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This paper examines the use of infinitival and gerundial constructions by 

intermediate Spanish learners. The use of those two patterns creates problems for 

second language learners at intermediate and advanced levels. However, there are 

only few studies on their second language acquisition, and fewer focus on Spanish 

learners. This study tries to resolve this and to this end, I retrieved all hits of the two 

constructions from the Spanish component of the International Learner Corpus of 

English (SP-ICLE). I run a distinctive collexeme analysis (DCA) to identify the verbs 

that are associated with either pattern. The results are discussed at three different 

levels: (i) the identification of verbs that Spanish learners associate with each 

construction; (ii) a systematic comparison with previous studies on native speakers 

to show possible similarities/discrepancies; and (iii) a comparison of the results with 

findings on German learners to discuss possible effects of language similarity and 

transfer. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

The English language offers a great variety of semantically similar 

complement patterns that present a challenging puzzle for learners of English as a 

second language (L2). Complements are usually defined as constituents that 

complete the meaning of a verb or an adjective (Celce-Murcia & Larsen Freeman, 

1999, p. 629). In this study, the focus is on the acquisition of gerundial and infinitival 

complements.  

Once they have achieved a certain level of proficiency, students are able to 

recognize the different structures among which they can choose. However, it 

remains difficult even for advanced learners to acquire the restrictions of which verbs 

to select with the different complementation patterns; in consequence, even 

advanced learners may often sound non-idiomatic (Celce-Murcia & Larsen Freeman, 

1999, p. 645; Schwartz & Causarano, 2007).  

What complicates the issue even more for L2 learners is that some verbs 

license only one complementation pattern (she refuses to go and she enjoys going), 

while other verbs principally allow both patterns (she prefers to go/going), as noted 

by Wherrity (2004). Moreover, many verbs, which license both constructions, display 

(varying degrees of) biases towards one complementation pattern in terms of 

frequency of use. These biases, as we will see in this study, make it even more 

difficult for L2 learners of English to master this aspect of language (Wulff & Gries, 

2004). 

The grammatical status of the two constructions is considered the main 

reason for learners’ difficulties with choosing the correct structure. Previous studies 
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usually agree that markedness1 plays an important role in this context. While the 

infinitival complementation is unmarked, the gerundial is marked (this kind of 

complementation is only licensed by the strict subcategorization frame of the matrix 

verb, as Gries and Wulff noted). 

Another potential reason explaining the learners’ difficulty with these two 

constructions is the difference in their use across languages. The equivalents of the 

to-construction are more common in the majority of the languages than those of the 

ing-forms, which are scarce; this fact enables the positive transfer of the infinitival 

complementation construction (Mair, 2003). In addition, in languages that have both 

constructions (like both Spanish and English), the infinitival complementation 

construction tends to be more frequent (Mair 2003). Learners with an L1 background 

in which there is no gerundial complementation (such as German) do not have the 

option of transferring their previous knowledge, but have to learn the peculiarities of 

this kind of complementation in the L2 (Wulff & Gries, forthcoming). 

The fact that gerundial complementation is so marked, compared to infinitival 

complementation (both in terms of language–internal bias and cross-linguistically) is 

manifest in the most common mistakes in L2 English. Several studies suggest that 

not only are there more mistakes with the gerundial construction; this structure is 

also acquired at a later stage of learning, and its accurate use tends to lag behind 

that of the infinitival complement (Anderson, 1976 on Spanish and Persian learners, 

and Schwartz and Causarano, 2007 on Spanish learners of English). 

                                            
1 De Lacy provides the following definition of markedness (2006): 

Unmarked’ elements can be the sole output of processes, fail to trigger alternations, and 
undergo processes alone. In contrast, ‘marked’ elements are rarely the output, are often the 
only triggering elements, and are often exempt from undergoing processes. (p.4). 
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My intention in the current paper is to study the distinctive2 use of gerundial 

and infinitival constructions by Spanish learners of L2 English. I agree with the 

distinction between content/meaning (the message or reference) and form (the way 

in which the message is expressed), as noted by Weitz (1971) and Bolinger (1977), 

among others, and I consider this distinction crucial to the study of any aspect of 

language. My study is based on data from the International Corpus of Learners 

English (CICLE). My decision to use a real corpus was my desire to analyze the 

authentic performance of intermediate-advanced Spanish learners of L2 English 

(when they are focused on the content of the message), and not to check their 

achievement using a test that could direct their attention to a specific grammatical 

point (i.e., when students are likely to focus on form).  

My aim in carrying out this investigation is to add to the literature on second 

language acquisition (SLA) because, as far as Spanish speakers of L2 English are 

concerned, research on this specific type of complement construction is very scarce. 

There is, to date, only one study of Spanish learners of English (Schwartz & 

Causarano, see section 2.3). The present study aims to elaborate on this previous 

research by considering the frequency of the two constructions, as well as the 

relationship of constructional frequency and error production in ESL students. In 

order to do so, I employ distinctive collexeme analysis (DCA), which is one member 

of the family of collostructional analyses developed by Gries and Stefanowitsch 

(2004). I explain this method in more detail in Section 2 of this paper. 

I partially replicated Schwartz and Causarano study (2007) because of their 

experimental clarity, their focus on Spanish learners of L2 English, their use of a 

corpus, and the topic of their paper, but I depart from them by using this specific 

                                            
2 A very common term in corpus linguistics, used to refer to those lexemes of a given construction that 
mark the differences between the structures studied. 
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DCA methodology on Spanish learners of L2 English essays, which allows me to 

reconsider and go beyond their results. 

The findings of this research aim to contribute to theories of SLA, and they 

have direct implications for language education that I discuss in Section 5. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1. Gerundial vs. Infinitival Complementation in English 

Complement patterns play an intricate role in the organization of any 

language. In order to understand why English complementation patterns present a 

difficult surface structure to second language (L2) learners, it is necessary to briefly 

discuss their structural makeup and their core meaning. 

In English, gerunds can occur in four different constructions: (a) as the subject 

of a sentence, (b) as verb complements (verb + gerund), and (c) as objects of a 

preposition (preposition + object). Likewise, infinitives can occur in the same two first 

constructions; they only differ in the last one, in which they function as complement 

of an object (verb + object + infinitive). Andersson (1985, p. 9) divides and classifies 

the complement patterns in English into six types, as we can see in Example 1:  

(1) a) I told him to leave. (to-infinitive structure) 

    I saw him cross the road. (bare infinitive) 

b) I saw him crossing the road. (gerund construction) 

c) I had you followed by a friend of mine. (past participle) 

d) I considered it a bad start. (noun/adjective complement) 

e) I found it in bad taste. (adverbial complement) 

Duffley and Abida (2009) adopt a natural-language semantics approach and 

state that the meaning of the infinitival complement must be understood through the 

basic meaning of the preposition to, which is that of “kinetic orientation potentially 

leading to a point” (p. 4). They use some examples to illustrate why some 

constructions are possible and not others and they argue that the infinitival phrases 

are not amenable to clefting or to stranding, as in their example in (2). This is a 
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distinction that could help learners of L2 English understand better, at a more 

advanced level, the restrictions of these kinds of complement structures. 

(2) a) The show was what I went to. 

     b)*Cut spending was what I chose to. 

     c) What did you go to? 

     d)*What did you choose to? 

When we compare the minimal contexts of these two constructions, both differ 

on several semantic dimensions. Biber et al. (1998) state that one of the two 

constructions is preferred depending of what the speakers want to express: the 

gerundial complementation expresses general events, whereas the to-construction 

licenses a more specific reading, as we can see in the following examples from Biber 

et al. (1998, p. 758): 

(3) a. I tried rocking the baby gently when it cried. 

     b. I tried to rock the baby gently when it cried. 

Another difference between the two constructions is that the ing-form denotes 

actuality or realis, whereas the to-construction does potentiality or irrealis, as 

illustrated in (4).  

(4) a. Sheila tried to bribe the jailor but failed. 

      b. ??Sheila tried bribing the jailor but failed. 

