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ABSTRACT 

 

Fourteen intermediate non-native Germans studying at a university in the southern 

United States were asked to participate in a partially questionnaire-based study on verbal 

synonymy and language acquisition. As comparative target language data, the German search 

engine COSMAS II was also used for a corpus-analysis of the internal semantic structure of a 

set of the following German near-synonymous verbs: erlauben, ermöglichen, gestatten, and 

genehmigen. All render meanings associated with ‘allow’, ‘permit’. In the questionnaire, the 

participants were asked to make lexical choices by filling in gaps with an appropriate verb. 

The results confirm that non-native speakers have certain difficulties differentiating between 

the nuances of the near-synonymous meanings of the four verbs. The patterns that emerge 

might suggest that teachers may wish to emphasize the nuanced meanings of certain lexical 

items and stress the importance of contextualized input to facilitate instructed vocabulary 

acquisition. 

Furthermore, the corpus-based approach serves the function of analyzing the degree of 

similarity in an overlapping semantic continuum. This work also challenges the ‘synonymy’ 

of the integral relations of the verbs at a lexical, constructional, functional, and formal level. 

In addition, the descriptive analysis of the four near-synonyms may serve as a guideline for 

L2 German learners who wish to acquire these verbs in context.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Synonymy or near-synonymy is a phenomenon of semantic complexity. This challenges 

lexicographers to portray semantic variability of apparently similar lexical items in 

dictionaries. Pustejovsky (1995) points out that “[…] partial overlaps of core and peripheral 

components of different word meanings make the traditional notion of word sense, as 

implemented in current dictionaries, inadequate” (p. 48). 

Although synonymy implies the notion that two or more lexical items have the same 

meaning, it may not be true in some contexts. In other terms, synonyms do not necessarily 

express the same concept and thus, they are not always homogeneous in meaning and 

completely interchangeable. 

Thesauri seem to fail at illustrating crucial semantic nuances of apparently synonymous 

structures. This means that a speaker’s accessibility to the contextual variability of a lexeme 

in terms of accurate and appropriate usage of near-synonyms is very important. Liu (2010) 

states that, “synonyms are an extremely challenging and simultaneously very important 

lexical category because they are essential for us in expressing shades of meaning to help 

convey our ideas and feelings precisely for effective communication” (p. 57). 

In my thesis, near-synonymy is explored with the aim of addressing the following questions: 

(1) How similar or different is the semantic prosody of the German verbal set erlauben, 

ermöglichen, gestatten, and genehmigen ? 

(2) Which factors determine the degree of near-synonymy of the chosen verbal set? 
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(3) Are L2 German students able to recognize and respect semantic nuances of erlauben, 

ermöglichen, gestatten, and genehmigen ? 

First, the exploration will deal with a corpus-based analysis from COSMAS II.  The 

corpus mainly consists of German newspaper articles taken from the nineties up until 2008. A 

closer look at the German verbal set by means of corpora at the range of the syntactic and 

semantic behavior and the degree of overlap will be necessary for considering the verbal 

implications in L2 learning. Second, a study conducted with fourteen L2 German students of 

a southern university in the United States will attempt to shed descriptive light on the 

problem of lexical choice and the representation of meaning that the tasks require. In 

particular, the study deals with the nuances of erlauben, ermöglichen, gestatten, and 

genehmigen with regards to meaning and style.  

A secondary goal is to demonstrate that seemingly synonymous German verbs may not 

correspond to the same structures in English (cf. Benware, 1987). Therefore, synonymy 

might cause a double problem for L2 speakers not only because the semantic nuances of 

near-synonyms are not clear to them, but also because the synonymous lexemes may not have 

literal equivalents in L1 (English). Thus, another goal of this thesis is to underline the 

importance of effective instruction of synonymous structures in L2 classrooms. 

However, since this thesis only focuses on one German verbal set, it may not be an 

accurate representation of other synonymous verbal sets. Hence, the results in this study 

might vary with that of another synonymous verbal set. Rather, this study should be seen as a 

small contribution to the analysis and usage of the chosen verbal set, both in L1 and L2 

settings. 
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CHAPTER 2 

STATE OF THE ART 

 

2.1 Cross Linguistic Influences 

Odlin (2006) emphasized the importance of L1 transfer by stating that “language 

transfer affects all linguistic subsystems including pragmatics and rhetoric, semantics, syntax, 

morphology, phonology, phonetics, and orthography” (p. 442).  The scope of this chapter is 

not to focus on the cross-linguistic influence in each of these subsystems; however, it 

attempts to consider several pieces of research that have contributed to a better understanding 

of errors made in L2 settings. Thus, there will be a discussion of L1 transfer with a focus on 

lexicon, as well as a consideration of the notion of fossilization. 

2.1.1 L1 Transfer 

L1 transfer refers to the influence that the L1 might have over the acquisition of an L2. 

In error analysis, researchers have often attributed errors to the native language. These are 

called interlingual errors and are primarily based on cross-linguistic comparisons. Thus, they 

reflect the learner’s attempts to utilize their L1 knowledge in a process called negative 

transfer. A number of studies demonstrate that specific patterns of acquisition were explicitly 

attributable to the knowledge of L1, especially in error analysis.  For instance, Gass and 

Selinker (2008) illustrate this notion by the following example: 

NL (French): We just enjoyed to move and to play (p. 104). 

From this example, we can assume that the speaker prefers not to use the present 

participle, or –ing form as would be used by a native speaker, as there are not any progressive 
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forms in French which follow a verb. In contrast, verb complements in French are in the 

infinitival form. 

Aside from the negative transfer, there is also positive transfer that implies the opposite. 

Due to shared features, the learner’s L1 can facilitate L2 acquisition. Moreover, L1 transfer 

can cause avoidance. Ellis (2001) clarifies this notion by logical assumptions. Since Chinese 

and Japanese languages do not contain relative clauses, Chinese and Japanese speakers stay 

away from using relative clauses in English. By doing so, they consciously avoid errors. 

Furthermore, non-native speakers also show a transfer of pragmatic elements from their 

native language when it comes to the overuse of expressions of regret when apologizing in 

English (Ellis, 2001, p. 52). 

The different historical approaches to the role of the native language show an historical 

struggle of different L1 transfer-models. The behaviorists believed that errors generally 

emerged from interference, which is synonymous with negative evidence. Therefore Lado 

(1957) concluded: 

         Those structures that are similar will be easy to learn because they will be 

transferred and may function satisfactorily in the foreign language. Those 

structures that are different will be difficult because when transferred they 

  will not function satisfactorily in the foreign language and will therefore 

 have to be changed (p. 59). 

In the 1970s, Selinker introduced the term “interlanguage” which vehemently 

contradicted the behaviorist approach. Within a cognitive framework, language production 

was no longer of significance in terms of differences between the target and native 

languages, but instead regarded as a “system in its own, obeying its own rules; and it is a 

dynamic system, evolving over time” (Mitchell & Myles, 2004, p.39). 
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Dulay and Burt (1974) also supported Selinker through empirical backing by claiming 

that most errors made in L2 are specific errors of that language, meaning they are not affected 

by an interference process from the native language. However, this does not mean that L1 

transfer disappears in Selinker’s works. In contrast, he also emphasizes that learners of L2 

use their L1, especially in the early stages of language acquisition. Nevertheless, Selinker 

points out some L2 learners’ strategies of which teachers should also be aware. 

First, he highlights that students tend to overgeneralize specific rules, something that a 

native speaker would not do. For instance, at discourse level, L2 speakers may 

inappropriately use expressions in a given context. Second, Selinker underlines that L2 

learners tend to simplify their speech in terms of syntax and semantics, which resemble more 

or less that of children. 

Many teachers believe the native language is the source of all kind of errors, 

particularly when students are asked to solve exercises beyond their knowledge. At this point, 

teachers might have reason to attribute errors to L1 influence. However, it is not appropriate 

to assume that all linguistic errors are traceable to the first language of the students. This 

notion is supported by various researchers. Lee and VanPatten (2003) underline that “the first 

analysis of learner spontaneous speech suggested that first-language-like errors did not even 

constitute one-half of the errors they made” (p. 126). 

Therefore, this is possibly why teachers make use of structures of the SLL curriculum 

mainly based on L1, and judge the results “of the way in which language is taught, practiced, 

and tested” (Lee and VanPatten, 2003, p. 45). 

2.1.2 Lexical Transfer 

Singleton (1999) expressed that “L1 and L2 lexis are separately stored, but that the two 

systems are in communication with each other whether via direct connections between 

individual L1 and L2 lexical nodes, or via a common conceptual store (or both)” (pp. 189-
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190). Furthermore, Jared and Kroll (2001) provided evidence that despite an advanced 

proficiency in a second language, that there is still an activation of both L1 and L2 languages. 

Sunderman and Kroll (2006) even suggest that both L1 and L2 languages have close forms 

and show a mutual influence when fulfilling a task.  Jiang (2000, 2002, 2004) presents the 

following three-stage model of adult second language vocabulary learning. 

 

Stage One                            1a.     An entry is created in the L2 lexicon. It contains  

Word form specifications and a pointer that links the word 

Association to its L1 translation. 

Stage 

 

                                            1b.      The use of L2 words relies on and is mediated by 

                                                       their L1 translations whose entry has semantic, 

                                                       syntactic, morphological, and form specifications. 

 

                                           

                                            1c.       L1 lemma provides critical information (syntax 

    & semantics) in L2 word use and is simultaneously 

    activated with L2 words. 

 

                                            1d.     L1 lemma information is transferred to an L2 

    entry as a result of continued coactivation. 

 

  

Stage  two                           2a.     The transferred lemma information links L2 

L1 Lemma     words and concepts directly and mediatory L2 use. 

Mediation      Activation of L1 translation in L2 use decreases. 

Stage 

                                    

                                            2b.    Continued exposure to contextualized input may 

  help develop new, L2- specific meanings and L2 

  lemma may contain both L1 and L2 specifications. 
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Stage Three                            3.  L2-specific information dominates L2 entries; strong 

Full Integration  links connect L2 words and concepts; morphological 

Stage   knowledge is integrated; lexical links between L2  

                                                     words and their L1 translations weaken. 

Figure 2.1: Three Stage Model (Jiang , 2004, p. 418f.) 

 

The first stage consists of an “association phase of learning” in which learners associate 

a word with their L1 in order to understand its meaning. The second stage is called the “L1 

lemma mediation stage.”  Broadly, the speaker transfers semantic and syntactic information 

from the L1 to the L2 word. In the third stage, L1 information is ideally abandoned. The last 

phase seems to be the most challenging stage for various reasons: 

Is there a way to completely discard L1? If yes, how is this possible?  

At this point, there are no answers to these questions, since the majority of the research 

does not focus on the way in which lexical knowledge is represented in an SLL learner’s 

mind. However, there is data that distinguishes between L1 and L2 acquisition that might 

indirectly consider the problem. 

As Jiang (2004) points out there are basic differences in the vocabulary acquisition in 

L1 and L2.  First, a child learns new words by acquiring not only word forms but also 

meanings simultaneously making them impossible to separate.  Therefore, the meaning of a 

word is automatically available for L1 speakers, whereas L2 speakers might have difficulty in 

figuring out lexical meanings. The main reason is that they do not possess a contextualized 

input and lexical system in L2 as they do in their first language. Thus, L2 speakers mostly 

tend to find a translation of an L2 word in their first language which hinders them from 

learning new concepts while studying L2 words. Therefore Jiang (2004) concludes that “the 

existing L1 linguistic and conceptual systems are actively involved in the L2 learning 

process” (p. 417). Levelt (1989) presented the term conceptualizing which is provided by the 

Conceptualizer within a model of sentence production. The Conceptualizer determines the 
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notions expressed by a verbal message, whereas the processing system responsible for the 

articulation is called the Formulator. By transferring this model to a second-language setting, 

it suggests that learners are supposed to acquire a new Conceptualizer in order to reason 

differently in producing sentences in a second language. In this respect, they naturally fall 

back on the Formulator that is already developed while acquiring the first language. 

In opposition to Jiang and Levelt, Lee (2007) refers to an explanation of semantic 

overgeneralization in L2 proficiency without L1 influence. Thus, Lee’s study indicate an 

overgeneralization of behavior of high-advanced Korean ESL and high-advanced Chinese 

ESL speakers, which demonstrate an L2 development without any cross-linguistic influence.  

Considering these contradictory findings, we may assume that not all behaviors always 

indicate cross-linguistic influence and that not all errors made by L2 speakers are a result of 

negative transfer. In this context, Odlin (2006) attempts to explain the implication of transfer 

as follows: 

Much of what is called cross-linguistic influence depends on the individual judgments 

of language learners and bilinguals that there exist certain cross-linguistic similarities. 

In cases where the judgments are accurate, the transfer is positive, but regardless of 

their accuracy, the judgments are by definition subjective (Odlin, 2006, p. 443). 

All these studies show that there is a high complexity and little research on the lexicon 

of second language acquisition, since it is one of the most difficult fields. Nevertheless, it is 

important for SLA teachers to understand how the acquisition of lexical items works in an 

SLL speaker’s mind. Levelt’s contributions to the field of lexicon in SLA seem to give the 

impression to language teachers in developing strategies for conceptualized vocabulary 

learning. In other words, in order to reach the third stage of Jiang’s model, teachers might 

minimize the influence of L1 in the classroom by using mainly or even only L2. Thus, L2 

learners might then minimize the possibility of searching for the translation of L2 words in 
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their L1 and elaborate a more contextualized input and an L2 system. Thus, the aim would be 

that the meaning of a word in L2 becomes automatically available for L2 learners.  

The next sections focus on different types of learning, both incidental-incremental and 

inferential learning. 

2.1.3 Incidental and Incremental Vocabulary Learning 

According to Wesche and Paribakht (1999, p. 176), incidental learning implies that 

“learners are focused on comprehending meaning rather than on the explicit goal of learning 

new words” (p. 176).  Therefore, incidental vocabulary learning takes place implicitly, hand 

in hand with other language activities, such as reading. Various studies claim that incidental 

learning is in fact possible. Rott (1999) shows in her studies that exposure through reading 

can contribute to the acquisition and retention of vocabulary of German students learning 

English at the intermediate level.  In their study, Paribakht and Wesche (1997) gave two 

different instructions to learners of English. In the study, one group read passages and 

eventually concentrated on reading comprehension, whereas the other group solved 

vocabulary tasks after having read the passages. The results show that both groups gained 

vocabulary knowledge; however, the second one gained productive knowledge as well. 

Finally Laufer and Hulstijn (2001) emphasize in their studies that tasks with a greater set of 

vocabulary items contribute to a higher retention of these items. Gass and Selinker (2008) 

explain under incremental vocabulary learning, that “learning vocabulary is not a one-time 

affair” (p. 466). 

In fact, before learning the meaning and the use of a word, learners are asked to extract 

the meaning of a word based on context and eventually, to utilize a dictionary for clarifying 

semantic and syntactic issues of that word (cf. Gass and Selinker, 2008). When it comes to 

context, inferencing plays a significant role which is the topic of the next section. 
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2.1.4 Lexical Inferencing 

The general belief is that L1 learners acquire much of their vocabulary by inferring 

from context; however, there are still gaps in research concerning L2 learners’ lexical 

inferencing. Many linguists agree that successful lexical inferencing would contribute to 

“immediate learning and retention of lexical and semantic information about words” (Nassaji, 

2003, p. 646).  Bernhard and Kamil (1995) express that L2 learners show different 

performances in reading. 

While most of L2 learners read texts word for word, skilled L2 readers are able to 

understand texts better due to their higher level of syntactic and semantic skills. Research 

also shows that readers make use of numerous strategies when they encounter new words: 

ignoring them, consulting a dictionary, writing them down for teacher consultation, trying to 

infer their meaning from context (Fraser, 1999). Furthermore, Cooper (1999) found that the 

inferencing strategy is especially used for identifying the meaning of idioms. Successful 

inferencing is not only concerned with the nature of the word, but also the text that surrounds 

the word, the kind of information given in the text, and the degree of cognitive and mental 

effort involved in the task (cf. Nassaji, 2003). 

It is also shown that inferencing is based on the learner’s prior knowledge and 

vocabulary recognition knowledge. According to Huckin and Bloch’s research (1993), 

learners employed knowledge sources, as well as cognitive strategies while inferring word 

meanings from context. This research is related to the approach of Pressley, Borlowski, and 

Schneider (1987) which expresses the following necessary factors for successful vocabulary 

inferencing: 

- having a wide repertoire of general as well as domain-specific strategies 

- having the ability to use strategies correctly and in appropriate contexts 
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- having an extensive task-relevant knowledge base, ranging from general knowledge 

of the world to knowledge about specific strategies and their causes of success and 

failure 

- being able to automatically execute and coordinate the use of strategies with various 

knowledge sources 

- having an awareness that, although success is related to efforts, efforts alone may not 

be enough 

In order to examine the relationship of those strategies and knowledge sources to their 

success in lexical inferencing, Nassaji (2003) carried out a reading test, introspective think-

aloud protocols, with ESL students with different language backgrounds. The author found 

that words’ appearances and their formal similarity are the major difficulties in inferring 

word meaning from context, which caused a high rate of unsuccessful inferences.   

In this sense, Nassaji contributed to a different approach in lexical inferencing by 

emphasizing that not only content-based knowledge but also the formal form of the unknown 

words is necessary for successful inferencing. 

