
• In French, the direction of a self-caused motion event is typically
expressed in the main verb, making it a verb-framed language in
the sense of Talmy (1991)

• Sentences with a main Manner verb and a Goal PP have been
claimed to have a locative reading only (see 1a) (Slobin & Hoiting
1994; i.a.)

(1) Il court dans le jardin.

a. ‘He runs in the garden.’

b. ‘He runs into the garden.’

• It has been shown, however, that for such sentences, a boundary-
crossing reading as in (1b) is possible (Pourcel & Kopecka 2005;
Aurnague 2008; Hendricks & Hickmann 2011; Kopecka 2009;
Sarda 2019)

• Some Manner verbs seem to allow a boundary-crossing reading,
others not (Aurnague 2008; Kopecka 2009, Fortis 2010; Sarda
2019)

• Research question: What verbs allow the boundary-crossing
reading and what reading is preferred?

• Statistical analyses were carried out with R (R Core Team 2021) 

• Results were examined with two mixed-effects logistic regression 
models using the glmer function contained in the package lme4 
(Bates et al. 2015)

• The first model examined the likelihood of the interpretation as a 
boundary-crossing event depending on the type of preposition and 
the verb class
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• To our knowledge, this is the first experimental study on the topic

• Method: Ambiguous sentences were presented with two contexts, 

both clearly suggesting one of the two readings

• Participants chose the best context for each sentence

• Test items: 18 combinations of

• 3 prepositions

 • 2 ambiguous: dans ‘in/into’, en dehors de ‘outside/out of’

 • 1 clearly directional: à travers ‘through’

• 6 Manner of motion verbs

 • 3 that can supposedly have SF readings: (Fortis 2010)

 courir ‘to run’, sauter ‘to jump’, ramper ‘to crawl’

 • 3 that can supposedly not have SF readings:

 nager ‘to swim’, marcher ‘to walk’, danser ‘to danse’

• Each participant gave a judgment for 3 test items (plus 9 fillers)

• Order of the two contexts was counterbalanced

• Participants: 61 monolingual French speakers recruited through 

Prolific in August 2023

• Experiment was carried out online with Labvanced

Fig. 1: Presentation of French test items with English translations

Aurnage, Michel. 2008. Qu'est-ce qu'un verbe de déplacement?: critères spatiaux pour une classification des verbes de déplacement intransitifs du 

français. Congres Mondial De Linguistique Française - CMLF'08. 1905-1917.

Bates, Douglas, Martin Mächler, Ben Bolker & Steve Walker. 2015. Fitting linear mixed-effects models using lme4. Journal of Statistical Software 

67(1). 1–48.

Fortis, Jean-Michel. 2010. The typology of motion events. Space in Language - Leipzig Summer School 2010 –PART III.

Hendriks, Henriette & Hickmann, Maya. 2011. Expressing voluntary motion in a second language: English learners of French. In Cook, Vivian & 

Bassetti, Benedetta (eds.), Language and bilingual cognition, 315-340. New York: Psychology Press.

Kopecka, Anetta. 2009. L'expression du déplacement en français: l'interaction des facteurs sémantiques, aspectuels et pragmatiques dans la 

construction du sens spatial. Langages 173(1). 54-75. 

Pourcel, Stéphanie & Kopecka, Anetta. 2005. Motion expression in French: Typological diversity. Durham and Newcastle Working Papers in 

Linguistics 11. 139-153. 

R Core Team. 2021. R: a language and environment for statistical computing. Manual. Vienna, Austria: R Foundation for Statistical 

Computing. https://www.R-project.org/.

Sarda, Laure. 2019. French motion verbs. Insights into the status of locative PPs. In: Aurnague, Michel & Stosic, Dejan (Hgg.), The Semantics of 

Dynamic Space in French: Descriptive, Experimental and Formal Studies on Motion Expression , 67-107. Amsterdam/Philadelphia: John 

Benjamins.

Hendriks, Henriette & Hickmann, Maya. 2011. Expressing voluntary motion in a second language: English learners of French. In Cook, Vivian & 

Bassetti, Benedetta (eds.), Language and bilingual cognition, 315-340. New York: Psychology Press.

Talmy, Leonard. 1991. Path to realization: a typology of event conflation. In: Sutton, Laurel, Johnson, Christopher & Shields, Ruth (Hgg.), 

Proceedings of the Seventeenth Annual Meeting of the Berkeley Linguistics Society, 480-519. Berkeley, CA: Berkeley Linguistics Society.

Hypothesis 1: Ambiguous prepositions (dans ‘in/into’, en dehors de 

‘outside/out of’) behave differently to the directional preposition (à 

travers ‘through’): Less boundary-crossing readings are expected with 

the ambiguous prepositions.

Hypothesis 2: Manner verbs behave differently with regard to the 

extent with which they allow the boundary-crossing reading: They fall 

into two classes, one allowing the BC reading, the other one not (cf 

Fortis 2010).

• First experimental evidence that a boundary-crossing reading is 
available for this sentence type.

• Advantage of our experimental approach: Comparable results for 
different lexical items under the same conditions.

• Hypothesis 1 confirmed: Less boundary crossing-readings for 
ambiguous prepositions than for directional one.

• Hypothesis 2 confirmed: Different preferences for BC reading with 
different Manner verbs. They seem to fall into two classes, but the 
status of nager is unclear; further research is required in this regard.

• As our results come fairly close to those of the corpus study in 
Kopecka (2009), the experimental method designed here seems to 
be appropriate to investigate the ambiguous sentence type under 
discussion.

• Next step: Extend the experiment to include more prepositions

• The directional 

preposition à 

travers significanly 

increased the 

likelihood of a 

boundary-crossing 

interpretation in 

relation to the 

ambiguous 

prepositions 

(Estimate = 

1.7545, p < 0.001)

• Verb class 1 

significantly 

increased the 

likelihood of a 

boundary-crossing

interpretation in 

relation to verb

class 2

(Estimate = 1.6054,

p < 0.001
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Fig. 2 (Non-) boundary-crossing readings with different prepositions

Class 1 Class 2

Fig. 3 (Non-) boundary-crossing readings with different verbs

• The second model examined the interaction of individual verbs and 

prepositions with regard to boundary-crossing interpretations

• No significant difference between the two ambiguous prepositions 

dans and en dehors de was observed (p = 0,31)

• Significant difference between danser and nager (p = 0,002)

• No significant difference between verbs of class 1 
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