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Abstract 

This thesis investigated the use of placement verbs and placement gestures during the 

description of placement events. Native Dutch speakers of L2 English took part in a study 

based on Gullberg’s (2009) methodology. Dutch does not have a superordinate verb that can 

be applied to all placement gestures, while English has to put. Moreover, placement gestures 

in Dutch are characterized by object-oriented shapes of the hand, while English tends to have 

placement gestures which mostly focus on the path of the placement, without an object-

oriented handshape. The main topic of research was whether native Dutch speakers would 

resemble native English speakers’ use of placement verbs and use of placement gestures, or if 

their verbs and gestures would resemble their native (Dutch) verbs and gestures. The study 

used an event description task, during which native speakers of Dutch explained – in English - 

the placement of an object to another participant. Their verbs and gestures were subsequently 

analysed. The results showed that, while the use of placement verbs by Dutch speakers of L2 

English very closely resembled that of native speakers of English, their placement gesture use 

was significantly different. Dutch speakers were more likely to use object-incorporating 

handshapes, which shows that their native language Dutch affected their use of placement 

gestures in English. This means that placement gestures can be instrumental in the study L1 to 

L2 transfer.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



3 

Acknowledgements 

 

First and foremost, I would like to thank dr. Marieke Hoetjes, my supervisor, for her patience, 

her consistently clear feedback and her ability to put me back on track. I attribute the level of 

my thesis to her encouragement and effort. I could not have wished for a friendlier or more 

knowledgeable supervisor. 

 

I would also like to thank Lucas Böttcher and Paula Hartmann, who both spent a day helping 

me conduct the experiment that was needed for this thesis. Many thanks too, to all the other 

people that took part in this thesis’ experiment and without whom I would not have been able 

to write it. 

 

I also thank dr. Marianne Gullberg for allowing me to reproduce her experimental setup and 

to use the materials she developed for her original study. 

 

And finally, to all the friends and family that encouraged and supported me, both morally and 

emotionally: you’re all awesome, thanks!  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



5 

1  Introduction 

This thesis examines the role linguistic transfer plays when people describe placement events 

while speaking in a foreign language. Specifically, the gestures that are used when these 

placement events are described are the main focus. Gestures can be language specific (e.g. 

Efron 1941, McNeill 2005, Choi and Bowerman 1991) and can incorporate meaning that is 

not evident from speech alone (Kellerman and van Hoof 2003). Gestures so can, to a certain 

extent, tell us more about the thoughts and concepts that people have in their mind when they 

describe a placement event (Hoetjes 2009, Gullberg 2009). A study on the gestures that 

people use when they speak in a foreign language might be able to show us if these gestures 

are influenced by the native language of the speaker. Consequently, such a study might also 

be able to tell us if the use of language-specific gestures is something that can be acquired, 

just like any other part of language. 

This study reports on an experiment in which native (L1) Dutch speakers described 

placement events in their non-native (L2) English. It is a continuation of a study by Gullberg 

(2009) which used the same methodology, but the participants in that study were L1 English 

speakers of L2 Dutch. The results from the experiment that is reported on in this thesis are 

compared to Gullberg’s (2009) study to help answer this question: To what degree is the use 

of gesture in a second language affected by a person’s native language? 

 

1.1  Gesture 

The term ‘gesture’ can cover a broad range of actions, behaviours, and movements. In gesture 

studies, a gesture is usually defined as a movement or action that is related to the ongoing 

(current) speech and which is also intended to help express meaning (McNeill 1992, Kendon 

2004). This definition is more specific than the more all-encompassing term ‘nonverbal 

behaviour,’ as it excludes movements such as functional actions (e.g. putting on reading 

glasses), symptomatic movements such as mirroring, ‘self-regulators’ (e.g. scratching one’s 

nose), and types of nonverbal behaviour such as posture. Those actions and movements all 

have communicative value, but lack the intent of expressing meaning in conjunction with the 

ongoing speech (Gullberg, 2006). Even so, this definition of gestures still includes a wide 

variety of movements, behaviours and actions.  

The most commonly used way of categorising gestures is McNeill’s (1992) 

classification system. His system is based on the so called Kendon´s Continuum. This 

continuum distinguishes between different kinds of gestures based on the degree to which 
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speech is an obligatory accompaniment of a gesture, and the degree to which a gesture shows 

the properties of spoken language. These two characteristics are on opposite ends of the 

continuum and change reciprocally.  

The first (and by far the most frequently used) type of gesture is called gesticulation. 

Gesticulations articulate meaning that is related to the accompanying speech. These speech-

associated gestures are “the least language-like of all movements in their lack of convention, 

but they are, perhaps paradoxically, the most systematically related to language and speech” 

(Gullberg, 2006, p. 106).  