2.1.5 Fossilization 

In fact, the aim of the L2 learners might be to attain native-speaker-like proficiency. 

However, whereas some seem to be able to move on toward native speaker norms, others 

seem to come to an end in making progress in their L2. Several expressions come to mind 

when fossilization is defined: slow, stop, frozen, local, global, cultural, etc. Fossilization 

actually refers to the loss of progress in the development of L2 constructions or even the 

whole fossilization of L2. 

The attempt to define the term “fossilization” goes back to Selinker (1972), who points 

out that “most adult second language learners never reach native-like proficiency in their 

target languages” (Fidler, 2006, p. 398). Gass and Selinker (2008) define the term in the 
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glossary as “the cessation of learning. Permanent plateaus that learners reach resulting from 

no change in some or all of their interlanguage forms” (p. 517).   

At this point, the difficulty in defining the cessation of a learning process seems to be 

the major problem, and therefore, it might be a more appropriate attempt to refer to it as 

“stabilization of the linguistic forms” (Gass & Selinker, 2008, p.14). In her review article 

“Reconceptualizing fossilization in second language acquisition: a review,” Fidler (2006) 

criticizes the lack of empirical description and an acknowledged definition of that term. 

Therefore, the review starts the examination of conceptual approaches in fossilization 

research, highlighting global versus local fossilization, and product versus process. 

According to Selinker (1972), global fossilization refers to a general portrayal of the 

cessation of development affecting the entire inter-language. The local fossilization refers 

specific subcategories, or features that include grammatical knowledge.  

According to Selinker (1972), and paraphrased by Fidler (2006), the notion of product 

implies “the state of permanently frozen development, either globally or locally” whereas the 

process defines the “tendency towards the cessation of development” (p. 69). Fidler (2006) 

contrasts some studies about process and product and points to the lack of a conceptual unity 

in determining the degree of a global or local fossilization, a productive or progressive 

fossilization. From her point of view, because of this lack the acceptability of empirical 

studies remains questionable, never mind their interpretation. 

Moreover, some studies, like Thep-Ackrapong’s (discussed in Long, 2003; Hann, 2004) 

one-year study with Lin, who acquired English as a second language in a native context, 

cannot be regarded as reliable as the time period in which the experiment took place seems to 

be insufficient for generalizing the results.  Furthermore, Hann’s (2004) conceptual 

framework refers to the unity in fossilization vis-à-vis two levels. The first one is the 

macroscopic level which is the research on the reason why children learn languages more 
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effectively than adults. The second one is the microscopic level which concentrates on 

linguistic features and factors like psychology, socio-effectiveness, etc. Hann’s framework is, 

therefore, not only an example of the macroscopic level but also microscopic for the analysis 

of the ultimate attainment. However, we could be critical towards Han’s study as well 

because she only elaborates her study theoretically. This means she does not give any 

suggestions of  how her theory could be applied in an empirical study.  

Taking for granted that fossilization is mainly caused by the influence of L1, and it 

strongly depends on input which is controlled by a teacher in a foreign language setting, 

teachers seem to have some responsibility that the FL does not fossilize. They should not 

ignore students’ mistakes and give assessments which are effective in a well-articulated 

curriculum. Furthermore, teachers should be able to motivate students and put effort in 

correcting their mistakes. They are also supposed to give a context to develop language in 

order to reduce fossilization in classrooms. 

The present study does not aim to investigate findings about fossilization; however, 

fossilization could also be one of the explanations for potential errors in the empirical study, 

especially for the errors containing the verbs which were learnt in classes prior to the study.  

2.2. Interaction 

Hatch (1978) states that “One learns how to do conversation, one learns how to interact 

verbally, and out of the interaction syntactic structures are developed” (p. 404).  Research 

(Swain, 1985) shows the importance of input and output in second language acquisition. Both 

occur in oral interaction which plays a significant role in the classroom. Thus, as interaction 

seems to be the primary source of learning, second language teachers should be sensitized in 

using communication effectively in the classroom.  

Interactionist theories are not only based on innate but also environmental theories of 

explaining language learning. This approach includes the idea of learning through input, 
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production of language, and response that follows a process of interaction. Gass (2003) 

explains interaction as follows: 

         Interaction research takes as its starting point the assumption that language learning is 

stimulated by communicative pressure and examines the relationship between 

communication and acquisition and the mechanisms (e.g., noticing attention) that 

mediate between them (p. 224). 

The first step in this approach is understanding the function of input. Before doing so, 

Krashen’s Monitor Hypothesis provides important terminological variations, especially the 

fundamental difference between acquisition and learning.  Acquisition refers to the ‘acquired 

system’ which is the result of a subconscious process resembling the first language 

acquisition of children. Thus, acquisition is based on natural communication. However, 

learning is regarded as a conscious process which implies formal instruction, for example the 

knowledge of specific rules. 

Krashen suggested that the input hypothesis explains how a learner acquires a second 

language.  This hypothesis expresses that: 

          Humans acquire language in only one way by understanding messages, or by receiving 

‘comprehensible input’. We move from i, our current level, to i+1, the next level along 

the natural order, by understanding input containing i+1 (Krashen, 1985, p.2). 

So, the input hypothesis states that the learner makes progress in his or her second 

language when “comprehensible and appropriately contextualized second language data” is 

acquired beyond the natural order (Mitchell & Myles, 2004, p. 164). 

According to Gass and Selinker (2003), if a learner receives sufficient comprehensive 

input, the learner will be able to build on his or her natural knowledge automatically. 

Furthermore, the teacher should be aware that speech cannot be taught, instead it literally 

“emerges” when competence is enlarged through comprehensible input (Gass & Selinker, 
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2008, p. 310). In this respect, the teacher should promote that students get sufficient 

comprehensible input. However, to this end, teachers face two main problems.  

First, Krashen did not provide a clear categorization and definition of levels of 

knowledge. Therefore, in order to move a student from one level to another, teachers must 

know how to define a specific level, and especially the level of students. Another problem is 

defining Krashen’s formulation of “sufficient quantity of the appropriate input” (Krashen, 

1985, p. 3). Here, the question arises to what extent a quantity of input is sufficient or not, 

which we cannot answer thus far with a specific approach. Therefore, the teacher has to 

understand the sufficient and appropriate input for the students and how the learner’s present 

state of knowledge is to be defined. It becomes even more questionable for a teacher in 

applying the i+1 formula in different parts of language. Could this formula be applied in 

phonology, as well as in syntax? Or even in vocabulary learning?  All these questions are not 

clarified in SLA so far. However, a deeper look into a related hypothesis may lead to an 

approach to the questions that remain unanswered at this point. 

According to Hatch’s research (1978), Long (1980) examined the role of conversation 

in the development of a second language, and he showed that the comprehensible input 

proposed by Krashen is necessary for L2 acquisition. He also showed that modification of 

interactional conversations led by proficient speakers in order to make speech 

comprehensible to those with restricted language knowledge, often non-native speakers, 

makes input comprehensible to L2 learners. The pioneering work of Long (1980) reflects 

differences between NS/ NNS conversations and NS/NS conversation. Mitchell and Myles 

(2004) summarize Long’s work as follows:  

          Long proposed a more systematic approach to linking features of ‘environmental’ 

language, and learners’ second language development. He argued that this could be 

done in the following ways (Mitchell & Myles, 2004, p.166):  
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Step 1: Show that (a) linguistic/conversational adjustments promote (b) 

comprehension of input. 

Step 2: Show that (b) comprehensible input promotes (c) acquisition. 

Step 3: Deduce that (a) linguistic/conversational adjustments promote (c) 

acquisition (Long, 1985, p. 378). 

Interaction comprises a series of components, especially negotiations, recasts, and 

feedback. Long concentrated primarily on the negotiation of meaning. By doing so, he 

showed that in comparison to interactional structures of NS/NS conversations, NS/NNS 

conversations showed evidence of a greater number of interactional modifications. In this 

sense, subjects showed an increased usage of “conversational tactics such as repetitions, 

confirmation checks, comprehension checks, or clarification requests” (Mitchell & Myles, 

2004, p.167). Gass (2003) summarized these tactics in her article “Input and Interaction” with 

the following examples: 

(1)     Confirmation check  

          NNS: what are they (.) what do they do your picture? 

         � NS:   what are they doing in my picture? 

         NS:    there’s there’s just a couple more things 

         NNS:  a sorry? Couple? (Mackey & Philp, 1998). 

The native speaker tries to get a confirmation from her/his conversational partner in order to 

determine whether or not they are correctly understanding each other. 

(2)     Comprehension check             

           NNS1:  and your family have some ingress 

           NNS2 : yes ah, OK OK 

� NNS1:  more or less OK? (Varonis & Gass, 1985a). 
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The speaker seeks to determine whether or not the conversational partner has understood the 

idea. 

(3)     Clarification check 

          NNS1 :  Where do I put- ? 

     �   NNS2:   What? 

          NNS1:   The pl[a]nt 

          NNS2:    The pl[a]nt 

     �   NNS:      What’s that  pl[a]nt ? (Oliver, 1998). 

 When there is a lack of comprehension, the speaker often tries to clarify the issue with a 

“wh-“ question. 

Several empirical studies conducted by Pica and colleagues (Pica et al., 1987) confirm 

Long’s first step that interactional modifications are necessary in improving comprehension 

of input than are linguistic modifications. Groups of second language learners listening to an 

“unmodified script” and negotiating its meaning were actually more successful than those 

who got a linguistically (grammatically) simplified script, because they were not allowed to 

pose any questions based on meaning. Thus, this study emphasized what Long explained as 

the Interaction Hypothesis: 

%egotiation for meaning, and especially negotiation work that triggers interactional 

adjustments by the NS or more competent interlocutor, facilitates acquisition because it 

connects input, internal learner capacities, particularly selective attention, and output in 

productive ways (Long, 1996, p. 451-2). 

Other empirical studies concentrate on Long’s steps two and three, which link 

interaction and acquisition. In this sense, Mackey’s (1999) experimental studies contribute to 

Long’s findings. Mackey’s study tested adult learners of English in two different groups. The 

first group was allowed to negotiate meaning with native speakers, whereas the second group 
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carried out their tasks without any interaction. The results showed that the first group was 

able to fulfill tasks in second language question formation; however, the non-interactive 

group failed the tasks. Therefore, this study provides the most statistically sound evidence 

that “taking part in interaction can facilitate second language development” (Mackey, 1999, 

p. 565), which also supports Long’s third step. At this point, a third concept with which we 

have to deal is comprehensible output. 

Output refers to language production which according to Swain’s work (1985) can be 

regarded as a part of acquisition and learning. So far, the examination of comprehensible 

input showed that it is not enough for acquisition. Gass and Selinker (2008) illustrates this 

idea with this following  similar example: 

Imagine that one hears the word sequence man, eat, chicken. Based on real-world 

knowledge the person would assume that ‘the man eats the chicken’ rather than ‘the chicken 

eats the man.’  Therefore, semantic knowledge and real-world knowledge are enough to 

understand the word sequence. However, this is not the case with output. According to 

Swain’s research (1985), the production of a language “may force the learner to move from 

semantic processing to syntactic processing” (p. 249).  Consequently, output is considered to 

be a method for practicing already existing knowledge. Conversely, comprehensible input is a 

way of creating knowledge. Another traditional view concerning output is that it helps to 

obtain additional input. Swain’s concept of comprehensible output however, provides a 

different view. She also uses the term ‘pushed’ output which reflects the notion that learners 

are ‘pushed’ in their production of language. Practically speaking, this means that they utilize 

modifications of a previously used utterance or they might even seek to make use of new 

structures. 

Comprehensible output not only involves the conveyance of a message but takes into 

account whether it is delivered “precisely, coherently, and appropriately” (Swain, 1985, p. 
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249) or not. Moreover, Swain characterized the function of comprehensible output in the 

following way: 

          (…) output may stimulate learners to move from the semantic, open-ended, non-

complete strategic processing prevalent in comprehension to the complete grammatical 

processing needed for accurate production. Output, thus, would seem to have a 

potentially significant role in the development of syntax and morphology (Swain, 1995, 

p. 128). 

According to Swain, her output hypothesis has three major functions. First, the process 

of producing a second language might make the learners conscious of their specific deficits 

and problems, which is described as “consciousness-raising role” (Mitchell & Myles, 2004, p. 

167). 

Second, in doing so, learners might gain insight into their problems that can be 

discussed and analyzed precisely. This function is summarized as the ‘reflective’ role. Third, 

comprehensible output enables learners to experiment with structures and forms they had not 

used previously.  

Many studies show that learners clearly benefit from being pushed to produce target 

language output, especially in the acquisition of vocabulary. Ellis and He (1999) tested low 

proficiency English second language learners with vocabulary relating to furniture. They 

divided their subjects into three groups: the first one got instructions that they could not 

negotiate; the second group received the same instructions, but they had the opportunity to 

negotiate for meaning and clarify in case of difficulty.  

The third group was supposed to give instructions to an interlocutor. The results show 

that the ‘output’ group was in both reception and in production better than the first and 

second group.  
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It seems that there are clear results regarding second language output in vocabulary, 

whereas as far as second language grammar is concerned, there is still less development in 

demonstrating the benefits. Shehadeh (2002) refers to this problem by saying “there is still a 

severe lack of data showing that learner output or output modifications have any effect on 

second language learning” (p. 597). 

In this section, the question arises as to the effectiveness of different kinds of feedback 

‘strategies’ in L2 classroom. While discussing Long’s study, we examined variants of 

negotiation and argued their importance in interaction. At this point, recast is one kind of 

feedback that should be considered.  Gass and Selinker’s (2008) research on recast suggests 

“a reformulation of an incorrect utterance that maintains the original meaning of the 

utterance” (p. 334). The following example illustrates this notion: 

     NNS: Where you go for vacation? 

� NS:    Where did you go for vacation? 

     NNS: Where did you go for vacation? 

Here the native speaker instructor is adding the auxiliary “did” in order to formulate a 

correct English sentence. However, the teacher does not change the content of the sentence. 

Moreover, the speaker does not explicitly give any confirmatory or nonconformitory 

comments. Lyster (1998) showed through collected data that the teachers preferred to 

respond to lexical errors with negotiations, whereas they usually responded to phonological 

and grammatical errors with recasts. In addition, Lyster and Ranta (1997) collected data 

which focused on recasts by teachers in grades 4-6 in a French classroom.  

The students’ reactions revealed that most instances of recasts were not effective since 

students were not able to alter utterances in a correct way, which shows that this kind of 

feedback was generally not perceived as effective.  Therefore, Lyster argues that recast is not 

a fully useful method in terms of corrective feedback; however, it can help the teacher to 
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focus the attention on the content of the lesson. Nevertheless, by moving a lesson forward in 

this way, the teacher leaves the language form aside. Consequently, it is not always explicit 

that learners comprehend the feedback that the teacher intended to give.  

Gass (1997) proposes a method for combining positive with negative evidence in order 

to attain a maximum result in learning. The following figure schematizes her notion: 

 

Negative evidence 

Negotiation                                                                                         Other types ofcorrection 

Notice error                            

 

Search input 

 

                          Input available                                              Input not available 

                                                      

 

(Confirmatory/ nonconfirmatory) 

Figure 2.2: Function of Negative Evidence (Gass, 1997) 

Gass makes the point that negotiation as negative evidence and other types of 

correction, such as recasts, help provide learners with information about incorrect structures. 

By doing so, they are encouraged to look for additional confirmatory or nonconfirmatory 

evidence. In order to receive confirmatory/nonconfirmatory evidence, it is essential that 

learners have access to additional input. In this way, they will have the chance to identify 

their deficits and consequently, by means of input, they can possibly correct their faults. 

According to the ideas proposed by Trahey and White (1993), there is a significant 

difference between positive evidence and negative evidence in terms of efficacy. Their 
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research demonstrated that French students learning English were able, after they got positive 

input, to notice that subject-adverb-verb order is grammatical in English; however, they could 

not figure out the ungrammaticality of the subject-verb-adverb-object order. Thus, positive 

evidence was sufficient in the first case, whereas in the second case learners would need 

negative evidence in order to understand “what is not possible in the second language when it 

is possible in the native language” (Gass & Selinker, 2008, p. 332). In other words, 

interaction based on negotiation about a structure can lead to the knowledge about the 

structure, and hence to an understanding of the form. 

To sum up, Ellis summarized in his article “Principles of Instructed Second Language 

Acquisition” (2005) how teachers could create an acquisition-rich classroom: 

1. create contexts of language use where students have a 

            reason to attend to language, 

2. allow students to initiate topics and to control topic 

            development, 

3. provide opportunities for learners to use the language to 

            express their own personal meanings, 

4. help students to participate in language-related activities 

            that are beyond their current level of proficiency, and 

5. offer a full range of contexts that provide opportunities 

            for students to engage in a full performance in the language (p. 5). 

All these criteria completely reject the classic audiolingual methodology pattern-

substitution drills in favor of classroom activities which do not only focus on formal 

correctness, but mainly on communication. In addition, point (5) implies the notion that 

teachers might provide many more opportunities for learners to negotiate meaning and 

facilitate learners’ comprehension. 
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2.3 Semantics 

This section focuses on semantic issues which serve as a frame of reference for the 

present empirical study. It starts out with the arbitrariness of lexical items, and continues with 

a discussion on context which lies at the heart of this section. Context is discussed quite at the 

beginning of this chapter. As Halliday explained: “I am going to talk about context first, for 

the reason that, in real life, contexts precede texts. The situation is prior to the discourse that 

relates to it" (Halliday, 1985, p. 5).  