 (5) a. I remembered filling out the form.  

      b. I remembered to fill out the form. 

Another difference concerns the temporal interpretation of the event 

described: the gerundial construction marks a simultaneous interpretation related to 

the utterance, whereas the infinitival one points to the future, as can be seen in (5) 

(Quirk et al., 1985, p. 1191-1193). 
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These semantic differences may provide the learner with some rules of thumb 

to choose between the two constructions. However, as mentioned above, matters 

are complicated by the fact that different verbs exhibit differently strong biases 

towards either construction.  

Wulff and Gries (2006) used the British Component of the International 

Corpus of English (ICE-GB) to replicate previous claims, and they found that neither 

is the gerundial complementation restricted to follow factive predicates (as claimed 

by Kiparsky and Kiparsky, 1971, pp. 347f.), nor are the verbs in the this construction 

necessarily implicatives (which was asserted by Givón, 1990, p. 534). Their results 

shed new light on the way to identify the complementation preference of different 

verbs. 

 

2.2 Gerundial vs. Infinitival Complementation in Spanish 

In Spanish, we find that complementation is one case of substantive 

subordination, and is classified as complementos aseverativos (assertive 

complements), because these complements can appear also with an infinitive form 

(Campos, 1993, p. 64; Real Academia de la Lengua Española (RAE), 2009, p. 

3227), as in (6a). Campos emphasizes that this structure is very common with verbs 

of perception, and that these verbs can also appear following an expressed subject, 

as in (6b). 

(6) a) Evita [comer cosas fritas]. 
Avoid eat         things    fried 
(imp) (to-inf) 
“Avoid eating fried food” 
 

b) Vio [a María salir de la casa]. 
     See  to  Mary   leave  the   house 
     (3d p. past) 
     “He saw Mary leaving the house” 
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The Real Academia de la Lengua (RAE, 2009) states that the infinitival 

complement has always been considered a hybrid form, because it presents nominal 

and verbal characteristics. The infinitive is used in Spanish in the following 

constructions (p. 1963-67, including the examples): 

a) Verbal periphrasis  
“Ya no puede [ayudar en nada aquí al Comandante]” 
           (3rd p. sg) (to-inf) 
He cannot [help at all here the Commander] 
 

b) Subordinate clauses (including both gerundial and infinitival complements) 
“Lamento [llegar tarde]” 
(1st. p. sg) (to-inf) 
I’m sorry for being late. 
 

c) Other dependent constructions (no clauses)3 
“Ella parece [ser la persona indicada]” 
        (3rd. p. sg) (to-inf) 
She seems [to be the right person]. 
 

d) Independent clauses 
“¡Haberte callado!” 
(imp. 2nd p. sg.) 
I wish you had shut up! 

 
While traditional grammatical descriptions of complements in Spanish focus 

exclusively on these structural differences, more recent work tries to account for 

them in different ways4. Yoon (2004), for instance, adopts a construction grammar 

approach. She states that each abstract linguistic pattern or construction, which is a 

combination of form and meaning, has its own meaning. We can see in example (7a) 

that the infinitival complement ser inteligente (be intelligent) refers to properties of 

the subject that cannot be planned or achieved, whereas (7b) fits the grammatical 

                                            
3 Some Spanish linguists do group (c) as another subclass of subordinate clauses. However, other 
linguists maintain that the infinitive in those sentences is working as a predicate, not as a complete 
clause. 
4 See Fillmore and Way (1988); Goldberg (1995; 2006) 
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complement construction, which says that the verb pensar (think) can only be used 

with the infinitival construction when it reflects a desire-become meaning5. 

(7) a. *El joven piensa ser inteligente. 
         “The young man intends to be intelligent.” 
 
     b. El joven piensa ser ingeniero en el futuro. 
        “The young man intends to be an engineer in the future.” 
 
RAE also notes the almost complete absence of the gerund form in Spanish 

and recommends that the direct translation of syntactic structures from English, as it 

occurs in Puerto Rican Spanish, be avoided. See example (8).  

(8) a. *Pretende consiguiendo la ruina total. 
     (3rd p. sg.) (ing) 
“He intends to ruin himself completely.” 

 
      b. Pretende conseguir la ruina total. 

     (3rd p. sg.) (to-inf) 
“He intends to ruin himself completely.” 
 

However, the relative frequency of the gerundial or infinitival forms also 

depends on the evolution of the language, and it varies from one dialect of Spanish 

to another, as we can see in the following examples (p. 2041). 

(9) a) Matarse trabajando (common in all varieties of Spanish) 
   to kill oneself work (-ing) 
 
b) Matarse a trabajar (common in Castilian Spanish) 
   to kill oneself work (to-inf) 
 

Similarly, Schwartz and Causarano (2007) restate that “Spanish does not 

make use of the gerund construction, except in certain, isolated, dialects such in the 

north Andean region of Colombia and Ecuador”. As a native speaker of Castilian 

Spanish, I cannot agree with this statement. The construction is not very common, 

                                            
5 The examples are from Yoon (2004), p. 382-83. 
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and it is only used with certain verbs, but we do make use of it as we can see in the 

following examples6: 

(10) a. Andar buscando en este tiempo de incertidumbres […] 
[to inf.] [gerund] 
“Be looking for at this time of uncertainty…” 
 

     b. […] aquella voz virginal que a sus 45 años sigue cantando […] 
  [3rd p. Pres.]  [gerund] 

“…that virginal voice that continues singing with 45 years…” 
 

     c. […] de un lado para otro para acabar comiendo en […] 
        [to inf.]    [gerund] 

“…back and forth to finish eating…” 
 

 
 

2.3 Previous Research on Second Language (L2) Acquisition of Gerundial/ 
Infinitival Complements 

 
The choice between the infinitival and gerundial constructions frequently 

features in instruction materials (Werner & Nelson, 2002; McClelland & Marcotte, 

2003; Frodesen & Eyring, 2007) and proficiency tests (the Michigan English 

Language Assessment Battery). Considering the omnipresence of infinitival and 

gerundial complementation in these contexts, there is surprisingly little research 

focusing on their second language acquisition (Gries & Wulff, 2009). 

Previous studies emphasize that students of English as a second language 

have difficulties in choosing the correct complement structure. Schwartz and 

Causarano (2007) focus their study on the analysis of the verb complement (verb + 

gerund/infinitive and verb + object + gerund/infinitive), because those are the 

constructions that cause the most confusion for learners of L2 English. They 

consider the low frequency of the gerund construction in English (which occurs at a 

                                            
6 I have extracted the examples from the Corpus de Referencia del Español Actual (CREA), looking 
for all instances of –ing in the Castilian dialect and in fiction books to narrow down the search. The 
search comprised two books of 2004: “Una ventana al Norte”, by Álvaro Pombo, and “Hombre de 
lluvia” by Maruja Torres. I obtained 977 instances of “-ando” and “-endo”, of which 96 followed the rule 
of two adjacent verbs, which suggests a 9.8% of use of this construction. 
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rate of less that 1% in the British National Corpus (BNC), and the virtual absence of 

this construction in the Spanish language as major motivations to test the 

relationship of construction frequency and error production in ESL students. 

Schwartz and Causarano (2007) find that the higher the level of proficiency, 

the more likely L2 learners apply the more frequent structure (infinitive construction) 

in their daily life. Moreover, while studying the ratio of error, they found that “the ratio 

of tendency of errors between infinitives and gerunds increased while the proficiency 

levels got lower (p. 8).”  

In a similar vein, Celce-Murcia and Larsen-Freeman (1999, p. 645) note that 

the most common mistakes are those in which the students combine a given 

complement with the incorrect main verb, probably due to overgeneralizations based 

on flawed analogies, see example (11). 

(11) I like to study history --> *I dislike to study math.7 

Celce-Murcia and Larsen-Freeman also quote the work by Butoyi (1999, p. 