Gesticulations can be subdivided into several categories in multiple ways. McNeill’s 

(1992) classification scheme, which distinguishes iconics, metaphorics, deictics and beats is 

probably the most well established, although more finely grained schemes do exist (e.g. Efron 

1941, Ekman and Friesen 1969). In McNeill’s (1992) scheme, iconic gesticulations are 

closely tied to and resemble the content of speech. An example of an iconic gesticulation 

would be a gesticulation that accompanies the expression “she grabbed the cup from the 

ground and put it on the table” in which the hand is moved downwards towards a non-existent 

cup, stretching out the fingers and closing the hand, and subsequently brought upwards and 

forwards again towards a non-existent table. 

Metaphorics do not, like iconics, refer to concrete objects or events, but instead are 

used to describe abstract concepts. They are similar to iconics in that they show an image; this 

image is just not meant to be understood literally. A good example would be the gesture of 

two stretched hands that are going up and down during the utterance “I am weighing my 

choices”. Obviously, the choices do not have physical weight. The metaphoric gesticulation, 

just like the speech it accompanies, is a metaphor of the situation. 

Deictic gesticulations, the third subdivision of gesticulations in McNeill’s (1992) 

classification scheme, are pointing movements that are used to refer to, or select a specific 

part of the gesture space (i.e. the space in which gestures are usually expressed, see McNeill, 

1992, p. 88-91). They are often performed by pointing with the finger, but a pointing 

movement can be made with other body parts too (e.g. head, chin, elbows). A deictic 

gesticulation can either assign meaning to a region of the gesture space, or refer back to it, 

depending on the context of the speech it accompanies. 

The last subdivision of gesticulations, after iconics, metaphorics and deictics are beats. 

Beats are unlike the iconic, metaphoric and deictic gesticulations because they do not seem to 

have a specific meaning (or at least not a discernible one). They are usually small and rapid, 
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and do not require a specific region in the gesture space; they are performed wherever the 

hands are at the time (McNeill, 1992). 

Apart from the four sub types of gesticulations, Kendon’s Continuum (McNeill, 1992) 

distinguishes three other types of gestures. The second type of gesture is called a speech-

framed gesture. This is a gesture that is part of a sentence itself, replacing a grammatical slot. 

For example: “He is completely [index finger pointing to the temple and turning in a circle],” 

indicating that someone is a lunatic. Speech-framed gestures are different from gesticulations 

as they are not synchronised with speech, but rather replace it. 

The third type of gestures in Kendon’s Continuum (McNeill, 1992) are emblems. 

Emblems are culture-specific movements that have conventionalised into a gesture with fixed 

form and fixed meaning. For example, the ring formed by a thumb and index finger can range 

in meaning from ‘ok/good’ (in most European cultures) to “zero” in France or even to a 

bodily orifice in Greece and Turkey (Morris et al, 1979).  

The last category in this system, and the gestures most unlike gesticulation and most 

like language, are signs: lexical words in sign languages. Signs and speech are usually not 

produced simultaneously. On the contrary, production of speech and signs at the same time 

seems to be disruptive to speaking signers (Liddell, 2003). 

This thesis concerns itself with the first type of gestures in Kendon’s Continuum: 

gesticulations. Use of the term gesture in the following sections will only refer to this type of 

gesture. 

 

1.2  Gesture and Speech 

Speaking and gesturing are two closely linked systems. In fact, they have been called “two 

sides of the same coin” (McNeill 1992, Kelly et al. 2010) - an integrated system that works 

together, both in language production and comprehension. Because the two are so closely 

related, studying the way people gesture when they speak can provide us with additional 

information about how language works rather than by just studying speech alone. The 

following section includes examples of the way speech and gesture are related. 

The close relationship between speech and gesture is apparent in various ways. For 

example, the use of gestures during speech develops at a very early age; children in the one-

word phase are shown to coordinate speech and gesture in a systematic way (Goldin-Meadow 

& Butcher, 2003). Moreover, gestures even develop in blind children, who have never seen 

anyone gesture (Iverson, Tencer, Lany & Goldin-Meadow, 2000), suggesting that gestures are 
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an inherent part of speech. The strong link between speech and gestures is also evident in the 

fact that gestures are used in situations where the addressee has no visual access to the 

gestures, or when an addressee is absent altogether, such as when talking on the phone or 

during a monologue (Bavelas, Gerwing, Sutton & Prevost 2007, Kita 2009). On a neural 

level, too, gesture and speech seem to be tightly interconnected. Özyürek et al. (2007) found 

that word and gesture mismatches induce the same event-related brain potentials, providing 

evidence for the claim that the neural processing of language involves not just the verbal 

information, but incorporates the information from gestures as well. 