After touching on the issues of lexical choice, special attention is paid to the problems of 

synonymy. 

2.3.1 Arbitrariness of Lexical Items 

Every teacher might have experienced difficulty when a student asks What is the 

meaning of…? Or Could you use this word in…? You might reply: Yes you can or no you 

cannot, or well you could, but you wouldn’t. Then, the student might ask the crucial question 

Why? The teacher’s task is respectively to give a satisfactory answer which strongly implies a 

thorough understanding of the X of the target language. In doing so, the teacher touches the 

most challenging principles of linguistics, namely the arbitrariness of the sign on the one 

hand and contextual variation on the other.  Ferdinand de Saussure describes language as a 

system of signs and explains of what a sign consists. In this context, two terms are relevant: 

‘signifier’ (signifiant) and ‘signified’ (signifié). The first refers to the form which the sign 

takes, the latter to the concept to which the sign refers to, as shown below: 
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Figure 2.3 : The Sign (Ferdinand de Saussure, 2001, p. 78) 

The Saussurean diagram includes two arrows which go from the signifier to the 

signified and vice versa. For instance, the orthographical image or sound pattern solely 

represents a concept (signified) that is based on association. Thus, the link between signifier 

and signified is absolutely arbitrary. A thing is called ‘tree’ not because it looks like the 

sound sequence [tri:], but rather it is by chance that the thing is called tree and not chair.  

De Saussure (2001) gives the following explanation of this context:  

Das Band, welches das Bezeichnete mit der Bezeichnung verknüpft; ist beliebig; und 

da wir unter Zeichen das durch die assoziative Verbindung einer Bezeichnung mit 

einem Bezeichneten erzeugte Ganze verstehen, so können wir dafür auch einfacher 

sagen: das sprachliche Zeichen ist beliebig (p. 79).  

(The relationship between the siginifier and signified is arbitrary; and since sign is 

understood as a unit associated with the relationship of the signifier and signified, we 

can state: the linguistic sign is arbitrary.) 

Therefore, it cannot be explained what is in fact arbitrary. For instance, it is a waste of 

time attempt to explain why you can say a close friend but not a near friend. 

At this point, teachers are expected to develop a deep understanding of the arbitrariness in 

order to be able to distinguish between the appropriate and inappropriate usage of a word in a 

specific context. 
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2.3.2 Context: Variation in Usage 

Once a teacher tries to give a definition of the ‘meaning of a word’, the teacher might 

face a serious problem, namely, that the meaning of a word can differ significantly from 

context to context, as in:  

Er legte seinen Korpus in die Sonne (Duden, 2006, p. 1005) ‘He lay his body under the 

sun’ . Here, ‘der Korpus’ refers to the human body, whereas in Der Korpus wurde aus der 

Kirche gestohlen ‘The cruxifix was stolen in the church‘der Korpus denotes crucifix. Both 

examples illustrate the masculine form of German ‘Korpus’ (der Korpus). However, there is 

also a neuter form which is ‘das Korpus’. Das Korpus besteht aus einer begrenzten Anzahl 

von Texten und Äußerungen ‘The corpus consists of a limited number of texts and 

expressions’. In this context, das Korpus means the corpus of English data. 

This kind of lexical variation for a word raises the crucial question: How do we know 

which meaning Korpus has in a sentence? The answer is: The variability of word meaning is 

strongly dependent upon the context. In other words, it is the context that determines the 

specific meaning of a polzsemous word, like Korpus.  

Before the nineteenth century, context meant ‘the accompanying text’, which referred to 

the words that immediately preceded or followed whatever was analysed. Then, the meaning 

of context was extended to both concrete and abstract things which are beyond the language. 

In Halliday’s (2009) words, these are “the context of the building and the moral context of 

the day” (p. 65). After that time, context still referred to the surrounding words. However, in 

modern linguistics, it developed an additional sense: the scope of context was broadened 

beyond language and now, includes the non-verbal environment in which the language is 

functioning. Halliday (2009) comments on two types of contexts which are the topics of the 

following sections. 
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2.3.3 Context of Situation and Context of Culture 

It was Malinowski (1923) who called attention to the context of situation. He writes: 

In a primitive language the meaning of any single word is to a very high degree 

dependent on its context...we paddle in place demands the context of the whole 

utterance, …this latter again, becomes only intelligible when it is placed within its 

context of situation, if I may be allowed to coin an expression which indicates on the 

one hand that the conception of context has to be broadened and on the other hand that 

the situation in which words are uttered can never be passed over as irrelevant to the 

linguistic expression” (Malinowski, 1923, p. 306). 

At this point Malinowksi does not give a definition of the context of situation 

specifically. However, Halliday (2009) explains this term as the context for language as text 

(cf. Halliday, 2009, p. 68). Here, text is understood in combination with the related social 

interaction and relationships. Furthermore, text is not only understood as written language but 

it also refers to spoken language. Especially in speech, aspects like information about 

“persons, objects, and events” (cf. Halliday 2009, p. 66) make reference to the environment 

in which a speech or text is produced. In addition, Edmonds (1999) writes that one of the two 

main factors of lexical meaning is the context of situation which he describes as follows: 

[The context of situation] can be called global context as it involves the environment in 

relation to which a text is produced or understood including interpersonal relationships 

and the domain of the discourse (Edmonds, 1999, p. 58).  

 All these similar viewpoints underline that meaning is made in a context of social 

situation.  Thus, a text which is produced in a discourse can only be understood if the 

recipient is familiar with the social environment in which the meaning is embedded.  

The second concept is the context of culture which seems to be a problematic notion for 

the reason that  according to Halliday (2009) , both expressions ‘language’  and ‘ culture’ 



27 
 

might be classified as ‘general notions’ which are not “ homogeneous and harmonious” (p. 

67) within themselves.  With regard to situation, Halliday outlines this notion as the context 

for language as text, whereas culture stands for the languages as system. In doing so, this 

notion includes all the norms and habits accepted by a community.  

The following image illustrates the relationship between context of situation and context 

of culture. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.4: Culture-Situation 

The cultural norms might influence an utterance in a specific situation since culture is 

regarded as a system which includes each kind of situation. Therefore, we might suppose that 

the effect of the context of culture is significant to the context of situation. However, one 

might also suppose that the situation might have some influence on the culture. By that, I 

mean that a community could adopt an utterance or habit as a cultural norm. However, this 

seems to be a less significant influence than the cultural impact due to its time-consuming 

nature. 
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2.3.3.1 Context of Situation and Context of Culture in Classroom 

This section attempts to transfer the context of situation and culture onto the classroom 

settings. The context of situation seems to be an umbrella term for the interaction in the 

classroom which refers to all kinds of speech production.  In this respect, the context of 

situation includes the level of knowledge with regard to class content on the one hand, and 

the state of emotional perception on the other hand, in which an utterance is embedded. By 

this, I mean for instance the relationship between the teacher and students, students and 

students, the students’ or teacher’s attitude toward the content of class and classroom 

conditions. To illustrate this notion, let us take the following case: Twenty students are in a 

medium-sized classroom. The teacher enters the room, notices that it is too warm in the 

classroom and asks the student sitting next to the window Could you open it? Here, the 

teacher does not say Could you open the window? Since she points with her finger to the 

window so that the recipient knows what it means in this context.  

The context of culture in a classroom might refer to classroom norms, which are 

accepted by the majority of a community, for instance the students’ raising their hands before 

answering a question. It also might influence the vocabulary which is used in a classroom. By 

this, I mean that for instance students in Germany use the polite form of address of the second 

person singular Sie when they speak to their teachers, whereas in English there is not a 

person00distinction in the use of you. It simply covers the polite form as well. Comparing the 

context of situation to the context of culture in classroom, we can generally conclude that the 

former has a higher degree of variability since within a system different kinds of situations 

may occur depending on the given conditions in an environment. In contrast to this, the 

context of culture which is, in Halliday’s view, regarded as a system seems to be more stable 

and abstract in nature.  
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2.3.4 Lexical Choice 

In the present empirical study subjects were supposed to choose the appropriate lexical 

item in a given context. This process is called lexical choice. According to Edmonds (1999), 

it is defined as follows: 

Lexical choice is the process of determining which word in a given language most 

precisely expresses a meaning specified in some formalism other than the given 

language itself. Its goal is to verbalize the exact denotation and connotation desired, and 

nothing else (Edmonds, 1999, p. 2). 

Frequently, it is a challenge to formulate a concept in words, since it is strongly 

dependent on a person’s lexical knowledge, which lies at the heart of the lexical semantics. 

Therefore, there are several problems of selecting words appropriately: 

First, more than one word can express the same meaning of a concept. For example, go by 

car is very close in meaning to drive, or borrow and lend refer to the same semantic concept 

but from opposite perspectives. 

Second, the syntax can also have a strong impact on the lexical choice: For instance, 

Alain seems to herself to be happy, but Alain believes herself to be happy. The former 

sentence needs a to-complement construction, whereas the latter does not. Therefore, the 

syntactic choice can constrain the lexical choice. Third, some lexical items can only be 

combined together but not with others. For instance, Jack does sports is grammatical while 

Jack makes sports is not. Thus, lexical constraint can restrict lexical choice and require a 

native-like lexical knowledge. 

Synonymy can be regarded as a problem in lexical choice, since, in Edmonds’ (1999) 

words: 
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By introducing synonymy to the lexicon, lexical choice is no longer simply the problem 

of mapping from concepts to words: it recasts into choosing from among alternatives 

the right word; that is genuine lexical choice (Edmonds, 1999, p.2). 

2.3.5 Synonymy 

This thesis attempts to emphasize the importance of synonymy in language teaching. 

Ullmann (1962) expresses that “synonymy is indeed an invaluable stylistic resource not only 

to the poet but to any writer” (p. 151). Students are often asked to ameliorate their writing 

style by varying expressions. Ullmann (1962) again concludes that “We all make use of 

synonyms to avoid repeating the same word for the same idea” (p. 152). Therefore, 

synonymy seems to be one of the most important writing methods not only for professional 

writers but also for advanced language students. Synonymy is also of importance for 

teachers, when students frequently ask for a definition of a word they do not know. As Cruse 

(1986) highlights, synonymy serves as an “explanation, or clarification, of the meaning of 

another word” (p. 267).  However, this thesis also attempts to show that not only the 

application of apparently synonymous structures in a classroom is a problematic issue, but the 

issue of synonymy has been subject to controversial discussions among theorists. Although 

synonymy is one of the most important lexical categories, so far, compared to the issue of 

polysemy, synonymy has not been much studied (Edmonds & Hirst, 2002). Thus this section 

starts out with the question ‘What is synonymy?’ In this context, it examines its absoluteness 

and in doing so, different perspectives shed light on how synonymy has been perceived by 

structuralist and cognitive linguists. 

2.3.5.1 Synonymy as Absolute Synonymy 

Absolute synonymy refers to the notion that two or more lexical items can be 

interchanged in all possible contexts without causing any meaning change. In this context, 
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Lyons (1995) proposes three conditions which determine the absolute synonymy of two or 

more expressions: 

(a) all their meanings are identical; 

(b) they are synonymous in all contexts; 

(c) they are semantically equivalent (i.e., their meaning or meanings are identical) on 

all dimensions of meaning, descriptive and non-descriptive (p. 61). 

The Oxford Thesaurus (2004) considers short and small synonymous. At this point, we 

do not know to what extent these two words, which seem to be similar in meaning, are indeed 

synonymous. For instance, in the following sentence, short and small are equivalent. 

(1)     ‘This man is short/small’ 

Whereas the next sentence exemplifies that they are not synonymous in all of their meanings 

(2)     ‘The small/*short car is red’ 

In Lyon’s terms, sentence (2) does not fulfil condition (a), and so short and small can be 

regarded as partially, but not absolutely synonymous.  

Although one might assume that absolute synonyms are possible, the majority of 

arguments show that they are very unusual. Cruse (1986) says that “if they [synonyms] exist 

at all, they are extremely uncommon” (p. 270).  

2.3.5.2 Near-synonymy 

As illustrated in the preceding section, it is likely impossible to categorize two or more 

lexical items, which seem to be similar in meaning, as absolute synonyms. As Liu (2010) 

points out “synonyms are often not entirely identical in meaning and hence not completely 

interchangeable” (p. 1).  Divjak (2006) also argues against absolute synonymy; in his terms, 

they “are neither in free variation, nor in complementary distribution” (cf. Liu, 2010, p. 1). 

Semanticists, like Ullmann, also claim that true synonyms are not common and admit 

that although there might be similarities in “objective” meaning, at an “emotive, stylistic, or 
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dialectal” level, possible differences cannot be excluded (cf. Edmonds 1999).  Lyons (1995) 

defines near-synonymy as “expressions that are more or less similar, but not identical, in 

meaning” (p. 60). Here, Lyons (1995) does not give either an example or a further 

explanation of what he means by ‘more or less’ similar. Lyons (1995) also proposes another 

kind of near-synonymy, namely “partial synonymy”. Partial synonyms are identical in 

meaning, but they do not fulfil the conditions of absolute synonymy, i.e. they are not 

synonymous in all contexts (cf. Lyons, 1995, p. 60). Cruse (1986) also suggests two variants 

of near-synonymy: cognitive synonyms and plesionyms. In the case of intersubstitution, the 

former keep the truth-conditions of a sentence. However, with regard to style, register, or 

collocation, expressive changes in meaning are possible (cf. Edmonds, 1999, p. 19).  For 

instance, sentence (3) and (4) entail one another, thus smart and clever are cognitive-

synonyms.  

In contrast, plesionyms describe near-synonyms that do not preserve the truth-

conditions, but still have semantic similarity. As shown in sentences (5) and (6), laugh and 

smile do not entail one another, and therefore they are considered to be plesionyms. 

(3).     The boy is smart. 

(4).     The boy is clever. 

(5)     The boy makes the girl laugh. 

(6)     The boy makes the girl smile. 

2.3.5.3 Saussurean Approach vs. Prototype-Theory Approach 

Ferdinand de Saussure (2001) explains synonymy in terms of opposition. 

         Innerhalb einer und derselben Sprache begrenzen sich gegenseitig alle Worte, welche 

verwandte Vorstellungen ausdrücken: Synonyme wie denken, meinen, glauben haben 

ihren besonderen Wert nur durch ihre Gegenüberstellung (p. 138). 
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 (All words in a language that express similar ideas are in opposition to one another: 

Synonyms, like think, mean, believe only gain value when they are in opposition). 

Here, de Saussure in fact proposes a method for discriminating the nuances between 

words which are similar in meaning. For him, words obtain their own semantic value only in 

comparison to their opposites, like smile-frown, or laugh-cry. 

The prototype-theory established by Rosch (1978) implies the graded notion of 

categories. In these categories some members are more central than others. For instance, a 

robin is a more prototypical bird than a turkey, since they cannot fly nor sing. In this sense, 

the most clear distinction between the Saussurean and the prototype-theory approach is that 

the latter is based on similarity to a prototype and words are solely defined in positive terms. 

Rosch (1978) confesses that such categories do not have well-defined boundaries. By 

referring to Wittgenstein (1953) she says: “Categorical judgements become a problem only if 

one is concerned with boundaries” (Rosch, 1978, p. 36). Hirst (1995) underlines the 

effectiveness of a prototype approach by saying that some plesionyms might be better 

expressed by prototypes of the same concept. 

For classroom teaching, it might be helpful to make use of these two notion in a 

complementary way when it comes to explaining the differences between near-synonyms. 

However, the application of these methods strongly depends on the students’ lexical 

knowledge. For instance, if they are not familiar with the antonym of cry, the teacher might 

then have the opportunity to switch to the prototype-theory approach by giving exemplars for 

cry. 

2.3.6 Synonymy in Dictionaries 

Erlauben ‘to allow’, a lexical item used in the present empirical study, and allow are 

taken here as examples, and their entries are examined in both the German and English 
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reference works DUDE% 8, Sinn- und sachverwandte Wörter (1997)  and Oxford Thesaurus 

of English  (2004)  which are standard reference books throughout the world.  

The entries given there contain the following information. 

 

 

 

 

Both entries show that the German synonymous dictionary Duden 8 (1997) provides 

fewer synonyms for the entry erlauben. It also lacks the information about the ‘opposite’ 

expressions of the lexical item which is indicated in the Oxford Thesaurus of English (2004). 

However, neither entry offers a convincing explanation of the apparently synonymous items, 

nor do they provide any additional information about syntagmatic structures. It is also quite 

impossible to see overlaps of different word meanings since contextual specifications are 

completely ignored.  Yet the reference materials do not offer detailed information about 

usage patterns; this is considered by Partington (1998, p.47) to be “positively dangerous for 

the non-native speaker”. Furthermore, Storjohann (2006) criticises especially the thesaurus of 

the German language from the users’ perspective: 

Das Bedürfnis nach zusätzlicher lexikografischer Information spricht aber auch dafür, 

dass  Nutzerinnen und Nutzer ein Bewusstsein dafür haben, dass semantische und 

allow: 1. permit, let, authorize, give some permission to, give authorization to, give leave 
to, sanction, grant, grant someone the right, license, empower, enable, entitle, qualify, 
consent to, assent to, give one’s consent/ assent to, give one’s blessing to, give 
someone/something the nod, acquiesce in, agree to, accede to, approve of, tolerate, 
countenance, suffer, brook; legalize, legitimatize, legitimate; informal give the  go-ahead to, 
give the thumbs up to, OK, give the OK, give the green light to, say the word.[opposites] 
prevent, forbid. 2. set aside, allocate, allot, earmark, designate, spare, devote, give, afford, 
apportion, assign. 3. provide for, plan for, make plans for, get ready for, cater for, take into 
consideration, take into account, make provision for, make preparations for, prepare for, 
accommodate, make allowances for, make concessions for, arrange for, bargain for, reckon 
with. [opposite]discount. 4. admit, acknowledge, recognize, agree, accept, concede, grant, 
own, confess, accede. [opposite] deny. 
 
