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1. Language variation 

Verb number agreement with collectives in English: 
 
(1)  a. a group of parents was standing in the driveway 

   SG   PL  SG 
b. a group of parents were standing in the corner 
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1. Language variation 

Verb number agreement with collectives in English: 
 
Prescriptive grammar: 
 
Use a singular verb when the members of the group are 
acting together as a unit. 
 
(2)  The group was ready to go on stage.  
 
Use a plural verb when the members of the group are acting 
as individuals. 
 
(3) The group were in disagreement about where to go for dinner.  
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1. Language variation 

Verb number agreement with collectives in English: 
 
Descriptive grammar: 
 
Plural is more frequent in case of:  
• indefinite article    (a batch of reports) 
• human       (a couple of thousand people) 
• irregular plural nouns   (a bunch of women) 

(Fernández-Pena 2024) 
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2. How to indicate what is possible? 

 
(4)  That doctor is reading the book 
 
 
 
 
 
(7)  That doctor is read the book 
 
Generalization: in English an action taking place 
at the present moment is described by an auxiliary verb + 
a gerund and not by a past participle. 
  



2. How to indicate what is possible? 

 
(4)  That doctor is reading the book 
 
 
 
 
 
(7)  That doctor is read the book 
 
Generalization " based on a minimal pair 
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3. Back to variation … 

Verb number agreement with collectives in English: 
 
(1)  a. a group of parents was standing in the driveway 

   SG   PL  SG 
b. a group of parents were standing in the corner 

   SG   PL  PL 

State-of-the-art: 
 
Prescriptive:    Descriptive:   Theory of language: 
How it should be  How it really is  How we predict it 
 
Vague norms   Incomplete   Only random choice 

is modeled  
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4. Aims of the talk 

How to deal with variation? 
 
Solution:    quantitative methods 
 
       parameters of variation 
 
 
 

→  What is variation built from?  
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Material:   Russian 
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Three dimensions of variation: 
 

factors within the phenomenon 
 
factors within the linguistic community 
 
factors within a speaker 

  



5. Prerequisites 

Quantitative methods: 
 
Acceptability judgment experiment 
 
 
 

By is read doctor book that the being 

 
  

Bad Good 
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Binominative sentences: 
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6. DIMENSION 1   —   phenomenon 

Why is one variant preferred over the other? 
 
Binominative sentences: 

NOUN CLASS = GENDER (M/F/N) 

(9) [Pričina  avarii]F.SG  byla F.SG  / byl M.SG [neispravnyi  dvigatel]M.SG 
 [reason of failure]F.SG  was.F.SG / was.M.SG [broken  engine]M.SG 
 ‘The reason of failure was the broken engine.’ 
 
PERSON (1/2/3) 

(10) [Pričina  avarii]F.SG  budet 3.SG  / bydu 1.SG  ya1.SG 
 [reason of failure]3.SG  will be.3.SG  / were.1.SG I.1SG  
 ‘The reason of failure will be me.’  
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GENDER and PERSON act in a different way 
 

mismatch noun verb/ verb noun 

syncretic match noun verb noun 

full match noun verb noun 

 
 GENDER PERSON 

mismatch any always 1/2 

syncretic match as mismatch as mismatch 

full match  as mismatch 



6. DIMENSION 1   —   phenomenon 

GENDER and PERSON act in a different way 
 

mismatch noun verb/ verb noun 

syncretic match noun verb noun 

full match noun verb noun 

 
 GENDER PERSON 

mismatch any always 1/2 

syncretic match as mismatch as mismatch 

full match SUPER! as mismatch 
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6. DIMENSION 1   —   phenomenon 

GENDER and PERSON act in a different way 
 
Grammatical categories are organized differently: 

(Nevins 2011) 
 
GENDER  

= EQUIPOLLENT OPPOSITION OF M/F/N 
 
PERSON  

= PRIVATIVE OPPOSITION OF [+PARTICIPANT] AND [-PARTICIPANT] 
 
 
 
Proved experimentally for Russian.  
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7. DIMENSION 2   —  linguistic community 

Why is one variant preferred over the other? 

Speakers differ in preferences 

 

The distribution of judgments is far more complex than 

assumed if only general tendencies are analyzed. 

 

Cf.  dialect   vs.  language  

  vs.  grammatical profiles 
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Quantitative methods lead to  

fundamentally new generalizations  

about variable phenomena. 
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Back to the individual! 
 

The individual differences between participants of 
an experiment are usually considered as noise 

 
Conclusions based on the general trend  
may not reflect the actual distribution  

of grammatical preferences 
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9. Conclusion — 3 

 
POSSIBLE WAYS TO COLLABORATE: 
 

Treating variation as a source of information 
 
Analysis of individual patterns (instead of averaging) 
 
Search for parameters and their interactions 

  



 
 

 
 
 
 
Anastasia Gerasimova 
Lomonosov Moscow State University 
  



References 

 
Fernández-Pena Y. (2024) Unpuzzling verb number 
agreement with complex collective subjects Morpho-
syntactic and lexico-semantic motivations. Talk presented at 
“Puzzles of Agreement” Workshop. University of Bucharest, 
University of Toronto, UMass Amherst, ZAS Berlin. 24-25 
October 2024. 
 
Nevins A. (2011) Multiple agree with clitics: Person 
complementarity vs. omnivorous number. Natural Language 
and Linguistic Theory 29(4): 939–971. 


