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A growing body of research indicates that several contractions in present-day English (e.g. gonna, ’d, I 

dunno) are past the stage of being mere online phonetic reductions of their corresponding full-forms 

(here BE going to, would, I do not know) and rather constitute emancipated constructions that take on 

a life of their own (Bresnan 2021; Daugs 2021; Krug 2000; Lorenz 2013; Nesselhauf 2014; Scheibman 

2000; Schmidtke-Bode 2009; to name a few). This view largely rests on distributional data obtained 

from corpora, showing that contractions, like their full forms, have syntactic, collocational, and functional 

preferences.  

The present investigation builds on this research, delving deeper into the collocational biases of the 

negative modal contractions can’t, won’t, and shouldn’t using both corpus and experimental methods. 

Our pilot study, based on data obtained from the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA; 

Davis 2008) and a g-maze task (Forster et al. 2009), revealed that speakers are indeed sensitive to the 

verb infinitives with which negative modal contractions co-occur, as reaction times for distinctive 

collexemes where lower than for repelled ones. By contrast, the verbal collexemes identified for the full 

forms did not exhibit such a distinctiveness effect. 

A possible, previously neglected confounding factor are preferences regarding the syntactic subject. 

Considering established correlations between specific modal meanings and specific subject properties 

(cf. Coates 1983), we updated the corpus data analysis by utilizing distinctive covarying collexeme 

analysis (DCCA; Stefanowitsch & Flach 2020), which allows one to compare constructions with multiple 

slots: in this case, SUBJ [can|will|should] not V vs SUBJ [ca|wo|should]n’t V. 

The results indicate that the verbal collexemes identified in the pilot study are essentially only distinctive 

in combination with specific subjects. To illustrate, allow ranks among the top verbal collexemes of 

cannot in general, but according the DCCA, it is only distinctive in combination with the subject we, 

whereas they is actually repelled by cannot allow. Similar findings have been reported for English modal 

enclitics (cf. Daugs 2022). To measure the true distinctiveness effect in the contraction/full-form 

alternation, we therefore argue that trigrams (e.g. we cannot allow, you won’t believe) should be 

preferred over bigrams (e.g. cannot allow, won’t believe). An experimental study with the design 

adjusted accordingly is currently in progress, testing the effect of trigram frequencies on the recognition 

of contractions and full forms. This should account more accurately for the different forms’ syntagmatic 

and paradigmatic associations speakers have routinized (cf. Schmid 2020).   
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