(Dictionary entry allow taken from Oxford Thesaurus of ENGLISH Second Edition (2004)) 

 

erlauben: billigen; sich erlauben, beehren (sich); sich etwas erlauben, erdreisten (sich) 
 
(Dictionary entry erlauben taken from DUDEN 8, Sinn- und sachverwandte Wörter (1997)) 
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syntaktische Restriktionen relevant und kontextuell variabel sind. Während oft 

gefordert wird, dass Wörterbücher sich aufgrund ihrer Funktion als „kulturelle 

Gebrauchsgegenstände“ (Wiegand 1998, p. 298 f.) oder „utility product“ (Bergenholz/ 

Johnson 2005, p. 118) auch an den Bedürfnissen der Nutzerinnen und Nutzer 

orientieren  sollen, trägt die deutschsprachige Lexikografie der Forderung nach 

benutzerfreundlicheren Synonymwörterbüchern nicht Rechnung (Storjohann, 2006, p. 

4). (The need for supplement lexicograhic information shows that users are aware of 

semantic and syntactic restrictions which are relevant and variable based on context. 

Whereas it is often asked to adapt dictionaries to the needs of the users because of their 

function as ‘cultural commodities’, or ‘utility product’, the German lexicography does 

not fulfill the demand for user-friendly thesauri). 

2.3.7 Synonymic Corpus Data 

The previous section pointed out the lack of empirical approaches to the description of 

language use in most of the dictionaries. This deficiency of dictionaries can be balanced by 

studying language based on examples of authentic language use, which is possible by means 

of corpora. Electronic corpora, like the Corpus of Contemporary American English, offer an 

extensive database to lexicographers for analysing contextual environments of an entry 

systematically and holistically. With this in mind, lexicographers are able to provide 

information about various semantic distinctions in the usage of a lexical item. The present 

study will call for a close corpus-based analysis of a verbal set of near-synonyms since in 

Liu’s (2010) terms, “corpus-based descriptions of language have been shown to be much 

more accurate and informative than traditional non-corpus-based descriptions” (Liu, 2010, p. 

3).  In terms of synonymy, for learners, corpora serve as a resource of examples of native 

usage, embedded in various possible contexts. Therefore Partington (1998) concludes:  
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Comparing the collocational behaviour of so-called synonyms in concordance data may 

supplement dictionary information and help learners decide in what circumstances 

substitution of one item for the other is possible in a text (Partington, 1998, p. 29). 

Storjohann (2006) summarizes her observation about synonymy in dictionaries and 

corpora in her article “Kontextuelle Variabilität synonymer Relationen” as follows: 

1) Im Korpus nachweisbare Synonyme wurden bisher nicht in Wörterbüchern erfasst. 

(Synonyms which were proven in the corpus have not entered the dictionaries.) 

2) Synonyme aus existierenden Wörterbüchern tauchen nicht in gemeinsamen oder 

ähnlichen Kontexten auf und qualifizieren sich aufgrund der Korpusbefunde nicht als 

bedeutungsäquivalent. 

(According to the corpus results synonyms from thesauri do not appear in common or 

similar contexts and are not qualified as similar in meaning.) 

3) Synonyme Wortpaare aus existierenden Wörterbüchern tauchen in gemeinsamen 

Kontexten auf, stehen aber nicht in synonymer, sondern in kausaler Beziehung. 

(Synonymous word pairs from thesauri appear in common contexts; however they are 

not synonymous, but in causal relation.) 

4) Synonyme Ausdrücke tauchen häufig in gemeinsamen Kontexten in ko-hyponymer 

Relation zueinander auf. 

(Synonymous expressions often occur in common contexts in a co-hyponymous 

relation to each other.) 

5) Synonyme unterliegen strikten semantischen Einschränkungen, die bisher 

lexikografisch nicht festgehalten wurden. 

(Synonyms are subject to strict semantic restrictions, which were not registered 

lexicographically.) 
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6) Synonyme unterliegen syntaktischen Restriktionen, die bisher lexikografisch nicht 

dokumentiert wurden (Storjohann, 2006, p. 7). 

(Synonyms are subject to syntactic restrictions, which were not registered 

lexicographically.)  

As Storjohann (2006) points out in her observation, so-called synonyms can vary in 

meaning depending on the context in which they are used. Therefore, in order to study the 

internal structure of apparently synonymous items and the relation between words of a 

synonymous group it is useful to build largely on a corpus-based approach.  

In the present study, the verbal set erlauben, ermöglichen, gestatten, and genehmigen 

are not only examined in a L2 questionnaire but also in the electronic corpus COSMAS II of 

the ‘Institut für Deutsche Sprache in Mannheim’ (IDS)1, which mainly consists of newspaper 

articles from the 1990s through the end of 2008. With a co-occurrence analysis, COSMAS II 

offers a wide range of examples. Furthermore, a corpus-based dictionary of contemporary 

German of the IDS, ELEXIKO, is used as a supplementary resource. This reference work 

provides descriptions of lexical items and phrases and describes semantic, lexical and 

grammatical features of words in context. 

The corpus-based analysis serves as a contrastive frame of reference for the L2 

questionnaire in providing data which refers to L1 German speakers. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                              
1 for information on IDS and COSMAS II: http://www.ids-mannheim.de/ 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

 

In the present study, a set of near-synonyms are examined by means of native speaker 

corpora and by a questionnaire conducted with fourteen students. The study focuses on the 

degree there is a match or mismatch in native German usage of apparently synonymous verb 

structures and learners’ usage (L1 English, L2 German) of similar structures. Due to their 

semantic complexity and intricate internal structure the following German verbs of enabling 

and obligation were chosen: erlauben, ermöglichen, gestatten, and genehmigen. Another 

important reason for looking at this set of near-synonyms is on the one hand their 

interchangeability but also, depending on the context, their non-interchangeability. For 

example, it is possible to use erlauben and gestatten in the following sentence: Meine Eltern 

erlauben/gestatten, dass ich rauche ‘My parents allow that I smoke’; however, it is not 

possible to make use of genehmigen in this sentence.  

The first purpose of the study is to illuminate the problematic nature of German 

synonymous verb acquisition. This is salient in foreign language instruction since numerous 

synonymous structures in the target language may not correspond to structures in English. 

For instance, the German verbs fragen and (er)bitten  which are similar in meaning, but not 

always interchangeable, do only have one equivalent in English, namely ‘to ask’ (cf. PONS 

Großwörterbuch ENGLISCH, 2005). In a sentence like: Könnte ich Sie um Verzeihung 

bitten? ‘Excuse me’, probably L2 German learners need to have an explanation why bitten 

and fragen are not interchangeable in this context.  As Benware (1986) concludes, it is 

common that “two or more synonymous words in the target language have a single 
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equivalent in the learner’s native language” (p. 185). Therefore, an examination of corpus 

examples of the German verbs in question at the range of the syntactic and semantic behavior 

and the degree of overlap are necessary for a pedagogical approach. The second purpose of 

the present study is to analyze how native speakers of English use erlauben, ermöglichen, 

gestatten, and genehmigen in different contexts. With this in mind, the study measures the 

participants’ certainty in their lexical decisions and shows to what extent semantic nuances 

were recognized.  

To date, research shows an amount of comparative analysis of internal lexical and 

syntactic structures of the German language. Benware (1986), for instance, analyzes German 

verbs which are similar in meaning. In his study, he places emphasis on three of the main 

points. 

First the “extended paraphrases or definitions in German and/or English,” second, the 

“reference to stylistic and/ or contextual differences,” and third, “the use of syntactic and/ or 

semantic features.”  Benware provides brief definitions for these three approaches by 

referring to certain linguistic written works (i.e. fehler abc English-German by Horst Zindler 

and William Barry) which pursue the strategy of extended paraphrases. For illustrating the 

first point, Benware paraphrases besichtigen-betrachten-beobachten  and gives short 

definitions of each, which could be roughly translated as to look in English. In a short 

paragraph, Benware refers to the second points by explaining that stylistic levels describe 

registers, like elevated or colloquial, and context, from his point of view, refers to the 

appropriate use of lexical items (cf. p. 186). Beyond the syntactic characteristics of verbs, he 

places an emphasis on semantic features by making reference to the semantic difference 

among the complements. A very appropriate tool he used is Helbig and Schenkel’s categories 

for complements as “human” (vs. inhuman), “animate” (vs. inanimate), which I also utilized 

in my corpus analysis. Thus, Benware’s methodology seems to be contrastive and theoretical 
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which served as a frame of reference for my corpus analysis, although Benware’s study was 

not based on corpora.  

 In this context, Fagan (2004) examined the correct usage of German bringen and 

nehmen (both: ‘to take’) by referring to L2 settings. In her contrastive analysis, like Benware, 

she also points out that English often tends to use “broader terms,” whereas German 

“regularly forces a semantic distinction within a lexical field” (p. 15). 

 However, both authors do not go beyond their theoretical approach and analyze how L2 

German learners actually treat synonymous structures in their target language.  

Therefore, the aim of this study is to consider not only the internal structure and the 

native usage of the verbal set erlauben, ermöglichen, gestatten, and genehmigen  by means of 

the Corpus COSMAS II, but also their usage by nonnative German foreign language learners. 

3.1 Method 1: Questionnaire 

The participants in the study included 14 native speakers of English studying German at 

a university in the southern United States, all of whom are taking German courses at the 300 

level or above.2 The paper-based questionnaire was in a silent classroom of the university and 

its duration was approximately 20 minutes. The participants of the aforementioned study, 

attending 300 level courses, are not necessarily majors in German, but they might also be 

minors. All German language courses are supposed to be taught in the target language; 

however, a switch to English during class discussions cannot be excluded. Although I tried to 

get a homogenous group of subjects with regard to their language proficiency, external 

German influences are still expected. By this, I mean that some participants may have 

German relatives, or parents which might have strongly influenced their German proficiency 

in contrast to L2 German students who are only experiencing the target language in the 

                                              
2 At 300 level: Basically corresponds to the 3rd year of undergraduate study within this field. 
The participants attended two classes of 1st year German language, two classes of 2nd year 
German language, and for the most part, one 3rd year German language and literature class. 
Above 300 level: 4th year undergraduate level and Graduate level. 
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classroom. Therefore, I expect from those, who have external German influence, a higher 

degree of certainty in the usage of the verbal set and the ability to distinguish between 

semantic nuances.  

In order to extract information about each subject’s language background the 

questionnaire was divided into two parts. The first part collected personal information about 

the participants’ linguistic background, especially their experience with German, while the 

second portion consists of the test. Before starting with the exercises, the participants were 

asked to identify their level of knowledge and answer questions. Some of them are: 

1. What is/are your native language(s)? 

2. Which foreign languages have you studied at High School or College? (Please 

indicate the time period) 

3. How long have you studied German so far? Is German your major or minor? 

4. Are you using German outside your German classes? (Maybe you have German 

relatives, friendsm, etc.?) 

In the next portion, participants were supposed to verify the usage of the provided 

German verbs by selecting one of the following four choices for each:  

1. I know this word, and I do use it. 

2. I know this word, and sometimes I use it 

3. I know this word, but I have never used it. 

4. I don’t know this word.  

The results of this portion should make it possible to check the lexical knowledge of 

those verbs which might play a decisive role in the evaluation of lexical choice. It also 

provides information about whether or not a specific lexical choice is picked at random.  
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This portion is followed by the section including the verbal set erlauben, ermöglichen, 

gestatten, and genehmigen. Before starting with the task, I provided the following 

instructions to the participants: 

1. Complete the sentences below by using the correct forms (Infinitiv: haben, 

konjugiertes Verb: hat, hatte, etc.) of one of the verbs (indicated at the top of each 

section) for each blank. 

Also indicate if you are certain or uncertain of each verb in each column.   

2. For each sentence, write your answer(s) in the box to its right. 

3. It is preferable to mark an X as opposed to guessing wildly. 

4. If you think more than one word above is a good answer, write the correct form of all 

of those words in the box. 

5. Please do not use any dictionaries. 

 It is important to mention that the instructions are not explicitly describing what the 

purpose of the study is. Therefore, I did not explain that the verbs in the set are similar in 

meaning, and that they are asked to use them appropriately in context. The reason for this 

decision is that I was looking for data based on ‘snapshots’ of the participants’ current 

German proficiency. However, indirectly, the participants had time to have a good look at 

each verb while they were verifying their knowledge about them before starting with the 

tasks. Thus, this study does not give any data to clarify to what extent the participants were 

aware that sometimes there was or was not a degree of synonymy at play. 

 The next part is compromised of ten sentences with blanks. The students are asked to 

fill in those gaps with the appropriate verb. In order to eliminate grammatical confusion 

which could prevent the informants from concentrating on the meaning of the verbs in 

context, there are two separate columns, one of which asks only for the verb in the infinitive 
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form, and one for the conjugated form. Furthermore, for each choice participants indicate 

whether or not they fulfilled each task with certainty. 

The following example illustrates the described concept of the questionnaire: 

Table 1: Excerpt of the Questionnaire 

  

Infinitiv 

Certain (C) /  

Uncertain (UC) 

 

Konjugiertes Verb 

Certain (C) / 

Uncertain (UC) 

Example:  

 

 

Die Kommission hat den Bau der Fabrik                                          

                                 .              

 

 

 

 

genehmigen 

   

 

C 

 

 

 

 

genehmigt 

 

 

C 

 

 An emphasis is put on indicating whether their choice for the lexical decision and the 

conjugation of the verb form was a certain or uncertain attempt in order to minimize the 

degree of guessing wildly.   

The majority of the sentences were chosen from the DUDE%, Deutsches 

Universalwörterbuch (2006), others were created by me. Since I found no previous research 

examining the same area, the whole questionnaire was also made by me. 

In the formulation of the sentences, the main criterion was to cover the most common 

contexts of each verb. For instance, sentences of erlauben referred especially to colloquial 

register, for example: My parents allow that I sleep at her house. For gestatten, the 

questionnaire provided two specific contexts: gestatten used in a polite formulation, and in an 
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imperative sentence. Moreover, ermöglichen was tested for its use in a technical register, and 

genehmigen in a political and judicial context. 

3.2 Method: Corpora 

In order to develop a more satisfactory description of the verbal sets, a close corpus-

based study of the near-synonyms aims to uncover the native speaker semantic and usage 

differences among the verbs in question. In this respect, similar syntactic and semantic 

behavior of the verbs was easily extractable from co-occurrence lists. 

As mentioned in Synonymy in Corpora (Part 2.3.7) the German verbal set erlauben, 

ermöglichen, gestatten, and genehmigen  were examined in the electronic corpus COSMAS II 

which is a search engine of the ‘Institut für Deutsche Sprache’ (IDS, Institue for German 

Language). During the preparation of my research, one of the linguists at the IDS specializing 

in corpus and lexical semantics gave me a consultation on COSMAS II which mainly consists 

of newspaper articles taken from the nineties up until 2008. The reason for choosing this 

corpus is that it represents the present-day German language. Furthermore, it has an 

exhaustive database consisting of 5750 documents, or rather 15, 2 million texts. However, 

since COSMAS II is especially based on newspapers, it provides a wide range of political 

context. 

The German verbal set erlauben, ermöglichen, gestatten, and genehmigen were 

examined for the following criteria:  

- categorization of subjects/ objects (animate, inanimate-other, inanimate-concrete, 

inanimate-abstract) 

- voice (active, passive)  

- semantic context ( academic, technical, education; medical, athletic; art fictional; 

political, law; other unknown) 
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In one of my unpublished manuscripts that focused on synonymous verbal structures in 

English, it appeared that the aforementioned criteria were contributing elements in a corpus-

based analysis of semantic nuances. Therefore, the examination of voice provides 

grammatical structures of the verbs in question, whereas the categorization of the subjects 

and objects gives data about the verbs’ lexical semantics and syntax.  

For this analysis forty sentences were randomly chosen from the co-occurrence list and 

evaluated for the points mentioned above. The following extract illustrates how sentences for 

the entry in question (here: erlauben) appear in COSMAS II: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

A98     Das Ferrari-Team konnte es sich sogar erlauben, Schumacher und  Irvine zweimal zum 

A98              -, die Frage als solche muss erlaubt sein: Kann der politische Thurgau einem 

A99                 Denn Erdbeobachtungsdaten erlauben bereits während des Einschneiens die 

A99                             Rechenmodelle erlauben den Forschern auch die Feststellung, 

A00         Das amerikanische Zivilrecht aber erlaubt Klagen von Gewaltopfern. 

A00                 Verbrennen ist auch nicht erlaubt. 