645), who notes that infinitival and that-clause complements are used more 

frequently than those using the gerundial (in a proportion of 46% to 9%), due to the 

infrequency of this last structure in the languages of the world. He states that, 

accordingly, we should expect learners of L2 English to have more problems using 

the gerundial complement. 

Conversely, as Larsen-Freeman (2002) and Ellis (2002) point out, highly 

frequent use in a learner’s first language (L1) of a certain structure does not 

necessarily mean that L2 learners can master that grammatical point easily. They 

use the example of definite and indefinite articles, which are the most frequently 

occurring free morphemes in English. Nevertheless, this contrast is one of the most 

                                            
7 The examples are from Celce-Murcia and Larsen-Freeman (1999, p. 645) 
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difficult concepts for L2 learners of English to master. We need to take into account 

the fact that there are other variables that have an impact on the development of the 

L2, “such as language interference, motivation, culture, context, and quite possibly 

gender” (Larsen-Freeman, 2002, and Ellis, 2002). 

The present study, like the one by Gries and Wulff (2009), intends to go a step 

beyond previous research insofar as methodology is concerned. Gries and Wulff 

(2009) ran a distinctive collexeme analysis (DCA) in order to identify preferences in 

terms of collocations of these two constructions made by German learners of L2 

English. Their study shows that subjects rate the acceptability of some sentences as 

higher when the main verb is distinctively associated with the complementation 

pattern they are presented with. In a sentence completion experiment, they also find 

a clear relationship between the frequency of a verb lemma and its frequency of use 

in the infinitival complementation (their exact results are reported in the results 

section of this paper). 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Data 

In this study, I used the Spanish component of the International Corpus of 

Learner English (SPICLE), which is a corpus that contains argumentative essays 

written by higher intermediate to advanced learners of English. The ICLE database 

contains 3,640 essays, totaling 2.5 million words. Each of the L1 different languages 

comprises around 330 essays totaling approximately, 200,000 words (Granger, 

2003). 

I used the concordance program AntConc to retrieve from the ICLE all 

instances of ing and to. From all retrieved examples (with a total of 6,073 forms of to 

and 4,807 of ing), I manually identified and brought into the form of a frequency list 

all instances of infinitival (1,094) and gerundial (179) complements. The principal 

criterion to identify true hits was that the two verbs have to follow a given semantic 

constraint by which the first verb has to specify the action that the second one 

denotes (Langacker, 1991, p. 445).  

In order to ascertain reliable verb frequency counts, I identified all misspelled 

variants of relevant verbs and I corrected them. For example, the instance of wnt in 

(12) was counted as an instance of want. 

(12) Most people who find happiness meet it having a mint of money to not 
limit what they wnt to do each time. 

 
At the end, among many other examples, instances of the going to-future, 

subordinating purpose clauses (for example, in order to), nouns (spring), and 

auxiliary-verb sequences (ought to) were filtered out. An auxiliary is defined here as 

in Anderson, 2006:  

mono-clausal structures minimally consisting of a lexical verb element that 
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contributes lexical content to the construction and an auxiliary verb element 
that contributes some grammatical or functional content to the construction. 

 
After removing all false hits and lemmatizing all co-occurring lexical verbs, 179 

tokens of the gerundial construction (38 different verb types) remained in the data 

sample and 1,094 tokens of the infinitival construction (102 different verb types), 

which amounts to 140 different verb types overall. These data were then used to 

carry out a distinctive collexeme analysis8.  

 

3.2  Distinctive Collexeme Analysis 

I have used a distinctive collexeme analysis (DCA)9, which contrasts two or 

more constructions (not necessarily related) in their preferences in terms of their 

collocations (Gries & Stefanowitsch, 2004). This analysis allows us to know the 

elements that are more frequent in the constructions investigated, because it 

emphasizes the elements that are distinctive for each construction (Hilpert, 2006). In 

fact, the DCA highlights those lexemes of a given construction that mark the 

differences between the two constructions studied (as, for example, a lexeme that 

does not occur in one of the constructions). These distinctive lexemes are also called 

distinctive collexemes, which is the term I have also used in the present study, in 

which I have compared the to- and the ing-constructions in this way.  

DCA provides the quantitative results of our analysis, but the researcher has 

to interpret those results, as Gries and Stefanowitsch (2010) state: 

While this method is rigorously quantitative and objective with respect to the 
way in which it identifies the strength and direction of association between a 
construction and the words occurring in this construction, it still relies on 
qualitative and subjective arguments concerning the way in which the results 
are interpreted. 

                                            
8 The complete data obtained through the DCA method are found in Appendix A. 
9 All operations, computations and figures (unless indicated) were performed with R 2.10.1 for 
Windows. 
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According to other studies on this topic discussed previously, the matrix 

clause verb is the one we have to analyze in most detail. In order to determine 

whether a given verb lemma qualifies as a distinctive collexeme of either 

complementation construction we need to check, according to Gries and Wulff 

(2009): 

(13) – the token frequency of that lemma in the to-construction, 

     – the token frequency of that lemma in the ing-construction, 

     – the frequency of the to-construction, 

     – the frequency of the ing-construction. 

The DCA procedure itself is described as follows:  

In order to calculate the distinctiveness of a given collexeme, we need four 
frequencies: the lemma frequency of the collexeme in construction A, the 
lemma frequency of the collexeme in construction B, and the frequencies of 
construction A and construction B with words other than the collexeme in 
question. These can then be entered in a 2-by-2 table and submitted to the 
Fisher exact test (or any other distributional statistic). Obviously, defining what 
counts as an instance of construction A and construction B may involve 
decisions on the part of the researcher that have to be justified on theoretical 
grounds (Gries & Stefanowitsch 2004: 104).10 

                                            
10 In my study, the construction A would be the infinitival construction, whereas the construction B 
would correspond to the gerundial complementation. 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

4.1. DCA Results 

Table 1 represents an example of how the collexeme strength is calculated. I 

have used the verb want to stage how the script would work in order to obtain the 

final data that I am studying. Table 1 shows the actual frequencies from the Spanish 

component of the International Corpus of Learner English (SPICLE), and those were 

arrived at as follows: first, all infinitival constructions were identified: there were 

1,094. Second, all gerundial complements were identified, by manually weeding out 

false hits: there were 179. Finally, the frequency of the lemma want in each 

construction was determined: 276 and 2 respectively (the remaining cell values were 

completed through addition and subtraction). These were derived by multiplying 

each cell's marginal frequency and dividing it by the column/row totals (Gries & 

Stefanowitsch, 2005). 

Table 1  
 
Example of Analysis of the DCA Using the Formula Explained in Gries and 
Stefanowitsch (2005) with the Verb Want 
 

 Want All other Verbs Total 
Infinitival 

complementation 276 818 1,094 

Gerundial 
complementation 2 177 179 

Total 278 995 1,273 
 

The distinctive collexeme analysis (DCA) runs a statistical test similar to a chi 

square, which provides us with a statistical value that shows if there is an association 

between the verb and the construction to which it is attached, or if this use has been 

due to a chance. According to the explanation by Gries and Stefanowitsch (2004), 

any log-transformed p-value (which indicates, in case of being a small percentage, 
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the probability that the result obtained is due to chance rather than a true 

relationship) that is equal to or higher than 1.3 corresponds to a probability of error of 

equal to or less than 5%. The higher the number, the higher the distinctiveness of 

the verb. In our example, the p-value of want would be 0.000000000000000066, 

which is statistically very highly significant. 

Gries and Wulff (2009) confirmed some claims related to the use of 

complement constructions using this analysis with English L1 data retrieved from the 

British component of the International Corpus of English (ICE-GB). Related to the 

most distinctive infinitival verbs, they found that try and wish denote potentiality, and 

that many of the other verbs are future-oriented (as, for example, intend, hope, learn, 

and aim). On the other hand, they found that the gerundial construction evokes an 

interpretation in relation to the frame in which the action denoted by V1 unfolds 

(avoid, end, imagine, hate, etc.) and the most distinctive gerundial verbs, keep, start, 

and stop, correspondingly denote actual events. 

