The text on this poster will be identical to the text placed in 
the Career Services advertisement. 
 
5. Risks and benefits 
 
 It is not clear that there are any risks involved in this experiment. Participants may 
feel slight embarrassment at being tape recorded however, they are informed that their 
name will not be associated with the recording. As a benefit, participants will learn 
something about Linguistics. They will be told after the experiment about agreement 
errors and how common they are and what normally influences them. 
 
6. Privacy and confidentiality 
 
 Privacy and confidentiality are easily maintained in this experiment. When a 
participant arrives at the lab, they will be assigned a number (1-64). This number will be 
written and recorded orally on the audio tape by the experimenter. From that point 
forward, the participant’s name will never be associated with the recording. There will 



not be a record of who corresponds to which number. In this way, the confidentiality of 
the participants is maintained. 
 



7. Compensation 
 
Participants will be paid $7.50 for their participation in the experiment, which will take 
no longer than 30 minutes. They will be paid at the end of the experiment. In the case of 
an equipment malfunction or anything that makes it impossible for the experiment to 
continue, the participant will be paid even though they have not completed the 
experiment and this payment will not depend on their willingness to return when the 
problem is resolved. 
 
8. Conflicts of interest 
 
It is not likely that there are any conflicts of interest in this study. 
 
9. Informed Consent Process 
 
 This study involves minimal risk. Following the Tri Council Policy, Section 2, it 
is unlikely that informed consent is necessary. When participants respond to the 
advertisement they have already read all that will be required of them. Also, at the end of 
the experiment any questions they might have will be answered and the experiment will 
be explained to them in detail. If the committee feels that I do need informed consent, it 
should not be a problem to construct a consent form. 
 
10. Scholarly review 
 
N/A 
 
11. Additional ethics reviews 
 
N/A 
 
12. Contracts 
 
N/A 
 
13. Clinical Trials 
 
N/A 
 
Consent Form  
 
(This form will be printed on department letterhead) 
 
Part 1: 

 
I agree to participate in a study which looks at how people use words to form sentences. 

This study is being run by Christine Pittman, a PhD student in the Department of Linguistics.  I 
have been asked to participate in this experiment since I am an adult (over 18 years of age) and a 
native speaker of English.   



I understand that my participation is entirely voluntary: I can leave the experiment at any 
time and this will have no bearing on any compensation I receive, nor will it have any other 
undesirable consequences.  
 
Part 2: 
 

The following task has been explained to me: 
 
 I will be seated in front of a computer screen. The screen will display an adjective. It will 
then display a sentential subject. I am to construct a sentence using the subject and the adjective 
given. Following this, two adjectives will appear on the screen. My task is to choose one of these 
adjectives and conjoin it with the adjective already spoken in the sentence. Here is an example of 
the entire task: 
  

I will see an adjective like ‘happy.’ 
 I will then see a subject like ‘the carpenter.’ 
 I should then respond, “The carpenter is happy.” 
 I will then see two adjectives, such as ‘jumpy’ and ‘excited.’ 
 I should then respond with either “and jumpy” or “and excited.” 
 
 I have been told that I will be responding to 89 items like the one above.  
 
Part 3: 

 
 I understand that I will be tape recorded during this experiment. At all times in this 

experiment, my confidentiality will be strictly protected.  Only a participant number will be 
labeled on the cassette tape.  There will be no way to track this number to my real identity.  

The sole purpose for the tape recording is for the researcher to accurately transcribe the 
data collected during the experiment.  These tapes will never be shown to anyone other than the 
faculty supervisor Dr. Ron Smyth.  The cassette tapes will be destroyed after all data have been 
transcribed successfully, but the transcriptions will be retained for future reference.  If I have any 
questions regarding the procedure involved in keeping my privacy, I can contact Christine 
Pittman.   

 
Please initial here, if you consent to being tape recorded during this experiment: ________ 

 
Part 4: 
 

The researchers do not foresee any risks to me for participating in this study, nor do they 
expect that I will experience any discomfort or stress.  There is no direct benefit for participating 
in this study.   
 
Part 5: 
 

I will be paid $7.50 for my participation. I may withdraw from the experiment at any time 
if I wish.  If I decide to do so, I will still receive $7.50 and my data will be destroyed. 

 
Part 6: 
 

At the end of the experiment I will be given a debriefing form which is a full written 
explanation about the rationale and predictions underlying this experiment.  If I wish to obtain a 



full summary of the results I can contact the main investigator Christine Pittman and I can receive 
one, by e-mail or by post without cost. 
 
Part 7:  
 

This study will be part of the requirements to fulfill a degree of PhD studies in 
Linguistics.  The results will be presented as a PhD General’s Paper to Dr. Ron Smyth and a 
committee of Linguistics professors, as well as at academic conferences. It might also take the 
form of a published journal article. I understand that my name will not be used in any of these 
papers or presentations. 
 

The entire study will take approximately 30 minutes to complete. 
 
Thank you very much for your time and participation. 
 
Main investigator:  Christine Pittman              Faculty Supervisor:  Dr. Ron Smyth 
Phone number:  416-978-6916           Phone number:  416-978-8211 
E-mail:  christine.pittman@utoronto.ca         E-mail:  smyth@utsc.utoronto.ca 
 
 
Name:___________________________    Signature:________________________ 
 
Date:____________________________     
 
 
 
September 1, 2004 
 
 
Eta Schneiderman 
Department of Linguistics 
70 Laurier Street (425) 
INTRA 

Christina Manouilidou 
cmano074@uottawa.ca



 

 
 

Simcoe Hall 27 King’s College Circle, Room 10A Toronto Ontario M5S 1A1  Fax 416-946-5763 

Eva Kehayia 
School of Physical and Occupational Therapy 
McGill University 
eva.kehayia@mcgill.ca 
 
 

Re: Processing of thematic features of deverbal nominals (08-04-07) 
 

 
Dear Researchers, 
 
Your application for ethics approval was examined by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research 
Ethic Board (SSH REB), and has received a Category 1a (Approval).  However, before I send you the 
ethics approval certificate to start your project, the REB members would like you to respond to the 
following concerns. 
 

1. Please provide Christina Manouilidou’s home address and phone number. 
 

2. In section 7 of the application form you mention that “professors make other ways of obtaining 
such credits available” yet no other mention of course credits is made in the application. Please 
confirm that no course credits will be given for participating in this study. 
 

Please send me a letter clarifying these comments as well as any modified documents by letter or email 
to Tabaret Hall, Room 159A, or cpaquet@uottawa.ca. 

 
    Sincerely, 

 
   
  Catherine Paquet 
  Protocol Officer for Ethics in Research 
  For Richard Clément, Chair of the SSH REB 
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September 2, 2004   
 
Catherine Paquet 
Protocol Officer for Ethics in Research 
For: Richard Clément, Chair of the SSH REB 

 
 

Dear Ms Paquet, 
 

Thank you very much for your letter regarding our submission for Ethics Approval for our project 
“Processing of thematic features of deverbal nominals”.  
Please, find below our responses to the committee’s questions.  

 
1. Christina Manouilidou’s home address and phone number: 
 

Christina Manouilidou 
325 Besserer St., Apt. 407, 
Ottawa, ON, K1N 6B4 
Canada 
 
Phone number: (613) 241-9378 

 
 

2. We confirm that no course credit will be given for participating in this study. Participation 
will be completely voluntary.   

 
 

Thank you very much for your feedback. 
 

Sincerely,  
 

Christina Manouilidou  Eta Schneiderman, 
Ph. Student, Linguistics  Associate Professor, Linguistics 

 
 
 