June, 7th, 2010 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

 

4.1. Questionnaire 

Fourteen L2 German students completed the questionnaire (see appendix) solely with 

the proviso that participants are ranged in German proficiency at the 3rd year college level or 

above. The first section of the questionnaire which was focused on the linguistic background 

of the participants revealed that all subjects fulfilled the condition although under different 

circumstances and qualifications. Therefore, participants could be classified under three 

groups:  

Figure 4.1: Linguistic Background of the Participants 

As is apparent from the figure, eight of fourteen participants stayed for some time in 

Germany due to a school or university exchange program and family visits (especially group 

1. %ative speakers of English with no or minimal residence (exchange etc.) in Germany  
 
 Subjects: 6, 7, 8, 10, 11, 13; Total: 6 

 
 
2. %ative speakers of English who lived in Germany for a few months or even longer 
(exchange, work, visiting family) 
 
1*, 2, 3, 4*, 5, 9, 12*, 14; Total: 8 
 
 
3. %ative speakers of English with German relatives (parent(s), husband) 
 
1* (probably parents), 4* (mother German), 12* (husband German) 
 
 

* Subjects of the second group also fulfil criteria of the third group. 
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3), the rest either have never been to Germany or solely visited Germany as a tourist for a 

very short time (max. three weeks). In the case of group 2, we might assume that the 

participants’ German proficiency might be influenced by their experiences in Germany. 

Another question in the first section giving some insight into the participants’ linguistic 

proficiency is how long they have studied German so far. The following table displays this 

information: 

Figure 4.2: German Study of the Participants in Years 

The results show that, on average, participants in group 1 have studied German 5 years, 

and group 2 approximately 6 years. 

Before starting with the tasks students verified their knowledge about the verbs in 

question, erlauben, ermöglichen, gestatten, and genehmigen. The following figure 

summarizes these results: 
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Figure 4.3: Participants’ Knowledge about the Verbal Set 

It can be seen that gestatten and genehmigen are the verbs which are indicated as I don’t 

know this word for the most part. Furthermore, it seems that erlauben is the most common 

word in this set, and ermöglichen is known by the majority of the participants; however, it is 

not as widely used as erlauben. 

4.1.1 Certainty Rate in Lexical Choice 

In this part, certainty and uncertainty in the lexical choice of the participants are 

measured from three viewpoints. All results are based on how each subject perceived her/his 

certainty or uncertainty with regard to every single entry for each task. In this respect, the 

participants indicated their certainty (C) or uncertainty (UC) each time separately for both, 

their lexical choice and the conjugation of the chosen verb. Therefore, the findings reflect the 

subjects’ subjective perception of their proficiency of the near-synonyms in an instant 

situation of lexical decision. The first figure reflects the overall certainty rate covering the 

whole questionnaire. 
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Figure 4.4: Certainty /Uncertainty  

In total, 14 subjects indicated a certainty rate of 80% and an uncertainty rate of 60% for 

all of the tasks. In this context, it is interesting to know how each group perceived the tasks. 

Therefore, the next graph demonstrates this idea. 

Figure 4.5: Certainty/ Uncertainty per Group  

It is obvious that group 3 indicated the highest degree of certainty, whereas group 1 

indicated the highest degree of uncertainty. Therefore, it seems that group 3 was quite sure in 

their lexical choice perhaps due to their advanced linguistic background. 

The next graph illustrates the certainty rate for each verb. 
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Figure 4.6: Certainty/ Uncertainty per Verb 

It is apparent from this graph that participants are significantly certain of both, erlauben 

and gestatten, followed by genehmigen and ermöglichen. Moreover, it appears that 

ermöglichen seems to be the most problematic verb in this graph, although in Figure 4.3, over 

25% of participants indicated I know this word and I do use it. 

4.1.2 Correct Usage in Context 

In this section, the correct usage of the verbs in given contexts is viewed from different 

perspectives. The first table refers to the mean score of correctness/ incorrectness obtained by 

all participants: 
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In the evaluation of the questionnaires, I considered not only ‘exact’ answers to be 

correct, but also ‘related’ answers. By ‘related’ or ‘exact’, I refer to the lexical choice. 

Therefore, if a student made use of a verb which does not correspond to the sa

is in general usable in the given context, this lexical choice was regarded as correct. 

instance, sentence 3 is : Ich komme, sobald meine Zeit es. 

form of ermöglichen; however, results with 

Nevertheless, more than the half of the participants failed to use the four verbs 

appropriately in context. Therefore, the class averaged 48% correct answers for the whole 

task.  

It was also possible to analyze correctness with regard 

the following figure: 

Figure 4.8: Correctness per Group
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In the evaluation of the questionnaires, I considered not only ‘exact’ answers to be 

correct, but also ‘related’ answers. By ‘related’ or ‘exact’, I refer to the lexical choice. 

Therefore, if a student made use of a verb which does not correspond to the sa

is in general usable in the given context, this lexical choice was regarded as correct. 

Ich komme, sobald meine Zeit es. This sentence requires a conjugated 

however, results with erlauben were viewed as right. 

Nevertheless, more than the half of the participants failed to use the four verbs 

appropriately in context. Therefore, the class averaged 48% correct answers for the whole 

It was also possible to analyze correctness with regard to each group, which is shown in 

roup 

It is obvious that group 3 was most successful followed by group 2. Group 1 

only approximately 26% of the items correctly, whereas group 2 answered almost tw

. Thus, each group’s perception of certainty correlates to the degree of 

correctness per group in the study: group 1 indicated the lowest certainty and achieved the 
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the most successful group in the study. Therefore, all groups seem to be able to judge their 

proficiency in the study in a realistic and correct way.  

Moreover, a closer inspection of the answers revealed to which extent each verb was 

used correctly in context. The results of this analysis are displayed in Figure 4.9. 

Figure 4.9: Correctness per Verb 

As indicated by Figure 4.6 erlauben, which participants judged as the verb of which 

they are most certain, scored best, with a mean of approximately 20 %, while all three, 

ermöglichen, genehmigen, and gestatten achieved exactly half of the score of erlauben. 

4.1.3   Frequency in Usage of the Verbs 

In this section, the question raised is how many times each verb was utilized regardless 

of context. In other words, which verbs did the participants prefer the most in the 

questionnaire, and which of the four verbs were utilized less. The results are as follows: 
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Figure 4.10: Frequency of the Verbs 

As is shown in the figure, erlauben again scored the highest percentage.  Although 

gestatten was perceived as the most ‘certain’ verb, during the questionnaire, it was only used 

17 times, like genehmigen.  

4.1.4 Gaps 

In order to avoid results based on guesses, participants were allowed to skip certain 

tasks they were not able to solve. In the study, it was recognizable that a large number of 

items were not completed by all participants.  

In this sense, one might ask which sentences caused a problem, and consequently, 

which verbs would these unsolved sentences require. The next figure illustrates to what 

extent verbs were not inserted in these unsolved sentences. 
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Figure 4.11: Gaps per Verb 

More items whose answer was gestatten were left unanswered than those answered by 

any other single verb, followed in order by ermöglichen and genehmigen, and then by 

erlauben. 

 

4.2. Corpus: COSMAS II 

In the following sections findings from the search engine COSMAS II are presented for 

the verbal set. All graphics are based on the evaluation of forty randomly chosen sentences 

from the corpus. Therefore, the results cannot be considered to be absolutely exact, since 

otherwise thousands of sentences would have to be evaluated; however they reflect in each 

category approximative results. 

4.2.1 Overall Frequency 

First, we need to look at the overall usage patterns of the four verbs in order to see the 

frequency of these verbs in contemporary German. Because all four verbs may also function 

as participles, or nouns, to analyze each item’s verbal use, I utilized the following pattern: for 

instance ‘&erlauben’. Then I excluded all non-verbal structures which come up in the 

COSMAS II search engine in groups, for instance ‘gestattender (40 tokens)’. The results 

reported in Table 2 indicated the following frequency order, illustrated from lowest to 
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highest: gestatten, genehmigen, erlauben, and ermöglichen. The last two seem to be used 

much more frequently than the first two; however, as indicated earlier, the results are based 

on a newspaper search engine and therefore, cannot provide absolute information on the 

lexical items, but it can show tendencies in the overall frequency which must be regarded as 

providing an estimate. Though the total frequency is important information, this table does 

not tell us anything about meaning and specific usage patterns. 

 

Table 2: Frequency of the Four Verbs 

gestatten genehmigen Erlauben Ermöglichen 

21,561 75,944 140,044 179,705 

 

4.2.2   Subject 

Figure 4.12: Subjects per Verb 

As shown in the graph, all verbs are represented in the category of animate subject. It is 

quite obvious that erlauben and gestatten have the highest frequency of use with an animate 

subject, followed by genehmigen. In the second category ‘inanimate-other’, which cover all 

non-concrete, and non-abstract inanimate subjects, it is statistically significant that 

ermöglichen and gestatten tie the highest frequency of use with inanimate subjects, among 
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this set of verbs. In addition, in comparing both categories, inanimate concrete and inanimate 

abstract, it seems that genehmigen and gestatten are not preferable verbs for inanimate 

abstract subjects. Moreover, it is remarkable that genehmigen is very often utilized with 

inanimate-concrete subjects. 

4.2.3 Object 

Figure 4.13: Objects per Verb 

With regard to the kind of objects used with this set of verbs, it is noticeable that again 

all verbs take an animate object; however, genehmigen is shown more with inanimate 

concrete objects. Concerning inanimate abstract, like in Figure 4.12, erlauben and 

ermöglichen are more often used with inanimate abstract objects in contrast to gestatten and 

genehmigen. 
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4.2.4 Voice 

Figure 4.14: Voice per Verb 

All verbs are predominantly utilized in active voice, with substantially less use in the 

passive voice. However, gestatten and genehmigen tend to be the two verbs which are more 

preferred in passive voice than erlauben and ermöglichen. 

4.2.5 Semantic Context 

Figure 4.15: Semantic Contexts per Verb 

With regard to the first category (academic, technical, educational), it seems that 

ermöglichen is made use of the most, whereas genehmigen appeared least frequently in this 

context. In the second category ‘medical’, it bears mentioning that genehmigen is not used at 
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all. Furthermore, it is quite obvious that erlauben is used in all four contexts frequently, but 

especially in fiction it is utilized the most. 

While viewing the context ‘politics and law’, it is quite important to take into account 

that COSMAS II is based on newspapers and therefore, depending on the news, the ‘politics 

and law’ context might have been represented more strongly than other categories. Thus, the 

high scores should only reflect tendencies within the verbal set. Moreover, the results indicate 

that especially genehmigen is widely used in this context. 
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CHAPTER 5 

ANALYSIS 

 

In the following sections, all four verbs are examined by means of corpus-based 

findings on the one hand, and the results of the questionnaire study on the other. 

 

5.1 erlauben ‘allow’/ ‘permit‘ 

5.1.1 erlauben in the Corpus and Dictionaries 

According to the DUDEN Deutsches Universalwörterbuch (2007) three basic 

definitions can be made. The first explanation says that erlauben refers to an action in which 

a person or institution allows another person or group to do something. The following 

examples provided by COSMAS II illustrate this meaning of erlauben. 

1. Nach den Worten der Sprecherin für Jugendpolitik der Unionsfraktion, Maria  

Eichhorn, ist es unverantwortlich, den Verkauf bis zu zehn Gramm Haschisch zu 

erlauben. (Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 1995) 

According to Maria Eichorn, the speaker of Youth Policy Institute, it is irresponsible 

to allow the selling of hashish up to ten grams. 

2. „Das werde ich ihm nicht erlauben“, erklärte Rahman der Baltimore Sun. 

(Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 2005) 

“I won’t allow this,” explained Rahman to the Baltimore Sun. 

3. „Das Verbot ist richtig. Viele Eltern erlauben ihren Kindern aber das rauchen. […]“ 

(Braunschweiger Zeitung, 2006) 

“The prohibition is fair. Lots of parents allow their children to smoke.” 
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These examples outline that so far, the persons or institutions who allow an action have 

the power to make final decisions. Furthermore, in this context, gestatten can be used as a 

synonym. 

DUDEN provides a second definition. In cases when erlauben is utilized in its reflexive 

form, namely sich erlauben, it refers to a situation where a person or group takes liberties for 

an action. The example illustrates this notion: 

4. Eine Frau berichtete, ihr Auto sei aus der Tiefgarage verschwunden. Nachdem die 

Kripo die üblichen Daten zur Fahndung weitergeleitet hatte, meldete sich die Frau 

erneut und erzählte, ihr Ehemann habe sich einen Scherz erlaubt und den Wagen in 

eine Seitenstraße gefahren. (Frankfurter Rundschau, 1997) 

A woman reported that her car was missing. After the CID officers had processed the 

report documents, the woman came to report that her husband ‘had a little joke’ with 

her and hid the car in the next street over. 

In this context, the person has the ability, power, or competence to make something 

happen or to deal with a situation which serves her own benefit. It would be appropriate to 

use sich gestatten in this given context. 

The third meaning of erlauben involves a process which is enabled by the existence of 

specific facts, or conditions. The following examples outline the third meaning. 

5. Die Ergebnisse eines Gedächtnistests erlauben Rückschlüsse auf die tatsächliche 

Merkleistung. (Mannheimer Morgen, 2002) 

The results of a memory test allow a conclusion to be drawn about the actual 

memorization performance. 

6. Die computerunterstützte Überbrückung von großen Entfernungen erlaubt einen 

Zugriff auf ein Objekt, egal, ob es ein U-Boot auf dem Meeresgrund oder ein Roboter 

auf dem Markt ist. (Oberösterreichische Nachrichten, 1996) 



 

The computer-aided connection over long 

makes no difference whether

market.  

When so used, erlauben 

which will be discussed in the later sections.

In the findings above, I presented syntactic and semantic information about the four 

verbs by means of forty tokens provided by the search engine COSMAS II. Now, a closer 

inspection of the outcome of erlauben

voice, and semantic context, attempts to shed a light on the native usage of the verb in detail.

5.1.1.1 Subject 

Figure 5.1: Subject - erlauben 

The co-occurence analysis shown in the search engine COSMAS II demonstrated an 

approximate usage of different subjects with regard to their frequency. As shown in the 

figure, a large category of subjects used with 

7. Der puritanisch ausgerichtete Vater

Mittel einzusetzen, um der Mutter das Ableben zu
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The Puritan father did not let him help his mother to take pain-relieving medicine in 

order to make her death less painful. 

When inanimate subjects are utilized with the verb, it is noticeable that it takes rather 

concrete subjects. The following example illustrates this notion. 

8.  Eine neuentdeckte chemische Reaktion erlaube die exakte Anordnung von         

      magnetischen Teilchen, die nur einige tausend Atome groß sind. (Salzburger     

      Nachrichten, 2000) 

      A recently-discovered chemical reaction allows the exact order of magnetic    

      particles which are only as big as a group of thousand atoms to be known. 

It is rather common in the German language to use adjectivals to describe a noun 

precisely. In the example Reaktion ‘reaction’ is described by two adjectives, namely 

neuentdeckte ‘newly discovered’ and chemische ‘chemical’.  Because of this narrow 

description in formulation, the subject is categorized as an inanimate concrete. Second 

language learners of German often say of the German language: “Deutsche Sprache, schwere 

Sprache”. Maybe the effort of German native speakers to choose the most exact words for 

describing a situation, and therefore creating long sentences with ‘complicated’ syntax 

patterns might contribute to the assumption that German is a difficult language. 

 



 

5.1.1.2 Object 

Figure 5.2: Object- erlauben 

Comparing this figure to the previous, we see rather similar tendencies for each 

category. Again there is a high amount of animate object usage and also inanimate concrete. 

However, inanimate abstract objects are also utilized a few times more 

abstract subjects. 

9. Chronik erlaubt Blick

The chronicle allows a closer inspection behind the scenes.

In this sentence, Blick is literally a look. It would be inanimate concrete, when 

refer to a human look; however here, the subject involves a ‘closer inspection behind the 

scenes’. 

At this point, L2 German students might wonder which words or terms co

with erlauben. The following figure
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to the previous, we see rather similar tendencies for each 

category. Again there is a high amount of animate object usage and also inanimate concrete. 
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The chronicle allows a closer inspection behind the scenes. 
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Figure 5.3: Some Collocates of erlauben 

5.1.1.3 Voice 

Figure 5.4: Voice- erlauben 

Within the forty randomly-chosen sentences, only seven sentences were formulated in 

passive voice. Therefore, erlauben  was especially prevalent in the active voice. The reason 

could be that in everyday usage people usually tend to use the active voice, maybe because of 

its less complex syntax, or because it is regarded as a canonical sentence formation. Passive 
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Some Collocates of erlauben 

Wer erlaubt etwas? ‘Who allows something?’  Behörde ‘council’, Eltern ‘parents’, 

Gesetzgeber ‘legislator’, Regierung ‘government’, Staat ‘state’, Verfassungsgericht 

‘constitutional court’ 

Wer erlaubt sich etwas? ‘Who allows oneself something?’  Chef ‘boss’, Mannschaft 

‘team’, Spieler ‘player’ 

Was erlaubt man? ‘What do they allow?’ Adoption ‘adoption’, Ausnahme ‘exception’, 

Rauchen ‘smoking’, Werbung ‘advertisement’  

Was erlaubt man sich? ‘What do you allow yourself?’ Fehler ‘mistakes’, Luxus ‘luxury’, 

Scherz ‘joke’, Spaß ‘fun’, Urteil ‘judgement’ 

Was erlaubt etwas? ‘What allows something?’ Gesundheitszustand ‘health’, System 

‘system’, Technik ‘technique’   

Was wird erlaubt? ‘What is allowed?’  Zugriff ‘access’, Einblick ‘insight’ 



 

can also play a strategic role. For instance, it is preferable whenever you intend to avoid 

responsibility. 