Looking at the distribution of the data obtained, we have to mention that it is 

really interesting that, in spite of the low number of tokens we found for the gerundial 

construction form compared to the data we have for the infinitival complementation, 

a higher number of verbs is distinctive for the gerundial than the infinitival 

construction. In Figure 1, I represent the percentage of distinctive verbs found in both 

constructions, calculating their percentage.  
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Figure 1. Distribution of distinctive collexemes in infinitival and gerundial 
complements. 
 

In Table 2, I provide the results of the distinctive collexeme analysis (with the 

p-values transformed to the base of ten) of the most relevant examples of the 

infinitival and gerundial complement types. 

Table 2 
 
Top Distinctive Collexemes for Gerundial/Infinitival Complementation in Spanish L2 
English Data 
 

Infinitival complementation Gerundial complementation 
Collexeme Plog Collexeme Plog 

try (251:0) 18.57 stop (4:20) 13.65 

want (242:1) 16.18 continue (2:18) 13.50 

need (45:0) 3.02 start (30:27) 9.28 

seem (57:1) 2.87 enjoy (0:9) 7.74 

decide (42:0) 2.81 go on (0:8) 6.88 

(table continues) 
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Table 2 (continued). 

Infinitival complementation Gerundial complementation 

begin (51:2) 1.86 keep on (0:8) 6.88 

pretend (24:0) 1.60 mean (5:8) 4.04 

  like (17:34) 3.53 

  avoid (3:6) 3.38 

  end (0:3) 2.56 

  insist on (0:3) 2.56 

  prefer (19:10) 2.38 

  finish (0:2) 1.71 

  get rid of (0:2) 1.71 

  keep (0:2) 1.71 

  spend (0:2) 1.71 

 

Looking at Table 2, between brackets, I report the number of times each verb 

appears in the infinitival and gerundial construction, respectively. We see some 

semantic differences between the two constructions. On the one hand, the verbs 

most distinctively associated with the gerundial complementation are aspectual 

verbs: We can see that they denote the beginning (start), the termination (stop, end, 

finish, and get rid of), and the continuation (continue, go on, keep, and keep on) of 

an action or event (classification by Quirk et al., 1985, p. 1103). Along similar lines, 

many of the collexemes distinctive for this construction connote liking: like and 

prefer. 

On the other hand, the verbs most distinctively associated with the infinitival 

construction evoke an interpretation in relation to the future (want, need, seem, 

pretend, etc.). Among the collexemes distinctive for this construction, there is not an 
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obvious semantically coherent relation. However, Quirk et al. (1985) subdivided the 

verbs taking this kind of complementation into semantic categories and grouped 

want and need as volitional verbs (p.  1207). 

 

4.3 Comparison with Previous Studies of Native Speakers (NS) 

4.2.1.  Infinitival Complementation 

We can compare the results of the Spanish learner data with the ones in 

English L1 (from Gries & Wulff, 2009). In Table 3, we can observe that there are not 

so many commonalities as we could have thought among the most distinctive 

collexemes for the infinitival complementation; differences are probably due to cross-

linguistic differences. In fact, as far as the most distinctive collexemes are 

concerned, the overlap is small, because only try ranges among the collexemes 

most distinctive for the infinitival construction in both data sets11.  

Table 3  
 
Top Distinctive Collexemes for Infinitival Complementation in Spanish L2 English 
and English L1 Data 
 

Spanish learners of English English L1 

Collexeme Plog Collexeme Plog 

try (251:0) 18.57 try (452:8) 22.44 

want (242:1) 16.18 wish (79:0) 5.39 

need (45:0) 3.02 manage (70:0) 4.77 

seem (57:1) 2.87 seek (64:0) 4.35 

decide (42:0) 2.81 tend (123:5) 4.06 

begin (51:2) 1.86 intend (54:0) 3.67 

pretend (24:0) 1.60 attempt (47:0) 3.19 

(table continues) 
 
                                            
11 In all tables, verbs overlapping in the two data sets are marked in bold. 
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Table 3 (continued). 

Spanish learners of English English L1 
Collexeme Plog Collexeme Plog 

  hope (47:0) 3.19 

  fail (60:1) 3.09 

  like (208:17) 3.03 

  refuse (44:0) 2.98 
 

  learn (31:0) 2.1 
 

  plan (28:0) 1.89 
 

  continue (103:9) 1.53 
 

  afford (22:0) 1.49 
 

 

It is remarkable that the verb begin, found in the English L1 data as strongly 

preferring a gerund as a complement, is preferred by Spanish learners in the 

infinitival construction, as often prescribed in teaching materials. This is a good 

example to show how corpus linguistics may help improve instructional materials by 

considering authentic data. 

When we look at the most distinctive infinitival verbs in English L1 and 

compare them with the results we have obtained from Spanish learners of L2 for the 

same category, several points deserve mentioning. Most of the distinctive verbs in 

English L1 data (such as tend, manage, wish, refuse, intend plan, etc.), although 

they appear in the Spanish learner data, do not yield distinctive values, that is, they 

do not reach statistical significance. The verb fail deserves particular attention in this 

context because although it ranks among the most distinctive infinitival verbs in 

English L1, it does not appear in the Spanish L2 English data at all. 
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In Figure 2, I have created a scatter plot with the most distinctive verbs in 

infinitival complementation, in the Spanish and the English L1 data, with verbs 

attested in both languages in black, and verbs attested in only one in grey. This 

figure, as well as the ones below, shows us how the data are distributed in the data 

sets. I also have calculated the Kendall's tau coefficient, which is a nonparametric 

measure that shows us the strength of the relationship between two variables12. 

 
Figure 2. Infinitival complementation. 
 

In Figure 2, we can see clearly how there is only one verb (try) that both 

English and Spanish speakers use very commonly, and that this verb is the most 

distinctive in both data sets. The Kendall’s r (r = -0.42)13, a non-parametric 

correlation coefficient shows a moderate negative correlation, which indicates to us 

that the higher the collexeme of the English verbs used by the native speakers is, the 

lower is the collexeme of the verbs used by Spanish learners. 

 
                                            
12 The same explanation applies to Figures 3, 4, and 5. 
13 Perfect correlations are not to be expected since the p-values came from two different data sets of 
different sizes, and the p-values are sensitive to this fact. 
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4.2.2. Gerundial Complementation 

The case of gerundial complementation (as we can see in Table 4) is a little 

bit different because I have found 6 similarities in the ranking among the most 

distinctive verbs in both languages: stop, start, enjoy, avoid, finish, and keep, which 

shows that learners pay more attention to those constructions that are not so 

common in their native language.  

Table 4 
 
Top Distinctive Collexemes for Gerundial Complementation in Spanish L2 English 
and English L1 Data 
 

Spanish learners of English English L1 
Collexeme Plog  Collexeme Plog 
stop (4:20) 13.65 keep (0:87) 76.45 

continue (2:18) 13.50 start (89:96) 35.23 

start (30:27) 9.28 stop (4:40) 29.45 

enjoy (0:9) 7.74 avoid (0:14) 11.87 

go on (0:8) 6.88 end (0:14) 11.87 

keep on (0:8) 6.88 enjoy (0:14) 11.87 

mean (5:8) 4.04 mind (0:14) 11.87 

like (17:34) 3.53 remember (10:20) 10.14 

avoid (3:6) 3.38 go (31:26) 7.99 

end (0:3) 2.56 consider (15:15) 5.45 

insist on (0:3) 2.56 envisage (0:4) 3.38 

prefer (19:10) 2.38 finish (0:4) 3.38 

finish (0:2) 1.71 carry (0:3) 2.53 

get rid of (0:2) 1.71 fancy (0:3) 2.53 

(table continues) 
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Table 4 (continued). 