10. In einer äußerst seltenen Regelung 

Gewaltherrschaft bei den Lordrichtern in London Sachvorlagen einreichen.

(Nürnberger Nachrichten, 1998)

According to an extremely rare ruling, victims of Pinochet’s dictatorship were 

allowed to send files to the Lord Justice.

We only know that something was allowed by ruling, but we do not know by whom it is 

allowed. Thus, it seems that this strategic function is often applied in political or judicial 

contexts in order to avoid responsibility

5.1.1.4 Semantic Contexts 

The semantic context of 

following factors: 

 

Figure 5.5: Semantic Contexts

The diagram shows that 

also in academic, technical and educational discourse. An interestin

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

a
c
.,

 t
e
c
h
, 

e
d
u

65 

a strategic role. For instance, it is preferable whenever you intend to avoid 

In einer äußerst seltenen Regelung wurde erlaubt, dass die Opfer von Pinochets  

Gewaltherrschaft bei den Lordrichtern in London Sachvorlagen einreichen.

er Nachrichten, 1998) 

According to an extremely rare ruling, victims of Pinochet’s dictatorship were 

allowed to send files to the Lord Justice. 

We only know that something was allowed by ruling, but we do not know by whom it is 

this strategic function is often applied in political or judicial 

contexts in order to avoid responsibility and to protect specific people. 

The semantic context of erlauben extends over various areas. I put the accent on the 

s- erlauben 

The diagram shows that erlauben is especially chosen for political, judicial texts but 

also in academic, technical and educational discourse. An interesting issue of the outcome is 
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also that the verb is widely employed in literature. The reason for that could be that erlauben 

is one of the most frequently utilized verbs of permission in everyday usage, as it was 

indicated in the frequency table (see findings, chapter 4). 

5.1.2. erlauben in the Questionnaire 

The subjects’ indications about erlauben reveal the following outcome: 

Figure 5.6: Participants’ Knowledge- erlauben 

It seems that the majority of the participants are familiar with the verb and actively use 

it. However, three of the students do not know the word at all, although erlauben is rather 

frequently used in their textbook (Tschirner, Nikolai, & Terrell: Kontakte, 2008).  

5.1.2.1 Certainty Rate in the Usage of erlauben 

The following figure displays the overall certainty rate of erlauben: 
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Figure 5.7: Certainty/ Uncertainty- erlauben 

Although erlauben is a well-known verb frequently used in a previous textbook of 

many these learners (Tschirner, Nikolai, & Terrell: Kontakte, 2008), it is quite surprising that 

students were more uncertain than certain when deciding if the word is appropriate in the 

given sentence or not. At this point, it is necessary to focus on this issue by examining 

students’ degree of certainty. 

Figure 5.8: Certainty/ Uncertainty per Sentence- erlauben 
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My parents allow/permit me to spend the night at her place. 

S 5: Erlauben Sie, dass ich rauche? 

Will you permit me to smoke? 

S 6: Seine Gesundheit erlaubt diese Anstrengung nicht. 

His health does not permit this effort. 

S 10: Sie meinen wohl, Sie können sich alles erlauben? 

Do you think you can take the liberty of doing everything? 

Sentences 2 and 5 refer to the first definition of erlauben, which refers an action in 

which a person or institution allows another person or group to do something, whereas 

sentence 5 outlines a question of permission, but also of politeness. Sentence 6 is a typical 

sentence of definition three, and sentence 10 involves ‘taking the liberty of doing something’, 

which was explained in the second definition. 

A close look at the figure reveals that S 2 demonstrated the highest score in certainty, 

whereas with sentences 5, 6, and 10, students seem to be more uncertain than certain. At this 

point, we can conclude that subjects are mostly certain with the first definition of erlauben. 

They only have problems to use erlauben for expressing a polite question (S 5). Therefore, 

the participants recognize problems with the reflexive erlauben, as well as erlauben in the 

meaning of ‘enable’. 

At this point, it is interesting to see whether the participants’ subjective perception of 

their certainty and uncertainty per sentence are reliable rates or not and to what extent they 

overlap with the actual correctness rate of the erlauben-sentences. 
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5.1.2.2. Correct Usage in Context 

Figure 5.9: Correctness/ Incorrectness per Sentence- erlauben 

We observe that the patterns reflected by Figures 5.8 and 5.9 are similar. Sentence 2 has 

the highest score, which means that the participants were able to apply the first definition of 

erlauben rather successfully. This could also be due to the fact that allow, the English 

translation of erlauben, is used in similar context as well. To demonstrate this notion, 

consider the following example taken from the ‘Corpus of Contemporary American English’ 

(COCA)3: 

11. A lot of the parents allow the kids to drive pretty nice cars and they have to work 40   

hours a week to pay the insurance, "said Steve Lash (Denver Post, 1999) 

However, sentences 5 and 10 were under 50 % in the evaluation of correct answers. 

Looking at sentence 5 in the graph (Erlauben Sie, dass ich rauche?) outlines, that the majority 

of the students are not able to use erlauben in a polite question. Sentence 10 scored the worst 

rate in this set of sentences, with only 29% of participants selecting the correct answer. It 

                                              
3 Corpus of American Contemporary English (COCA): http://www.americancorpus.org 
COCA contains 400 million words of text from different genres, like newspapers, fiction, 
magazines, and academic texts, dating up to 2009.  
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seems that the third usage of erlauben is rather uncommon in the SLL classroom, or perhaps 

it is acquired only later.  

Another factor leading to this result could be that sentence 10 was the last task in the 

questionnaire, and therefore, students might have lost their concentration which could also 

lead to a weaker performance. However, sentence 6 resulted better, with a percentage of 50 

right answers. Thus, half of the participants were able to use erlauben correctly in that given 

context. They might have successfully transferred the same contextual situation of allow on 

this sentence with erlauben. The following example from COCA demonstrates that allow is 

utilized in the sense of the third definition of erlauben. 

Compare sentence 6 in the questionnaire: Seine Gesundheit erlaubt diese Anstrengung 

nicht, with the sentence:  

12. Since he finally admitted he did talk casually with the Cavaliers about becoming 

team president, Larry Brown also has insisted he would not coach any team but the 

Pistons and that he would absolutely remain a coach if his health allows. (Houston 

Chronicle, 2005) 

In addition, a closer look on the content of the students’ classroom textbook  (Tschirner, 

Nikolai, & Terrell: Kontakte, 2008) reveals that the textbook does not provide any 

explanations about the usage of erlauben and any examples of what learners were exposed to 

in the questionnaire. 

5.1.2.3 Gaps 

Figure 4.11 showed to what extent erlauben, ermöglichen, gestatten, and genehmigen 

were not inserted in the unsolved sentences. Figure 5.10 illustrates which sentences of this set 

remained unsolved and to what extent. 
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Figure 5.10: Gaps per Sentence- erlauben 

The high number of blanks in sentence 10 again demonstrate that this context of 

erlauben was the most problematic one in the set. Therefore, for a more successful usage of 

erlauben, it seems that the third definition of the word should be explicitly discussed in the 

FL classroom by providing appropriate contextual input for it. 

 

5.2. ermöglichen ‘enable’ 

5.2.1 ermöglichen in the Corpus and Dictionaries 

On closer inspection of the verb ermöglichen, one might recognize that the word 

consists of two elements: er-, which is a prefix mostly used for verbalizing a linguistic item 

(noun, adjective etc.) and möglich, an adjective which can be translated as 

possible.Therefore, even in a case when one might not know ermöglichen, it is probable to 

derive its meaning from the adjective möglich. DUDE% Deutsches Universalwörterbuch 

(2007) provides the following definition for ermöglichen: to make something feasible, 

possible. The following example from the COSMAS II illustrates the definition: 

13.     Das an der Universität von Michigan entwickelte und 1995 standardisierte LDAP 

ermöglicht einen einfachen Internet-Zugang zu Directory-Systemen nach dem   ITU-

Standard (Computer Zeitung, 1998). 
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The LDAP, developed at the University of Michigan and standardized in 1995, 

allows an easy internet access

At this point, it is to conclude that the definition of 

with the third meaning of erlauben.

ermöglicht with erlaubt in sentence 13. Thus, in Lyon’s terms, we can speak of absolute 

synonymy solely in this context for 

For more detailed information on the native usage of 

electronic search engine are summarized again in four categories, that is subjects, objects, 

voice, and semantic context. 

5.2.1.1 Subject 

Figure 5.11: Subject- ermöglichen

As shown in the graph, ermöglichen

mostly describe concrete nouns, like in the next example.

14. Der Bau schulischer Einrichtungen

(St. Galler Tagblatt, 2000)

The construction of school buildings

children. 
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The LDAP, developed at the University of Michigan and standardized in 1995, 

internet access into the directory systems after the ITU standards.

At this point, it is to conclude that the definition of ermöglichen completely overlaps 

erlauben. Therefore, it would also be appropriate to exchange 

in sentence 13. Thus, in Lyon’s terms, we can speak of absolute 

synonymy solely in this context for ermöglichen and erlauben.  

For more detailed information on the native usage of ermöglichen, the results from the 

summarized again in four categories, that is subjects, objects, 

ermöglichen 

ermöglichen is usually used with inanimate subjects, which 

mostly describe concrete nouns, like in the next example. 

schulischer Einrichtungen ermöglicht den Kindern eine neue

(St. Galler Tagblatt, 2000) 

of school buildings makes a new chance at life possible for 

inanimate-other
inanimate- concrete

inanimate-abstract

Subject

The LDAP, developed at the University of Michigan and standardized in 1995, 

to the directory systems after the ITU standards. 

completely overlaps 

Therefore, it would also be appropriate to exchange 

in sentence 13. Thus, in Lyon’s terms, we can speak of absolute 

, the results from the 

summarized again in four categories, that is subjects, objects, 

is usually used with inanimate subjects, which 

den Kindern eine neue Lebenschance. 

possible for 

ermöglichen



 

  In this example, it is noticeable that the subject is c

which makes a chance at life possible for children.

In other cases, an animate subject can also be formed with 

15. Der Kirchenführer ermöglicht

kunstvollen Barockkirche und bringt Anregungen für ein paar stille Minuten daheim

(St. Galler Tagblatt, 2000)

The tour guide of the church 

possible and suggests 

In this context, the church guide, who is responsible for touristic visits,

tour possible. Therefore, in this sense, the subject is the person who provides possibi

a group of people. To be more specific, the person does not give any permission, as is the 

case with erlauben. 

5.2.1.2 Object 

Figure 5.12: Object- ermöglichen

As far as objects are concerned, the high score of animate objects is recognizable. 

this case, the next example can be considered. 
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In this example, it is noticeable that the subject is clearly elaborated on with 

possible for children. 

animate subject can also be formed with ermöglichen.  

ermöglicht allen Interessierten einen geführten Besuch in der 

kunstvollen Barockkirche und bringt Anregungen für ein paar stille Minuten daheim

(St. Galler Tagblatt, 2000) 

guide of the church makes a guided tour of an ornate baroque church

 a few silent moments at home. 

In this context, the church guide, who is responsible for touristic visits,

possible. Therefore, in this sense, the subject is the person who provides possibi

a group of people. To be more specific, the person does not give any permission, as is the 

ermöglichen 

As far as objects are concerned, the high score of animate objects is recognizable. 

next example can be considered. (The animate object is underlined

Object

elaborated on with a genitive 

allen Interessierten einen geführten Besuch in der 

kunstvollen Barockkirche und bringt Anregungen für ein paar stille Minuten daheim. 

an ornate baroque church 

In this context, the church guide, who is responsible for touristic visits, makes a guided 

possible. Therefore, in this sense, the subject is the person who provides possibilities for 

a group of people. To be more specific, the person does not give any permission, as is the 

As far as objects are concerned, the high score of animate objects is recognizable. For 

(The animate object is underlined.) 

ermöglichen
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16. Ein abwechslungsreiches Programm ermöglichte den deutschen Jugendlichen, 

Landschaft und Geschichte dieses Landes näherzubringen. (Nürnberger Nachrichten, 

1996) 

A varied program made it possible to inform German youths about the scenery and 

history of this country. 

Therefore, the construction for this sentence would be: something/somebody enables 

someone to do something. 

It is not surprising that ermöglichen is frequently used with especially inanimate 

concrete objects. The following sentence from the COSMAS II serves as an example. 

17. Das Arbeitsrecht ermöglicht auch einen Ausstieg aus befristeten Verträgen. (Neue 

Kronen-Zeitung, 2000) 

The employment law allows terminating of contracts of limited duration. 

The reason why especially inanimate concrete subjects and objects are used rather 

frequently will be the topic of the section about semantic context below. 

Before analyzing voice, a summary of the most commonly used subjects and objects are 

presented in Figure 5.13. 

Figure 5.13: Some Collocates of ermöglichen 

 

Some collocates of ermöglichen 

 
Wer oder was ermöglicht etwas? ‘Who are what makes something possible?’ Bildung 
‘education’, Technik ‘technique’, Flexibilität ‘flexibility’,  Eltern ‘parents’, Gesetz ‘law’,  
 
Was wird ermöglicht? ‘What is made possible?’ Aufenthalt ‘stay’, Ausbildung 
‘education’, Besuch ‘visit’, Investitionen ‘investments’, Zugang ‘access’, Studium ‘study’ 
 
Wem wird etwas ermöglicht? ‘For whom is something possible?’ Bürger ‘citizen’, Eltern 
‘parents’, Kinder ‘children’, Länder ‘countries’,  Leute ‘people’, Menschen ‘human beings’, 
Schüler ‘students’ 
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5.2.1.3 Voice 

Figure 5.14: Voice- ermöglichen 

As was the case with erlauben, ermöglichen also provided few sentences in the passive 

voice.  

In these cases, the emphasis on the subject was almost always essential. If we take 

sentence 17 into consideration, it is important to know what enabled people to give up the 

contract of limited duration. However, there are also cases which emphasize the importance 

of passive usage, as follows: 

18. Die weltweit exportierende Uhrenindustrie im 19. Jahrhundert wurde ermöglicht  

durch die vielen Arbeitslosen aus der Deutschschweiz, durch Juden, die vor einem 

Pogrom aus dem Elsass flohen, durch jugendliche Waisen […]. (St. Galler Tagblatt, 

2007) 

The clock industry, which exported worldwide in the 19th century, was enabled by 

many unemployed persons, young orphans, and Jews, who fled from an organized 

massacre to Elsass.  

Here, with the complex prepositional phrase and dependent clause construction, ‘durch 

die vielen Arbeitslosen aus der Deutschschweiz, durch Juden, die vor einem Pogrom aus dem 
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Elsass flohen, durch jugendliche Waisen […]’ the reader

possible. 

Nevertheless, active voice was again more preferred 

witnessed in previous sections of this study.

5.2.1.4 Semantic Contexts 

Figure 5.15: Semantic Context

It is clear from the graph 

academic/ technical and political/ 

what, for instance, technology or an innovation make

second case (political/judicial), 

permission.  

For instance: 

19. Das Gesetz ermöglicht

vom 11. September 2001 als Waffe missbraucht werden sollen

Morgen, 2005) 

The law made it possible to shoot down planes which might be us
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Elsass flohen, durch jugendliche Waisen […]’ the readers know who made the clock industry 

active voice was again more preferred in the data for ermöglichen

witnessed in previous sections of this study. 

ontexts- ermöglichen  

It is clear from the graph that there is a high usage of ermöglichen particularly in 

and political/ judicial contexts. In the first case, ermöglichen

technology or an innovation makes feasible or possible, whereas in the 

second case (political/judicial), ermöglichen might also indicate an indirectly expressed

ermöglicht den Abschuss von Flugzeugen, die wie bei den Anschläge

September 2001 als Waffe missbraucht werden sollen. (Mannheimer 

The law made it possible to shoot down planes which might be used as 

on September 11th.     
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If there were not the law permitting the shooting down of planes used as weapons by 

terrorists, people would not be allowed to shoot down such planes. Therefore, in this context, 

it is absolutely possible to use erlauben in order to emphasize the notion of permission. 

5.2.2 ermöglichen in the Questionnaire 

According to the information about the subjects’ knowledge of ermöglichen, as was the 

case with erlauben, eleven participants indicated that they knew the verb to different degrees, 

whereas three indicated I don’t know the word. The following figure reflects the distribution 

of the results. 

 

Figure 5.16: Participants’ Knowledge- ermöglichen 

5.2.2.1 Certainty rate in the usage of ermöglichen 

The overall certainty rate is shown in the following graph: 
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Figure 5.17: Certainty/ Uncertainty- ermöglichen 

In the preceding figure, we saw that only four students knew the word, and also used it 

actively. Therefore, the high uncertainty score should not be surprising, since the subjects 

were judging their certainty in active usage of the word, and nearly more than the half of the 

participants indicated that they use ermöglichen ‘sometimes’ or even ‘never’. 

Nevertheless, what seems interesting to know in this regard is in which contexts the 

students were certain or uncertain while using ermöglichen in sentences. 

Figure 5.18: Certainty/ Uncertainty per Sentence- ermöglichen 

Before analyzing the outcome, let us look at the sentences. 

S 3:  Ich komme, sobald meine Zeit es ermöglicht. 

I will come as soon as time permits. 
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S 8: Die interaktive Technologie ermöglicht Europäern eine Veränderung der Umwelt. 

The interactive technology makes a change of the environment possible for Europeans. 

According to the figure, half of the participants were uncertain, and the other half 

certain in choosing ermöglichen for sentence 3. Therefore, it seems that the structure: die 

(meine, deine, etc.) Zeit ermöglicht etwas, is clear for those who indicated it as certain. Those 

who were not certain might also struggle with the syntax, since sentence 3 consists of a main 

clause (Ich komme) and a subordinate clause (sobald meine Zeit es ermöglicht). Thus, 

students could have had problems with the conjunction ‘sobald’ which might have made the 

sentence more difficult for them. 

Sentence 8 reveals surprisingly a negative picture. The majority of the subjects are 

uncertain about the use of ermöglichen in this context. The sentence refers to technology, and 

according to Figure 5.15, it is one of the contexts in which ermöglichen is used the most. 

Furthermore, the English equivalent of ermöglichen, i.e. enable, may also be used in the same 

context.  

This sentence from COCA’s search engine serves as an example. 

20. This technology enables scientists to remotely monitor and analyze rangeland. 

(Agricultural Research, 2006) 

It is obvious that even the valency structure of both verbs is the same: to enable 

someone to do something, which is in German jemandem ermöglichen etwas zu tun. 

Therefore, in this context, an L1 transfer would lead to a positive transfer. 

Now, it is interesting to see to what extent the subjects’ subjective perception correlates 

with the rate of correct and incorrect answers. 

 



 

5.2.2.2 Correct Usage in Context

Figure 5.19: Correctness/ Incorrectness per S

It is noticeable that in sentence 3, subjects obtained more correct answers than they 

expected, since the correctness rate is higher than

influenced by positive educated guessing, for example by means of L1 transfer in specific 

cases. However, it is important to mention

this sentence, because, as discussed

ermöglichen. Therefore, in this context, 

erlauben. This could also be the reason for the higher percentage of right answers than false 
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5.2.2.3 Gaps 

Figure 5.20: Gaps- ermöglichen 

This graph also supports the assumption that sentence 8 was considered to be more 

difficult than sentence 3, since there were more blanks found for 8 than 3. There could be 

several reasons for the negative result of sentence 8:  

First, students might have had problems with the nominalization of ‘verändern’. The 

sentence could also be: Die interaktive Technologie ermöglicht Europäern, die Umwelt zu 

verändern.  

This proposed sentence would fit to construct it syntactically equal in the subjects’ 

native language: The interactive technology enables Europeans to change the environment. 

The infinitive structure would be much easier for the subjects if they know the English 

equivalent of ermöglichen, and that they can transfer the L1 enable-pattern onto the L2 

ermöglichen-pattern successfully.  

If they also knew that ‘technology’ is one of the frequently used collocates of 

ermöglichen, participants might be able to recognize making use of ermöglichen  in such a 

technical context. Thus what seems important for the L2 classroom is the suggestion that 

providing an input of particularly subjective collocates might help learners to use verbs in 

appropriate contexts. 
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5.3. gestatten ‘allow’/ ‘permit’ 

5.3.1 gestatten in the Corpus and Dictionaries 

DUDE% Deutsches Universalwörterbuch (2007) formulates three semantic distinctions 

for gestatten, as was the case for erlauben. The first meaning of gestatten refers to an action 

which is allowed by a person, group, or institution. The search engine COSMAS II provides 

examples for this definition. 

21. Die Polizei gestattete auch, die Türen des Flugzeugs zu öffnen, um zu lüften. (Die 

Presse, 2000) 

The police also allowed opening the doors of the plane in order to air it out. 

So far, this definition completely refers to the first meaning of erlauben. Therefore, in 

this context, we can conclude a total semantic overlap between gestatten and erlauben. 

However, the dictionary expresses an important nuance for gestatten, which is of great 

importance. The verb is also often used in a ‘polite phrase’.  Take the following example into 

consideration. 

22. Gestatten Sie, dass ich mich mit meinem richtigen Namen vorstelle: Klaus 

Kohlstätter, japanisch abgekürzt: Ko, aus Westdeutschland.  (DIV/ Schütt, Rolf F: 

Die Irren sind auch nicht mehr die einzig Normalen. Oberhausen, 1997) 

Do allow me to present myself with my real name: Klaus Kohlstätter. 

Gestatten can also be utilized in reflexive form, namely sich gestatten. In this case, it is 

an absolute synonym to sich erlauben. In this context, both verbs share the same semantic 

description pointed out under sich erlauben. The next sentence illustrates gestatten in its 

reflexive form. 

23. Als in den USA approbierter Arzt für Naturmedizin darf ich mir gestatten, dem    



 

am Juli erschienenen Beitrag „5.7 Millionen Medikamente für Kinder“ pointiert zu  

kommentieren. (Die Presse, 2000)

As a certified doctor for alternative medicine in the United States, I allow myself to 

make a critical comment 

appeared in July.  

The third usage of gestatten

somebody. In other words, something/ somebody offers an opportunity for something/ 

somebody. This definition exactly involves the third meaning of 

24. Die Architektensoftware 

komplexen Büroturm mit dem gleichen System 

1998) 

The software for architecture allows

small single family houses to complex off

In this context, it is absolutely possible to use 

gestatten, since all these verbs express the umbrella verb ‘to enable’.

5.3.1.1 Subject 

Figure 5.21: Subject- gestatten
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am Juli erschienenen Beitrag „5.7 Millionen Medikamente für Kinder“ pointiert zu  

Die Presse, 2000) 

As a certified doctor for alternative medicine in the United States, I allow myself to 

comment on “5.7 Millionen Medikamente für Kinder” 

gestatten refers to an action which is made possible by som

somebody. In other words, something/ somebody offers an opportunity for something/ 

somebody. This definition exactly involves the third meaning of erlauben.  

Die Architektensoftware gestattet es, Projekte vom kleinen Einfamilienhaus bis zum

exen Büroturm mit dem gleichen System zu bearbeiten. (Computer Zeitung, 

The software for architecture allows using the same system to work

small single family houses to complex office blocks. 

In this context, it is absolutely possible to use erlauben or ermöglichen

all these verbs express the umbrella verb ‘to enable’. 

gestatten 

Subject

am Juli erschienenen Beitrag „5.7 Millionen Medikamente für Kinder“ pointiert zu  

As a certified doctor for alternative medicine in the United States, I allow myself to 

r Kinder” which 

refers to an action which is made possible by something or 

somebody. In other words, something/ somebody offers an opportunity for something/ 

 

es, Projekte vom kleinen Einfamilienhaus bis zum 

(Computer Zeitung, 

work on projects from 

ermöglichen instead of 

gestatten



 

Due to the co-occurrence analysis, both animate an

used with the verb. As we saw so far with 

concrete subjects were preferred in the formulations. This is also the case with 

reason for this observation could be that

concrete subjects, since, in many cases, it is important to know who permits something.

For instance: 

25. Sparsame Ausgabenpolitik und ererbtes Vermögen

eine grundlegende Sanierung des 30jährigen Schulhauses in Angriff zu nehmen

Galler Tagblatt, 2008)

Thrift costs policy, and inherited capital allow

basic renovations of the school which is t

In this sentence, the subject consists of

adjectives. 

5.3.1.2 Object 

Figure 5.22: Object- gestatten 

Very similar to the preceding 

frequently.  

0

5

10

15

20

84 

occurrence analysis, both animate and inanimate subjects are frequently 

used with the verb. As we saw so far with erlauben and ermöglichen, mostly inanimate 

concrete subjects were preferred in the formulations. This is also the case with 

reason for this observation could be that such verbs of obligation and permission need to take 

concrete subjects, since, in many cases, it is important to know who permits something.

Sparsame Ausgabenpolitik und ererbtes Vermögen gestatten es der Primarschule, 

eine grundlegende Sanierung des 30jährigen Schulhauses in Angriff zu nehmen

t, 2008) 

and inherited capital allows the primary school to plan 

of the school which is thirty years old. 

In this sentence, the subject consists of two nouns and both are elaborated on with 

 

Very similar to the preceding figure, both animate and inanimate objects are used 

Object

d inanimate subjects are frequently 

, mostly inanimate 

concrete subjects were preferred in the formulations. This is also the case with gestatten. A 

such verbs of obligation and permission need to take 

concrete subjects, since, in many cases, it is important to know who permits something. 

es der Primarschule, 

eine grundlegende Sanierung des 30jährigen Schulhauses in Angriff zu nehmen. (St. 

the primary school to plan out the 

two nouns and both are elaborated on with 

, both animate and inanimate objects are used 

gestatten
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Again, it is illuminating to point out the high percentage of inanimate concrete objects. 

It seems quite important for gestatten to specify exactly not only who allows something but 

also what is allowed. A sentence with concrete object is demonstrated in the example as 

follows. 

26. Manche EU-Staaten gestatten den Kontaklinsenversand via Internet. (Vorarlberger 

Nachrichten, 2000) 

Some EU members permit the shipping of contact lenses via the Internet. 

Before examining other features of gestatten, a brief presentation of the most frequently 

occurring collocates serves as a summary with regard to the subjects and objects of gestatten. 

Figure 5.23: Some Collocates of gestatten    

Some collocates of gestatten 

 

Wer oder Was gestattet? ‘Who or What allows?’  Frage ‘question’, Beitrag ‘contribution’, 
Medien ‘medicine’, Prinzip ‘principle’, Ergebnis ‘result’, Parlament ‘parliament’, Gerichtshof 
‘court of justice’ 
 
Was wird gestattet? ‘What is allowed?’ Gewinn ‘profit’, Aktivitäten ‘activities’, 
Bemerkung ‘comment’, Besuch ‘visit’, Einblicke ‘insight’ , Programm ‘program’ 
 
Wem wird gestattet? ‘Who is allowed to do something?’ Gemeinde ‘community’, Volk 
‘people’, Nato ‘NATO’, Land ‘country’, Staat ‘state’  
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5.3.1.3 Voice 

Figure 5.24: Voice- gestatten 

Compared to erlauben and ermöglichen, it was noticeable that there was an amount of 

gestatten-sentences formulated in passive voice. The following sentence from COSMAS II 

exemplifies the verb in passive usage. 

27. Die Autozufahrt direkt ans Wasser ist gestattet. (Zürcher Tagesanzeigern, 1998) 

Driving the car directly next to the water is allowed. 

This sentence can be considered to be a typical gestatten sentence in passive voice. 

Mostly, the examined passive sentences were short and precise in nature. They also had a 

commanding and instructive function.  
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5.3.1.4 Semantic Contexts 

Figure 5.25: Semantic Contexts- gestatten 

So far, we saw that gestatten shares various features with erlauben in the presented 

categories. Akin to erlauben, gestatten is used in all proposed semantic contexts. However, it 

is quite obvious that gestatten is mostly used in political and judicial contexts, whereas in 

fiction, it is not preferable. Thus, it seems that gestatten widely occurs in formal settings and 

less in colloquial discourse. 

5.3.2 gestatten in the Questionnaire 

The subjects indicated their background knowledge about gestatten. The following 

figure summarizes the outcome. 
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Figure 5.26: Participants’ Knowledge- gestatten 

This figure reveals a very clear picture: Only two subjects indicated that they know the 

word, and do use it. However, a significant majority of subjects, namely 10 persons, marked 

the verb as I don’t know this word. At this stage, it is safe to conclude that gestatten is not a 

popular verb of permission acquired in L2 classrooms. Taking into account that gestatten has 

the lowest frequency rate comparing to the other three verbs (see Figure 4.10) in COSMAS 

II, it seems that the verb is also not a commonly used verb in today’s everyday German. First, 

this could due to the fact that, as earlier shown in the contextual usage of gestatten, the verb 

is mainly used in formal contexts. Second, we saw that gestatten can be replaced by erlauben, 

in most contexts examined by means of the corpus. Therefore, it seems that, instead of 

gestatten, erlauben is not only preferred in L2 German classroom, but also in L1 usage. 
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5.3.2.1 Certainty Rate in the Usage of gestatten 

Figure 5.27: Certainty/ Uncertainty- gestatten 

Taking into consideration the subjects’ lexical evaluation of gestatten prior to the tasks, 

it is not surprising that students were mostly uncertain while using the verb for the given 

contexts. However, it is interesting to gain an idea about the subjects’ certainty and 

uncertainty with regard to two sentences that would require gestatten. 

Figure 5.28: Certainty/ Uncertainty per Sentence- gestatten 

Two essential contexts for gestatten were examined in the questionnaire. Sentence 4 is 

in the passive voice, with very similar features like sentence 26. It is a short formulation used 

in formal settings to identify something that is not allowed. 
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S 4: Fotografieren ist hier nicht 

Taking pictures is not permitted here.

Sentence 9 refers to the third usage of 

S 9: Ich gestatte mir, Sie zum Essen einzuladen.

I allow myself to invite you for dinner.

As it is shown in the figure

whereas S 9 seems to cause problems for the participants. Therefore, 

formulation does not seem to be (frequently) employed in L2 settings.

Now, we will focus on the 

for these sentences. 

5.3.2.2 Correct Usage in Context

Figure 5.29: Correctness/ Incorrectness

It is quite interesting to see that the outcome of Figure 5.28 overlaps with 

Figure 5.29. Here, students have a proper sense of judging their ability to perform each task. 

The figure shows that participants scored 80% 

20% could for sentence 9. It is important to mention that for both contexts, 

accepted. Therefore, due to this possibility the results are better than expected. 
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S 4: Fotografieren ist hier nicht gestattet. 

pictures is not permitted here. 

Sentence 9 refers to the third usage of gestatten, presented further above. 

mir, Sie zum Essen einzuladen. 

you for dinner.  

figure, participants were surprisingly very certain in solving S4, 

whereas S 9 seems to cause problems for the participants. Therefore, gestatten

formulation does not seem to be (frequently) employed in L2 settings. 

Now, we will focus on the participants’ success rate in selecting the correct responses 

ontext 

Figure 5.29: Correctness/ Incorrectness per Sentence- gestatten 

It is quite interesting to see that the outcome of Figure 5.28 overlaps with 

, students have a proper sense of judging their ability to perform each task. 

participants scored 80% of right answers for sentence 4, whereas only 

. It is important to mention that for both contexts, 

accepted. Therefore, due to this possibility the results are better than expected. 
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rprisingly very certain in solving S4, 
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selecting the correct responses 

It is quite interesting to see that the outcome of Figure 5.28 overlaps with that of the 

, students have a proper sense of judging their ability to perform each task. 

of right answers for sentence 4, whereas only 

. It is important to mention that for both contexts, erlauben was also 

accepted. Therefore, due to this possibility the results are better than expected.  

correct
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5.3.2.3 Gaps 

Figure 5.30: Gaps- gestatten 

It seems that the context of S4 was accessible for the majority of participants. Thus, 

there were no unsolved tasks. However, the opposite can be stated for S 9.  In sum, there 

were 7 unsolved S 9 tasks which means that an even half of the subjects did not even try an 

educated guess. Again, we may conclude that formulations of politeness cause problems to 

L2 learners. Therefore, it seems that subjects did not know that they could express such a 

polite formulation with a verb of permission in German, like erlauben or gestatten. 
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5.4 genehmigen ‘approve’/ ‘authorize’ 

5.4.1 genehmigen in the Corpus and Dictionaries 

DUDE% Deutsches Universalwörterbuch (2007) provides two examples for 

genehmigen. The first definition refers to an official action which is approved by an 

institution or authority, especially after a formal application.  

The following sentence from COSMAS II evidences this definition. 

28. Der Bezirksrat Appenzell hat das Budget 2008 genehmigt. (St. Galler Tagblatt, 

2008) 

The county council of Appenzell approved the budget of 2008. 

The second meaning of genehmigen involves a reflexive construction. Sich genehmigen 

is a colloquial expression used to express that someone allows himself/herself a pleasure. 

29. Er kaufte ihr einen Kasten Bier, damit sie nicht heimlich trinken musste, ein oder 

zwei Flaschen am Tag könne sie sich genehmigen. (Rhein-Zeitung, 1997) 

He bought her a box of beer so that she does not drink secretly; she can allow herself 

to drink one or two bottles per day. 

In colloquial usage, it is rather frequent to employ sich genehmigen for ‘to have a little 

alcohol’. 

 



 

5.4.1.1 Subject 

Figure 5.31: Subject- genehmigen

With the set of randomly chosen sentences of 

animate or inanimate concrete. To illustrate these findings, consider the following examples.

30. Kurfürst Friedrich II. und sein Bruder Sigismund

(Mannheimer Morgen, 2008)

The elector Friedrich II

31. Ein Expertensystem genehmigt

An expert system approves credits.

In sentence 30, two persons in au

sentence 31, the inanimate concrete subject ‘expert system’ approves credits. 
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With the set of randomly chosen sentences of genehmigen, most of the subjects were 

animate or inanimate concrete. To illustrate these findings, consider the following examples.

Kurfürst Friedrich II. und sein Bruder Sigismund hatten ihn (den Markt)

(Mannheimer Morgen, 2008) 

edrich II and his brother Sigismund approved the marketplace.

genehmigt Kredite. (Computer Zeitung, 1994)

An expert system approves credits. 

persons in authority grant permission for a marketplace, whereas in 

, the inanimate concrete subject ‘expert system’ approves credits. 

Subject

, most of the subjects were 

animate or inanimate concrete. To illustrate these findings, consider the following examples. 

hatten ihn (den Markt) genehmigt. 

and his brother Sigismund approved the marketplace. 