Spanish learners of English English L1 
Collexeme Plog  Collexeme Plog 

    

keep (0:2) 1.71 imagine (0:3) 2.53 

spend (0:2) 1.71 resist (0:3) 2.53 

  catch (0:2) 1.69 

  hate (3:3) 1.38 

  bear (1:2) 1.25 

  begin (119:27) 1.03 

  recommend (2:2) 0.99 

 

An interesting point to mention is that the verbs like and continue are 

distinctive for the gerundial complementation in the Spanish L2 English data, while in 

the English L1 data they appear as two of the verbs most distinctively associated 

with the infinitival construction (the same is true for the verb afford, although it does 

not yield distinctive values in the Spanish data). 

Bolinger (1968, cited in Celce-Murcia & Larsen-Freeman, 1999, p. 648-649) 

suggested a correlation between the choice of infinitives with events that are 

“hypothetical, future, unfulfilled” and the choice of gerunds with events that are “real, 

vivid, fulfilled,” and he applied this principle to explain the use of the frequent verb 

like, among other verbs. This principle says that when someone expresses a desire 

to do something new, and uncommon, the rule is to use the modal construction 

would like and follow it with an infinitive (the gerund is less acceptable). In the 

Spanish data, we find 34 instances of the verb like in the infinitive form, of which 27 

(79.4%) follow the modal. On the other hand, if someone has already done the 



25 

activity and wishes to express his liking for it, the gerund form is strongly preferred 

(in the Spanish data, 17 out of 17 instances of the verb follow this rule). This is 

another good example to show how corpus linguistics may help improve instructional 

materials by considering authentic data, because learners of a foreign language (in 

this study English) always do follow the grammatical rules, at least at less advanced 

stages. 

Continue is one of the verbs that best shows the difference between gerundial 

complementation in the Spanish data and in the English L1 data (in the latter, it is 

distinctive for infinitival complementation). However, it also demonstrates the direct 

translation of the infrequently used gerundial syntactic complementation in Spanish. 

Example 14 is a typical illustration of Spanish learners using a sentence that 

syntactically corresponds to its equivalent in Spanish: 

(14) “The author continues asking his lover for silence […].” 
        “El autor continúa pidiéndole silencio a su enamorado [..].” 
 
It is also important to comment on the main differences between the most 

distinctive gerundial verbs in English L1 and the results we have obtained in Spanish 

learners of L2 for the same category. One of the most remarkable here is that most 

of the verbs are either distinctive in both data sets (keep, start, stop, avoid, end, 

enjoy, go, and finish), or they are not used at all (envisage, fancy, imagine, resist, 

catch, hate) by Spanish learners. In fact, we find that consider is the only verb which 

is non-distinctive for the infinitival construction in the Spanish data and distinctive of 

the gerundial in the English data. 

In Figure 3, I have created a scatter plot with the most distinctive verbs in 

gerundial complementation, in the Spanish and the English L1 data, with verb 

attested in both languages in black, and verbs attested in only one in grey. 
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Figure 3.  Gerundial complementation. 
 

In Figure 3, we can see easily the verbs that are attested in both languages 

(keep, start, stop, avoid, end, enjoy, and finish), and also how the collexemes differ 

between the two data sets, stop being the most distinctive for the Spanish learner 

data, and keep for the English native speakers data. 

Kendall’s r (r = -0.095) here shows a weak negative correlation, indicating that 

the higher the collexeme of the English verbs used by the native speakers is, the 

lower is the collexeme of the verbs used by Spanish learners. In this case, the 

coefficient number is much smaller than in the previous case, which points to a 

smaller correlation between the variables. The cross-linguistic differences regarding 

this grammatical point between the two languages could be the explanation for this 

difference. 

 

4.3. DCA Results with Different L1 Backgrounds 

One way to test the hypothesis that the results could be a direct translation 

from Spanish is to compare the Spanish learners data with those of a different L1 
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background (German), which Gries and Wulff (2009) collected for their study. 

 

4.3.1.  Infinitival Complementation 

In Table 5, we see that the most distinctive collexemes for the infinitival 

complementation of both data sets are not as similar as we may have thought. In 

fact, insofar as the most distinctive collexemes are concerned, the match is small, 

because only try and begin range among the collexemes most distinctive for this 

construction in both data sets.  

Table 5  
 
Top Distinctive Collexemes for Infinitival Complementation in Spanish L2 English 
and German L2 English Data 
 

Spanish learners of English German learners of English 
Collexeme Plog Collexeme Plog 

try (251:0) 18.57 try (256:0) 39.9 

want (242:1) 16.18 manage (38:0) 5 

need (45:0) 3.02 like (72:6) 4.54 

seem (57:1) 2.87 tend (28:0) 3.66 

decide (42:0) 2.81 learn (26:1) 2.5 

begin (51:2) 1.86 begin (25:1) 2.38 

pretend (24:0) 1.60 dare (23:2) 1.58 

 

It is remarkable that the verb begin occurs in both the Spanish and German 

data with the infinitive complement, which stands in direct contrast to native 

speakers preference. We may speculate that we may be observing here an effect of 

teaching materials, in which begin is often tied to the infinitival construction. 
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In Figure 4, I have created a scatter plot with the most distinctive verbs in 

gerundial complementation, in the Spanish and the German learners of English, with 

verbs attested in both languages in black, and verbs attested in only one in grey.  

 
Figure 4. Infinitival complementation. 
 

In this figure, we can see easily the verbs that are attested in both languages 

(try, and begin), and also how the collexemes differ between the two data sets. 

Kendall’s r (r = -0.36) shows a weak to moderate negative correlation, which 

indicates that the higher the collexeme of the English verbs used by German 

learners, the lower the collexeme of the verbs used by Spanish learners.  

 

4.3.2. Gerundial Complementation 

As far as the most distinctive collexemes are concerned, the match is very 

good in the gerundial complementation, as we can see in Table 6: stop, continue, 

start, enjoy, go on, keep on, avoid, prefer, finish, and keep, which are among the top 

in the ranking of distinctive gerundial complements in both data sets. 
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Table 6  
 
Top Distinctive Collexemes for Gerundial Complementation in Spanish and German 
L2 English Data  
 

Spanish learners of English German learners of English 
Collexeme Plog Collexeme Plog 

stop (4:20) 13.65 keep (0:23) 13.99 

continue (2:18) 13.50 go (4:29) 13.6 

start (30:27) 9.28 stop (2:19) 9.4 

enjoy (0:9) 7.74 start (54:55) 8.71 

go on (0:8) 6.88 avoid (1:12) 6.2 

keep on (0:8) 6.88 enjoy (1:12) 6.2 

mean (5:8) 4.04 end up (0:6) 3.57 

like (17:34) 3.53 give up (0:4) 2.38 

avoid (3:6) 3.38 continue (1:5) 2.3 

end (0:3) 2.56 hate (1:5) 2.3 

insist on (0:3) 2.56 remember (1:5) 2.3 

prefer (19:10) 2.38 finish (0:3) 1.78 

finish (0:2) 1.71 keep on (0:3) 1.78 

get rid of (0:2) 1.71 go on (1:4) 1.78 

keep (0:2) 1.71 prefer (9:8) 1.36 

spend (0:2) 1.71   

 

One aspect worth mentioning is the overuse of phrasal verbs such as keep 

on, and go on among the most distinctive collexemes in both data sets. Gries and 

Wulff (2009) speculated about this characteristic in the German data and explained 

that the possible underlying motivation for the frequent use of these verbs could be 
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the attempt by German learners to transfer a very common construction in German, 

X ist am Vinfinitive
 
(X is Ving):  

the combination of the preposition am with the bare form of a verb is one of 
the few ways in which progressive aspect can be expressed in German. The 
semantics of the gerundial complementation construction are sufficiently 
compatible with a progressive reading, and learners may fill the slot of the 
German am with the particle of the phrasal verb (p. 16). 

 
This justification explains why phrasal verbs appear in the German data. 

However, it does not clarify why those verbs also appear in the Spanish data. In fact, 

in Spanish, there is no similar grammatical structure that could account for this 

peculiarity. My hypothesis is that one of the following possibilities applies: (a) 

students memorize lists of verbs used in each construction and they use them 

systematically, (b) they associate the gerund with the meaning of the main verb (we 

also find the main verbs keep and go among the most distinctive ones, although go 

does not yield statistical relevance), disregarding the particle, or (c) they associate 

the gerund with the particle, considering that it will work as if it were a preposition, 

and prepositions are always followed by a gerund form. 

There is one verb that deserves our attention: like, which ranks among the 

most distinctive gerundial verbs in the Spanish learners of L2 English, while in the 

German learner data, it is preferred in the infinitival construction. 

In Figure 5, I have created a scatter plot with the most distinctive verbs in 

gerundial complementation, in the Spanish and the German learners of English, with 

verbs attested in both languages in black, and verbs attested in only one in grey. 

In this figure, we can see the number of verbs that are attested in both 

languages (stop, continue, start, enjoy, go on, keep on, avoid, prefer, finish, and 

keep), and also how the distribution of the verbs regarding their collexemes is more 

aligned than in the previous figures. 
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Figure 5. Gerundial complementation. 
 

Kendall’s r (r = 0.021) shows a weak positive correlation, which indicates that 

the higher the collexeme of the English verbs used by German learners, the higher 

the collexeme of the verbs used by Spanish learners, which can be interpreted as an 

indication that both learners have acquired this grammatical point in a similar way. 

 

4.4. Comparison of the Three Language Data Sets. 

We have analyzed the different data sets separately, but it would be 

interesting to study all them together in order to be able to highlight the differences 

and similarities among them. 

 

4.4.1.  Infinitival Complementation 

In Table 7, we see that there is only one verb that ranges among the 

collexemes most distinctive for the infinitival complementation in the three data sets: 

try. 



32 

Table 7  
 
Top Distinctive Collexemes for Infinitival Complementation in Spanish L2 English, 
German L2 English, and English L1 Data  
 

Spanish learners of 
English 

German learners of 
English English L1 

Collexeme Plog Collexeme Plog Collexeme Plog 

try (251:0) 18.57 try (256:0) 39.9 try (452:8) 22.44 

want (242:1) 16.18 manage (38:0) 5 wish (79:0) 5.39 

need (45:0) 3.02 like (72:6) 4.54 manage 
(70:0) 4.77 

seem (57:1) 2.87 tend (28:0) 3.66 seek (64:0) 4.35 

decide (42:0) 2.81 learn (26:1) 2.5 tend (123:5) 4.06 

begin (51:2) 1.86 begin (25:1) 2.38 intend (54:0) 3.67 

pretend (24:0) 1.60 dare (23:2) 1.58 attempt (47:0) 3.19 

    hope (47:0) 3.19 

    fail (60:1) 3.09 

    like (208:17) 3.03 

    refuse (44:0) 2.98 
 

    learn (31:0) 2.1 
 

    plan (28:0) 1.89 
 

    continue 
(103:9) 

1.53 
 

    afford (22:0) 1.49 
 

 

It is remarkable that the verb begin, found in the English L1 data as taking a 

gerund complement, is preferred by Spanish and German learners of L2 English in 

the infinitival construction as it is usually found in teaching materials. 

It is interesting as well to mention that like also ranks among the most 

distinctive verbs in the Spanish learner data, but in this case, in the opposite 
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complementation structure. 

We could interpret these results as suggesting that infinitival complementation 

is closer to what German and Spanish speakers use in their own languages, so it is 

easier for them to use this structure in such a way that we could even say that they 

tend to overuse it. 

 

4.4.2.  Gerundial Complementation 

As far as the most distinctive collexemes are concerned, the match is very 

good in the gerundial complementation, as we can see in Table 8: stop, start, enjoy, 

avoid, finish, and keep, which are among the top in the ranking of distinctive 

gerundial complements in the three data sets. 

Table 8  
 
Top Distinctive Collexemes for Gerundial Complementation in Spanish Learners of 
L2 English, German Learners of L2 English and English L1 Data 
 

Spanish learners of 
English 

German learners of 
English English L1 

Collexeme Plog Collexeme Plog Collexeme Plog 

stop (4:20) 13.65 keep (0:23) 13.99 keep (0:87) 76.45 

continue (2:18) 13.50 go (4:29) 13.6 start (89:96) 35.23 

start (30:27) 9.28 stop (2:19) 9.4 stop (4:40) 29.45 

enjoy (0:9) 7.74 start (54:55) 8.71 avoid (0:14) 11.87 

go on (0:8) 6.88 avoid (1:12) 6.2 end (0:14) 11.87 

keep on (0:8) 6.88 enjoy (1:12) 6.2 enjoy (0:14) 11.87 

mean (5:8) 4.04 end up (0:6) 3.57 mind (0:14) 11.87 

like (17:34) 3.53 give up (0:4) 2.38 remember 
(10:20) 10.14 

avoid (3:6) 3.38 continue (1:5) 2.3 go (31:26) 7.99 

end (0:3) 2.56 hate (1:5) 2.3 consider 
(15:15) 5.45 

(table continues) 
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Table 8 (continued). 

Spanish learners of 
English 

German learners of 
English English L1 

Collexeme Plog Collexeme Plog Collexeme Plog 

insist on (0:3) 2.56 remember (1:5) 2.3 envisage (0:4) 3.38 

prefer (19:10) 2.38 finish (0:3) 1.78 finish (0:4) 3.38 

finish (0:2) 1.71 keep on (0:3) 1.78 carry (0:3) 2.53 

get rid of (0:2) 1.71 go on (1:4) 1.78 fancy (0:3) 2.53 

keep (0:2) 1.71 prefer (9:8) 1.36 imagine (0:3) 2.53 

spend (0:2) 1.71   resist (0:3) 2.53 

    catch (0:2) 1.69 

    hate (3:3) 1.38 

 

In the Spanish and German data, we can see four cases of overlap: continue, 

go on, keep on, and prefer. It is interesting to note that there are two phrasal verbs in 

this list of similar occurrences (see Section 4.3.2 for speculations about underlying 

causes). 

The Spanish and English data only have end ranked among the most 

distinctive verbs for gerundial complementation. This is not surprising considering 

that the corresponding Spanish translation of this verb, terminar, is one of the verbs 

in Spanish that can take gerundial complements, as we can see in example (15), 

extracted from the CREA: 

(15) [...] conté experiencias y recuerdos, pero terminé hablando de lo que 
veía [...] 
[...] I told experiences and memories, but I ended talking about what I 
was seeing [...] 
 

Hate and remember are two verbs that are very distinctive for the gerundial 

construction both in German and English data. Both verbs are classified in teaching 
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materials as taking both constructions (in fact, we can observe that there are 

instances of both verbs used in the two constructions analyzed). However, we can 

argue that they can be semantically associated with other verbs that only take the 

gerundial form, which could drive students or speakers of English to use the gerund. 

For example, we could associate the verb hate with the verb dislike, which takes the 

gerundial form. 

 

4.5. Other Relevant Results 

We have focused the first part of the results section on describing the most 

distinctive verbs and their relations with the results obtained for native speakers of 

English, on the one hand, and German learners of English as a second language, on 

the other. Let us now turn to an examination of those verbs which, while they occur 

in the Spanish learner data, do not yield significant p-values. 

We see in the sample data a clear overgeneralization of the to-infinitive 

grammatical rule. Among the different types of infinitival complements that we could 

mention here is one that is very specific: the bare-stem infinitive, where the usual to 

is obligatorily absent (Celce-Murcia & Larsen-Freeman, 1999, p. 640). Two of the 

examples of verbs that take this kind of complementation are let and make. 

However, in my sample, I noticed that make appears once with an infinitival 

complement. We can argue that the use of these verbs in the infinitival construction 

is due to a wrong generalization of the infinitival complementation rule, which we 

could say that is not well-understood: 

(16) a. *Bad male characters are those men who only look for their economic 
position, and try to make to know their position. 