(Computer Zeitung, 1994) 

marketplace, whereas in 

, the inanimate concrete subject ‘expert system’ approves credits.  

erlauben



 

5.4.1.2 Object 

Figure 5.32: Object- genehmigen

It is quite obvious that in sentences formulated with 

uttered. Therefore, the use of inanimate concrete objects is relatively high.

32. Die Stadt genehmigte

(Mannheimer Morgen, 2008)

The town is allowing the creation of the Rhein

In sum, the co-occurence analysis provides the following mostly used collocates of 

genehmigen. 

Figure 5.33: Some Collocates of 
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It is quite obvious that in sentences formulated with genehmigen the object is clearly 

uttered. Therefore, the use of inanimate concrete objects is relatively high. 

genehmigte den Bau der Rhein-Galerie auf dem Zollhof-

(Mannheimer Morgen, 2008) 

the creation of the Rhein-Galerie in the ‘custom’s court’

occurence analysis provides the following mostly used collocates of 

ollocates of genehmigen 

Objects

Some collocates of genehmigen 

Wer oder Was genehmigt etwas? ‘Who or what approves something?’

Versammlung ‘meeting’, Nationalrat ‘Naational Council’

What is approved?’ Rechnung ‘bill’, Jahresabschluss ‘

’, Projekt ‘projects’, Kredit ‘credits’ 

the object is clearly 

 

-Gelände. 

the ‘custom’s court’- area. 

occurence analysis provides the following mostly used collocates of 

genehmigen

something?’ Mitglieder 

’, Rat ‘council’, 

’, Jahresabschluss ‘annual 
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5.4.1.3 Voice 

Figure 5.34: Voice- genehmigen 

So far, gestatten had the highest score in passive usage. It seems that genehmigen is less 

used in the passive voice than gestatten. This could be due to the fact that it is typically 

necessary to mention who or what something approves.  

Nevertheless, the following sentence provides an example of a possible use of genehmigen in 

the passive voice. 

31. Das vorgelegte Budget wurde genehmigt. (Mannheimer Morgen, 1997) 

 The presented budget was approved. 

In this sentence, it would be redundant to mention who approved the budget, because in 

the preceding sentence the subject was indicated. 
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5.4.1.4 Semantic Contexts 

Figure 5.35: Semantic Context- genehmigen 

DUDE% Deutsches Universalwörterbuch (2007) indicates that the verb is actually used 

in formal settings. The study about semantic features of genehmigen by means of the search 

engine COSMAS II confirms this statement. It is apparent that the verb is mainly used in 

political and judicial settings, which is also reflected in Figure 5.33. Most of the subject 

collocates belong to official contexts, primarily to political and judicial, such as Parlament, 

%ationalrat, or Jahresbericht. 

5.4.2 genehmigen in the Questionnaire 

Before interpreting the results, a summary of the subjects’ responses regarding their 

knowledge of genehmigen  is presented in the following figure. 
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Figure 5.36: Participants’ Knowledge- genehmigen 

Similar to gestatten, the majority, namely 9 subjects, indicated that they do not know 

the word.  

It seems that these participants either never acquired genehmigen in their L2 

classrooms, or they might have come across the word, but never internalized it, or learned it 

at a shallow level, but then forgot it due to lack of use. 

5.4.2.1 Certainty Rate in the Usage of genehmigen 

Figure 5.37: Certainty/ Uncertainty- genehmigen 

In the overall certainty analysis of genehmigen the subjects indicated more uncertainty 

while choosing a lexical item for each task, than certainty. Therefore, the question arises to 
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know which context actually caused uncertainty. Thus, a look at the sentences might give an 

answer. 

Figure 5.38: Certainty/ Uncertainty per Sentence- genehmigen 

Both sentence 1 and sentence 7 refer to an official approval. 

S 1: Die Baubehörde hat den Anbau genehmigt. 

The building authority approved the building. 

S 7: Die EU- Kommission genehmigt Stärkekartoffel Amflora. 

The EU commission approved the genetically modified potato Amflora.  

Referring to the figure, in both cases 8 subjects were certain, the rest was uncertain with S 1 

and S 7. Despite the overall high uncertainty rate, it is quite surprising that in both sentences 

6 participants were certain with their answers.  
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5.4.2.2 Correct Usage in Context 

Figure 5.39: Correctness/ Incorrectness per Sentence- genehmigen 

The subjects were rather successful with S 1 although the majority felt uncertainty in 

solving the task. However, S 7 received more incorrect answers than correct although both S 

1 and S 7 share the same context, i.e. both sentences express a formal approval by 

institutions. Before starting the questionnaire, a sample sentence with genehmigen was given 

for illustrating the instruction. Die Kommission hat den Bau der Fabrik genehmigt. S 1 and 

the sample have nearly the same objects (Bau/ Anbau). Therefore, it might be possible that 

the participants successfully transferred the meaning of the sample onto S 1. We could expect 

the same success for S 7, since the subjects of the sample and S 7 are the same, namely 

Kommission. However, it seems that while some students recognized the similarity between 

both sentences, others might have lost their concentration as this sentence appeared quite near 

the end of the questionnaire. It is illuminating to point out this ‘hidden’ help while 

interpreting the correctness rate for genehmigen.  
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSIONS AND LIMITATIONS 

 

Looking back at the corpus-based results of erlauben, ermöglichen, genehmigen, and 

gestatten, these four verbs show a considerable overlap in several lexical fields. However, 

they are not interchangeable in all contexts. Major reference works like Der Duden, Bd. 8, 

Die sinn- und sachverwandten Wörter der deutschen Sprache (2004), do not illustrate the 

degree of overlap of apparently synonymous words. Therefore, it becomes even more 

difficult for foreign language learners to understand basic differences among synonymous 

structures and to decide whether a word A indicated as synonymous with word B can be used 

in a context which would require B. The comparative L2 corpus-based analysis carried out 

here now allows a visual representation of the approximate areas of overlap of the four verbs.  

 

 

 genehmigen 

                              erlauben 

                           gestatten      ermöglichen 

                                                           

 
Figure 6.1.: Bubble Diagram Illustrating Lexical Overlap of erlauben, ermöglichen, 
gestatten, and genehmigen 
 

As is shown in the figure, erlauben, and gestatten, are the closest synonymous verbs 

sharing a wide range of semantic fields. For instance, both refer to an action which is allowed 

by a person, group, or institution. Furthermore, both can be utilized in reflexive form, which 
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describes a situation where a person or group takes liberties for an action. Nevertheless, 

erlauben and gestatten share a third semantic field, namely an action which is made possible 

by something or somebody. However, ermöglichen is only synonymous with erlauben and 

gestatten in one context: When a process is enabled by the existence of specific facts, or 

conditions. Thus, in this particular context, erlauben, gestatten, and ermöglichen imply the 

notion of “to enable.” In other cases interchanging erlauben with ermöglichen can cause 

ambiguity. For in the following sentence: Meine Eltern erlauben, dass ich bei ihr übernachte 

‘My parents allow that I sleep at her house’ expresses an action of permission. However, 

when ermöglichen is utilized instead of erlauben, the sentence no longer implies an explicit 

permission but the notion that the parents make their child’s staying at the friend’s house 

possible, for example by driving the child to the friend’s house, etc. The most specific verb in 

this set is genehmigen. It expresses a special kind of permission, namely an approval by an 

institution or authority, especially after a formal application. Therefore, genehmigen  is 

mostly preferred in official settings.  

The following figure serves as a visual summary of the use of the four verbs in specific 

semantic contexts: 

 

Figure 6.2: Semantic Context of the Four Verbs 
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While this analysis of the four verbs is not exhaustive, it should offer some guidelines 

for foreign language German students who wish to employ these four verbs appropriately in 

context on the one hand, and on the other hand it should serve as a theoretical framework for 

the questionnaire.  

In the questionnaire, it was quite evident that erlauben was actually the most well-

known verb in the set, whereas participants hesitated to use gestatten and genehmigen in most 

sentences. Furthermore, erlauben and ermöglichen were the most-chosen verbs in the study. 

However, erlauben appeared more than once for each provided sentence. Therefore, it seems 

that the semantic distinction of the verbs was not clear to the participants.  One reason could 

be that the participants did not get explicit instruction on synonymous structures in their L2 

classrooms so that they might not be familiarized with semantic distinctions on which the 

questionnaire was designed. More specifically, a closer consultation of the textbook Kontakte 

(2008) shows that among the verbal set only the verb erlauben is introduced in the first year 

of the German classes which the participants might have attended. According to the 

instructors who are responsible for the 200 and 300 level curricula, it was confirmed that the 

next higher level textbooks do not explicitly contain ermöglichen, gestatten, and genehmigen; 

however, students might have come acroos these verbs in other supplementary course 

material. Hawkins’ (1985) standpoint can also be taken as an explanation for this result. He 

notes "German regularly forces a semantic distinction within a lexical field where English 

uses an undifferentiated and broader term" (p. 28). Taking this notion into account, students 

might face the problem that two or more apparently synonymous German lexical items have 

the same English entry in a dictionary. For instance, gestatten and erlauben are translated as 

“allow (or permit)” in the German-English dictionary PO%S Großwörterbuch Englisch 

(2005).  
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In this sense, it is not sufficient to solely rely on a correspondent concept and translation 

in the learner’s first language since such translations might cause inappropriate usage of an 

L2 lexical item in specific contexts (cf. Gass & Selinker, 2008). For instance, the synonymy 

analysis of erlauben and ermöglichen has shown that both verbs are only synonymous in one 

context; in others it would not be appropriate to interchange these verbs. Thus, there is need 

to learn meanings of L2 words through contextualized input. This also implies teaching in the 

foreign language in order to minimize L1 influence that could lead to incorrect lexical choice 

in the second language. As mentioned above in the State of the Art, Nassaji (2003) for 

instance expresses that a successful lexical inferencing would contribute to “immediate 

learning and retention of lexical and semantic information about words” (p. 646). It is beyond 

the scope of this study to provide evidence for Nassaji’s standpoint. However, this study 

might have shed at least some light on the importance of teaching and learning ‘synonyms’ in 

context, since semantic nuances of similar words seem to be solely recognizable if the 

contexts are clear to students. Teachers might approach this problem by providing semantic 

information about words and present contexts in which these words can be practiced 

appropriately.  

In terms of instructed language learning, this thesis makes the following suggestions. 

 First, L2 teachers might emphasize the meaning of lexical items for better acquisition of 

new vocabulary. This step could arise out of negotiation in the target language. In this 

respect, Long (1996, pp. 451-2) explains the advantages of interactional discussions for 

meaning: 

%egotiation for meaning, and especially negotiation work that triggers interactional 

adjustments by the NS or more competent interlocutor, facilitates acquisition because it 

connects input, internal learner capacities, particularly selective attention, and output in 

productive ways. 
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 Negotiation of meaning in the target language also addresses the Communication 

Standard of the national Standards for Foreign Language Learning. This standard comprises 

three aspects: 

1.  Students engage in conversations, provide and obtain information, express feelings 

and emotions, and exchange opinions. 

2.  Students understand and interpret written and spoken language on a variety of 

topics. 

3.  Students present information, concepts, and ideas to an audience of listeners or 

readers on a variety of topics. 

(American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages [ACTFL], 1996) 

 All these standards suggest an approach in a communicative setting that gives the 

opportunity to use language to interpret and express real-life messages. 

 Second, the teacher might provide metalinguistic information to facilitate the 

understanding of the nature of near synonyms which can help to improve the learners’ 

stylistic writing skills. Exposure to vocabulary in context (i.e. raising lexical semantic 

awareness) might help students to be more certain in their lexical choice.  

 Third, teachers might discuss in class close translation equivalents in the L2 to make 

students aware of L1 and L2 differences. This might help to reduce possible errors caused 

due to L1 transfer (cf. Gass and Selinker, 2008). Such activity further addresses the 

Comparisons Standard which highlights the importance of “understanding of the nature of 

language through comparisons of the language”, and “understanding of the concepts of 

culture through comparisons of the cultures” (ACTFL, 1996). 

 The empirical questionnaire-based study was subject to limitations. First of all, the 

number of participants was limited to fourteen, which is only sufficient for a pilot study. For 

more significant results more participants would be desirable. Neither the corpus study nor 
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the questionnaire study underwent rigorous statistical analysis. Qualitative conclusions were 

reached. 

 Furthermore, it was quite impossible to identify whether specific errors were 

specifically caused by L1 influence or not. Although only students above or at the 300 level 

(i.e. third year intermediate) were chosen to participate in the study, the group was not 

homogeneous at all, since all of the participants had variable backgrounds with the German 

language. Therefore, it was hard to know how they acquired the verbs- in the extended family 

maybe, during an exchange program in Germany, perhaps in class, etc. The fact remains, 

however, that patterned verbal gaps are witnessed in these intermediate learners’ 

interlanguage. Nevertheless, the analysis of the four verbs refers to a reading and writing 

setting. Thus, the results of the verbs in a spoken setting might differ from the present results. 

 General study scope limitations did not allow for all questionnaire data gathered to be 

analyzed. 

 It might be informative to compare the results to German L2 English classrooms. For 

instance, one could design a questionnaire that involves presumed English equivalents of the 

given verbal set, such as allow, permit, enable, and authorize. A contrastive analysis could 

provide information not only on American and German students’ L2 lexical proficiency but it 

could also shed some light on the countries’ language education systems. 

 For further examination, it would also be interesting to have two groups of participants, 

one group that would study synonymous verbs in class, and another one that does not have 

any preparation for the study. An experimental study of this sort might make it easier to 

categorize errors and to suggest more specific vocabulary teaching methods. 
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APPENDICES 

 

APPENDIX A: Questionnaire 

  

                                                                                     Date  

 

PURPOSE OF THIS STUDY 

 

To learn about problems some people have when they learn German. 

 

 

THANK YOU  for participating in this study 

 

Viel Erfolg! 

 

 

About you: 

The purpose of these questions is to gather information about you and your experience with German. 

1. What is / (are) your native language(s)? 
 

 

2. Which foreign language(s) have you   
studied at High School or College? 
Please indicate in brackets: 

- High School/ College/ Grad. 
School/ Private Institutions etc. 

- Time period 
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3. How long have you studied German so 

far?  

Is German your major or minor? 

 

 

4. Have you ever been to Germany?  

      If YES, a) For which purpose? 

- Tourism? 

- Exchange study at a German 

High School/ University?  

- Other? 

b) For how long? 

              

 

       5.   Are you mainly interacting in German in   

your classes?  

 

       6. Approximately how many hours do you 

spend each week reading/ watching/ 

listening to German language 

information? 

 

       7.  Are you using German outside your 

German classes? (Maybe you have 

German relatives, friends etc.?) 

    

       8. How would you describe your German 

grammar? 

 

              relatively good 

 

              typical 

  

              relatively weak 

 

 

 

 

9. How would you describe your German 
vocabulary knowledge?  

 

 

 

 

    

 

              relatively good 

 

              typical 

  

              relatively weak 
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10. What is your reason for studying 
German? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

11. What are the strengths of your German 
classes? 

 

 

 

 

 

12. What are the weaknesses of your 
German classes? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

13. What do you suggest for your German 
classroom? 
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If there is any other information that you think is important, please write that below: 

 

SECTIO: I. 

 

Before starting with the exercises, please verify the following verbs: 

 

 

 I know this word, 
and sometimes I 
use it. 

I know this word, 
but I have never 
used it. 

I know this word, 
and I do use it. 

I don’t know this 
word. 

erlauben     

ermöglichen     

genehmigen     

gestatten     

 

 

Instructions:  

 

6. Complete the sentences below by using the correct forms (Infinitiv: haben, konjugiertes 

Verb: hat, hatte, etc.) of one of the verbs (indicated at the top of each section) for each blank. 

Also indicate if you are certain or uncertain of each verb in each column.   

7. For each sentence, write your answer(s) in the box to its right. 

8. It is preferable to mark an X as opposed to guessing widely. 

9. If you think more than one word above is a good answer, write the correct form of all of 

those words in the box. 

10. Please do not use any dictionaries. 
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SECTIO: II. 

 

          erlauben       ermöglichen         genehmigen          gestatten 

 

  

Infinitiv 

Certain (C) /  

Uncertain (UC) 

 

Konjugiertes Verb 

Certain (C) / 

Uncertain (UC) 

Example:  

 

 

Die Kommission hat den Bau der Fabrik                          

.                                     .     

 

 

 

 

genehmigen 

   

 

C 

 

 

 

 

genehmigt 

 

 

C 

 

Die Baubehörde hat den Anbau                  

.                    . 

                                

  

 

Meine Eltern                               dass ich 

bei ihr übernachte. 

 

  

 

 

Ich komme, sobald meine Zeit  

es                             .    

              

  

 

 

Fotografieren ist hier nicht                      .                  
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                              Sie, dass ich rauche? 

 

  

 

 

 

Seine Gesundheit                         

diese Anstrengung nicht. 

 

  

 

Die EU-Kommission                                     

Stärkekartoffel Amflora*. 

 

(*Amflora = a genetically modified potato 

owned by BASF Plant Science) 

 

  

 

Die interaktive Technologie  

Europäern eine Veränderung der Umwelt. 

  

 

Ich                       mir, Sie zum Essen 

einzuladen. 

  

 

Sie meinen wohl, Sie können sich  

alles                            ? 
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APPENDIX B: IRB Approval Letter 

 

 