 
Among the non-distinctive verbs, I also noticed a couple of mistakes that are 

clear examples of direct translations of the Spanish structures. I have found that the 
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verbs consider, accustom, and suggest (see Example (17)) prefer to occur with 

infinitives, when the correct option would have been the gerundial complementation. 

(17) *Imagination suggests to invent new things or ideas in our mind. 
        “La imaginación sugiere inventar nuevas cosas o ideas en nuestra 

mente.” 
 
When the verb can be used with either of the two constructions, there is a 

tendency towards infinitival complements. I found two examples among the non-

distinctive verbs (cease, and love) being used with infinitival complements, due to 

direct translations from their Spanish equivalent, as we can see in the following 

example: 

(18) a. Volpone is a greedy person, found of riches and gold and he loves to 
cheat people. 

“Volpone es una persona glotona, encontrada [sic] (rodeada) de 
riquezas y oro y le encanta estafar a la gente.” 

 
What is really surprising among the non-distinctive data is the number of 

verbs that are incorrectly used in the gerundial complementation: go, appear, and 

help, among others. Most of them only appear a couple of times in this construction, 

but the DCA sorts them as preferring by the gerundial complements, considering that 

the total number of verbs in this structure is smaller than in the infinitival 

complementation. Moreover, the Spanish equivalents of these verbs take infinitival 

as complementizers with the exception of the verb go (ir), which can take both 

constructions. Some examples are: 

(19) a. […], because they went touring from town to town so that they could 
be seen by almost anyone. 

“[...] porque fueron haciendo turismo de pueblo en pueblo para que 
todo el mundo pudiera verlos.” 

 
        b. […] he helps Vulpone cheating, performing and enjoying doing it, 

[…]. 
“[…] ayuda a Vulpone a engañar, actuar y disfrutar haciéndolo, [...]” 
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Spanish is a language in which sentences tend to be quite long. I have found 

in the Spanish learner data that students usually transfer this peculiarity to English. 

In my data sample, I found several cases in which the student coordinates several 

complement constructions, attaching them to a single main verb, as we can observe 

in example (20). 

(20) If you ask someone whether he/she likes walking, painting or listening to 
music, he/she will answer you: `Oh, hes, of course, I like it.  
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CHAPTER 5  

DISCUSSION 

5.1  Methodological Conclusions 

The use of the corpus data in this paper plays an important role, because it 

has offered us the chance to analyze the real performance of intermediate-advanced 

Spanish learners of English -an experiment may have run the risk of directing 

students’ attention to a specific grammatical point. The data obtained paint a picture 

that is quite at odds with that usually found in instruction materials and in 

theoretically-oriented research. The method of DCA, which has been proven useful 

in different settings (the syntax-lexis interface, syntactic priming in L1 and L2, variety 

differences, differences between L2-proficiency groups, etc.) as noted by Gries and 

Wulff (2009), allows us to identify groups of verbs which produce distinctive 

differences. However, instead of providing a perfect list of verb classes, this analysis 

aims at analyzing manually several thousands of hits and to code matches in order 

to obtain a number, some of which exhibit strong tendencies in terms of probability. 

In future investigations, it would be interesting to run the DCA with L1 Spanish 

data. This new data could shed a wholly new light on the data I have analyzed in this 

paper, showing us the main characteristics of this kind of complementation in 

Spanish. 

 

5.2.  The Results 

In this study, I analyzed data obtained through a DCA comparing the results 

with those of English L1 and of German learners of English. The main findings can 

be summarized as follows: 
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• In the Spanish learner data, there is a surprising number of distinctive 

gerundial complements compared to the number of infinitival ones. 

• There are a lot of similarities between the Spanish and German learner data 

in their use of gerundial complements. Both data sets contain several phrasal verbs; 

while in German this may be explained as an instance of transfer14, their popularity 

among Spanish learners is a complete mystery. 

• All three data sets (Spanish learners of L2 English, German learners of L2 

English, and English L1) exhibit strong similarities insofar as the distinctive gerundial 

verbs are concerned. 

• Many verbs which in teaching materials are asserted to only occur with one 

type of complement turn out, when L2 data are examined, to occur equally well, or 

even exclusively, with the other type of complement. 

At this point, I can only speculate about the reason for some of the 

unexpected results. The fact that the to-construction has a translational equivalent in 

Spanish makes it easy for Spanish learners to use this structure. Also, since subjects 

were intermediate-advanced learners of English, there may have been a general 

tendency to use a great variety of vocabulary in their compositions to demonstrate 

their facility with the language and to avoid repetition. Evidence for this point could 

be the large variety of different verbs I found in both constructions, in particular with 

the to-construction. 

Arguably, as the use of the gerund is not so common in Spanish, this 

structure is learned at a later age and more consciously and in detail. I argue that the 

proliferation of verbs incorrectly used in the gerundial complementation (when, 

according to teaching materials, they should have been used in the infinitival 

                                            
14 As explained in the results section of this paper. 
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construction) is due to an attempt by Spanish learners to use a structure that they do 

not understand completely. 

The overgeneralization of the infinitival grammatical rule (incorrect structures 

of verbs that should take either gerundial complements or bare infinitives) is due to 

an attempt by Spanish learners to use literal translation of parallel structures. 

It is clear that learners of any language (generalizing the results obtained by 

German and Spanish learners) follow directly what teaching materials explain (as 

exemplified clearly with the use of the verb begin in the infinitival construction instead 

of the gerundial one). We can argue that, at this stage of learning, students follow 

the directions they are given, whereas with the practice and, ideally, immersion in the 

language, the transition towards the correct use of this kind of complementation is 

expected to happen. 

Teaching materials could take advantage of results obtained through the 

analysis of real data produced by native speakers. In this way, students would learn 

the correct use of this structure, exactly in the way in which these verbs are used in 

native speakers. Learners would learn the real use of these complement 

constructions from the first, instead of having to acquire it at a later stage. 
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APPENDIX 

COMPLETE RESULTS OF THE DCA ANALYSIS FOR THE COMPLEMENT 

CONSTRUCTION WITH SPANISH LEARNERS OF L2 ENGLISH 
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 Words nobs 1 nobs 2 nexp 1 nexp 2 bias coll.strength 

1 stop 20 4 3.3747 20.6253 Gerundial 13.65 

2 continue 18 2 2.8123 17.1877 Gerundial 13.50 

3 start 27 30 8.0149 48.9851 Gerundial 9.28 

4 enjoy 9 0 1.2655 7.7345 Gerundial 7.74 

5 go on 8 0 1.1249 6.8751 Gerundial 6.88 

6 keep on 8 0 1.1249 6.8751 Gerundial 6.88 

7 mean 8 5 1.828 11.172 Gerundial 4.04 

8 like 17 34 7.1712 43.8288 Gerundial 3.53 

9 avoid 6 3 1.2655 7.7345 Gerundial 3.38 

10 end 3 0 0.4218 2.5782 Gerundial 2.56 

11 insist on 3 0 0.4218 2.5782 Gerundial 2.56 

12 prefer 10 19 4.0778 24.9222 Gerundial 2.38 

13 finish 2 0 0.2812 1.7188 Gerundial 1.71 

14 get rid of 2 0 0.2812 1.7188 Gerundial 1.71 

15 keep 2 0 0.2812 1.7188 Gerundial 1.71 
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 Words nobs 1 nobs 2 nexp 1 nexp 2 bias coll.strength 

16 spend 2 0 0.2812 1.7188 Gerundial 1.71 

17 mind 2 1 0.4218 2.5782 Gerundial 1.27 

18 go 4 7 1.5467 9.4533 Gerundial 1.25 

19 help 7 22 4.0778 24.9222 Gerundial 1.00 

20 carry on 1 0 0.1406 0.8594 Gerundial 0.85 

21 commence 1 0 0.1406 0.8594 Gerundial 0.85 

22 give up 1 0 0.1406 0.8594 Gerundial 0.85 

23 go to 1 0 0.1406 0.8594 Gerundial 0.85 

24 leave off 1 0 0.1406 0.8594 Gerundial 0.85 

25 look forward 1 0 0.1406 0.8594 Gerundial 0.85 

26 put on 1 0 0.1406 0.8594 Gerundial 0.85 

27 remain 1 0 0.1406 0.8594 Gerundial 0.85 

28 remember 1 0 0.1406 0.8594 Gerundial 0.85 

29 suffer 1 0 0.1406 0.8594 Gerundial 0.85 

30 appear 1 1 0.2812 1.7188 Gerundial 0.58 
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 Words nobs 1 nobs 2 nexp 1 nexp 2 bias coll.strength 

31 deny 1 1 0.2812 1.7188 Gerundial 0.58 

32 involve 1 1 0.2812 1.7188 Gerundial 0.58 

33 set 1 1 0.2812 1.7188 Gerundial 0.58 

34 afford 1 3 0.5625 3.4375 Gerundial 0.34 

35 get 1 4 0.7031 4.2969 Gerundial 0.27 

36 try 0 251 35.2938 215.7062 Infinitival 18.57 

37 want 1 242 34.1689 208.8311 Infinitival 16.18 

38 need 0 45 6.3276 38.6724 Infinitival 3.02 

39 seem 1 57 8.1555 49.8445 Infinitival 2.87 

40 decide 0 42 5.9057 36.0943 Infinitival 2.81 

41 begin 2 51 7.4525 45.5475 Infinitival 1.86 

42 pretend 0 24 3.3747 20.6253 Infinitival 1.60 

43 tend 0 19 2.6716 16.3284 Infinitival 1.26 

44 use 0 14 1.9686 12.0314 Infinitival 0.93 

45 learn 0 10 1.4061 8.5939 Infinitival 0.66 
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 Words nobs 1 nobs 2 nexp 1 nexp 2 bias coll.strength 

46 manage 0 10 1.4061 8.5939 Infinitival 0.66 

47 contribute 0 9 1.2655 7.7345 Infinitival 0.59 

48 allow 0 7 0.9843 6.0157 Infinitival 0.46 

49 lead 0 7 0.9843 6.0157 Infinitival 0.46 

50 oblige 0 7 0.9843 6.0157 Infinitival 0.46 

51 think 0 7 0.9843 6.0157 Infinitival 0.46 

52 happen 0 6 0.8437 5.1563 Infinitival 0.40 

53 wish 0 6 0.8437 5.1563 Infinitival 0.40 

54 come 0 5 0.7031 4.2969 Infinitival 0.33 

55 consider 0 5 0.7031 4.2969 Infinitival 0.33 

56 force 0 5 0.7031 4.2969 Infinitival 0.33 

57 refuse 0 5 0.7031 4.2969 Infinitival 0.33 

58 turn 0 5 0.7031 4.2969 Infinitival 0.33 

59 wait 0 5 0.7031 4.2969 Infinitival 0.33 

60 intend 0 4 0.5625 3.4375 Infinitival 0.26 
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 Words nobs 1 nobs 2 nexp 1 nexp 2 bias coll.strength 

61 plan 0 4 0.5625 3.4375 Infinitival 0.26 

62 prepare 0 4 0.5625 3.4375 Infinitival 0.26 

63 promise 0 4 0.5625 3.4375 Infinitival 0.26 

64 teach 0 4 0.5625 3.4375 Infinitival 0.26 

65 turn out 0 4 0.5625 3.4375 Infinitival 0.26 

66 will 1 8 1.2655 7.7345 Infinitival 0.20 

67 agree 0 3 0.4218 2.5782 Infinitival 0.20 

68 attempt 0 3 0.4218 2.5782 Infinitival 0.20 

69 dare 0 3 0.4218 2.5782 Infinitival 0.20 

70 devote 0 3 0.4218 2.5782 Infinitival 0.20 

71 expect 0 3 0.4218 2.5782 Infinitival 0.20 

72 obligate 0 3 0.4218 2.5782 Infinitival 0.20 

73 cease 0 2 0.2812 1.7188 Infinitival 0.13 

74 choose 0 2 0.2812 1.7188 Infinitival 0.13 

75 compel 0 2 0.2812 1.7188 Infinitival 0.13 
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 Words nobs 1 nobs 2 nexp 1 nexp 2 bias coll.strength 

76 create 0 2 0.2812 1.7188 Infinitival 0.13 

77 desire 0 2 0.2812 1.7188 Infinitival 0.13 

78 have got 0 2 0.2812 1.7188 Infinitival 0.13 

79 know 0 2 0.2812 1.7188 Infinitival 0.13 

80 long 0 2 0.2812 1.7188 Infinitival 0.13 

81 prevent 0 2 0.2812 1.7188 Infinitival 0.13 

82 say 0 2 0.2812 1.7188 Infinitival 0.13 

83 suppose 0 2 0.2812 1.7188 Infinitival 0.13 

84 take 0 2 0.2812 1.7188 Infinitival 0.13 

85 accept 0 1 0.1406 0.8594 Infinitival 0.07 

86 accustom 0 1 0.1406 0.8594 Infinitival 0.07 

87 achieve 0 1 0.1406 0.8594 Infinitival 0.07 

88 aim 0 1 0.1406 0.8594 Infinitival 0.07 

89 apply 0 1 0.1406 0.8594 Infinitival 0.07 

90 ask 0 1 0.1406 0.8594 Infinitival 0.07 
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 Words nobs 1 nobs 2 nexp 1 nexp 2 bias coll.strength 

91 aspire 0 1 0.1406 0.8594 Infinitival 0.07 

92 become 0 1 0.1406 0.8594 Infinitival 0.07 

93 believe 0 1 0.1406 0.8594 Infinitival 0.07 

94 claim 0 1 0.1406 0.8594 Infinitival 0.07 

95 condemn 0 1 0.1406 0.8594 Infinitival 0.07 

96 counsel 0 1 0.1406 0.8594 Infinitival 0.07 

97 dedicate 0 1 0.1406 0.8594 Infinitival 0.07 

98 forget 0 1 0.1406 0.8594 Infinitival 0.07 

99 grow up 0 1 0.1406 0.8594 Infinitival 0.07 

100 hesitate 0 1 0.1406 0.8594 Infinitival 0.07 

101 hope 0 1 0.1406 0.8594 Infinitival 0.07 

102 joke 0 1 0.1406 0.8594 Infinitival 0.07 

103 know 0 1 0.1406 0.8594 Infinitival 0.07 

104 love 0 1 0.1406 0.8594 Infinitival 0.07 

105 make 0 1 0.1406 0.8594 Infinitival 0.07 
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 Words nobs 1 nobs 2 nexp 1 nexp 2 bias coll.strength 

106 offer 0 1 0.1406 0.8594 Infinitival 0.07 

107 order 0 1 0.1406 0.8594 Infinitival 0.07 

108 pay 0 1 0.1406 0.8594 Infinitival 0.07 

109 prove 0 1 0.1406 0.8594 Infinitival 0.07 

110 reach 0 1 0.1406 0.8594 Infinitival 0.07 

111 recommend 0 1 0.1406 0.8594 Infinitival 0.07 

112 regret 0 1 0.1406 0.8594 Infinitival 0.07 

113 reject 0 1 0.1406 0.8594 Infinitival 0.07 

114 result 0 1 0.1406 0.8594 Infinitival 0.07 

115 seek 0 1 0.1406 0.8594 Infinitival 0.07 

116 serve 0 1 0.1406 0.8594 Infinitival 0.07 

117 sight 0 1 0.1406 0.8594 Infinitival 0.07 

118 struggle 0 1 0.1406 0.8594 Infinitival 0.07 

119 study 0 1 0.1406 0.8594 Infinitival 0.07 

120 threaten 0 1 0.1406 0.8594 Infinitival 0.07 
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 Words nobs 1 nobs 2 nexp 1 nexp 2 bias coll.strength 

121 treat 0 1 0.1406 0.8594 Infinitival 0.07 

122 yearn 0 1 0.1406 0.8594 Infinitival 0.07 
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