Although speech and gesture tend to express the same thing at the same time (McNeill 

1992), gestures can also provide information that is not evident in speech alone. Consider the 

sentence “I was playing a video game.” An accompanying gesture could be produced in many 

different ways. For example, the holding of an imaginary console-controller with two closed 

hands close to each other and moving the thumbs - or by holding the hands further away from 

each other, depicting the use of a mouse and keyboard. In both instances, the gesture that is 

used tells us more about the type of video game-playing that the speaker has in mind. 

 Another example of the way gestures can tell us more than speech alone is laid out by 

Kellerman and van Hoof (2003). In their study, a Spanish speaker of English described a child 

climbing a tree. When he said “The boy go up inside a tree,” he made a wiggling motion with 

his hands while moving them upwards - a clear depiction of the manner of movement 

(climbing). The speech alone did not specify whether the boy was climbing with his bare 

hands - he might as well have been using a ladder or rope - but the speaker’s gesture did 

provide that information. 

 While the relationship between speech and gesture has been widely acknowledged for 

many decades (e.g. Kendon 1972, Graham & Argyle 1975, McNeill 1992, Gullberg 2006), the 

precise nature of this relationship is still subject to discussion. The main point of dispute is 

whether or not gesture facilitates speech, i.e. is secondary to speech, or whether speech and 

gesture are both equally important parts of the same process. Both of these views, however, 

mostly base their speech-gesture models on Levelt’s (1989) framework of speech production.  

In Levelt’s model, speakers go through three distinct stages of speech production. The 

first stage, called the conceptualiser stage, is about the generation of a nonverbal message (i.e. 

“what do I want to say”) which results in the pre-verbal message. The pre-verbal message is 

then grammatically and phonologically encoded into a phonetic plan during the formulator 

stage, using information from the speakers’ internal lexicon. This phonetic plan is finally 

articulated in the articulator stage. Research on the speech-gesture relationship usually 
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focuses on the question during which of these stages - and to what extent - gesture and speech 

interact. 

 

1.3  Gesture and Mind 

The fact that gestures sometimes express more than just the speech they accompany, may help 

us to understand the way a speaker has conceptualised a particular scenario. For example, 

when the speaker of Spanish in the above example provided extra information in his gestures 

(Kellerman and van Hoof, 2003), even though the spoken part of the communication did not 

contain any information about the way in which the boy climbed the tree, we know that in the 

speaker’s mental representation of the boy climbing the tree, the boy uses his bare hands. This 

means that, in terms of Levelt’s (1989) three-stage model, the particular way of climbing the 

tree must have been present in the speaker’s mind during the conceptualiser stage - it just did 

not get verbally expressed. This raises the question whether we can study the use of gestures 

to gain more insight in the way people conceptualise the world. 

According to Slobin (1991), our thoughts are influenced by the language we speak 

(the so-called thinking for speaking-hypothesis). The way we describe the world is forced into 

the structures that fit our language. This is basically a watered-down version of the Sapir-

Whorf hypothesis, which states that the existing grammatical or semantic constructs in a 

language influence the way speakers of that language view reality (see also Linguistic 

Relativity, e.g. Sapir 1929, Carroll et al. 2012). Slobin’s hypothesis does not go this far, 

because it only concerns itself with the linguistic part of thought, while the Sapir-Whorf 

hypothesis poses that language influences all thoughts and decisions. 

McNeill (2005) had similar ideas with respect to gesture studies. The different 

gestures for manner and path for Turkish/Japanese and English speakers, as outlined by Kita 

and Özyürek (2003), to him are a good example of the fact that speakers of different 

languages have different mental representations of the event taking place. In Turkish and 

Japanese, there is no verb that denotes the change of location in an arc trajectory. Speakers of 

English, by contrast, can use to swing, which covers both the path (i.e. in a straight line) and 

the manner (i.e. in an arc-like trajectory). Moreover, as Kita and Özyürek explain, there is no 

way to paraphrase to swing easily in either Turkish or Japanese; the only way would be to use 

a mathematical term like “arc”. These would be very unusual and unnatural paraphrases 

which, according to Kita and Özyürek, show that the difference between Turkish/Japanese 

and English in the way they describe these swinging motions is not just lexical (i.e. 
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Turkish/Japanese just lack a specific word for to swing but can easily express the intended 

meaning). Instead, the absence of a readily accessible paraphrase implies that the resources of 

Turkish and Japanese to express a swinging motion is “a more general limitation in the 

expressive resources of the two languages” (Kita & Özyürek, 2003, p. 19).  

Results from the study showed that Japanese and Turkish speakers were significantly 

more likely to use two separate speech-accompanying gestures - one for path and one for 

manner - when they described a cat swinging from one building to the other. English 

speakers, on the other hand, used a single gesture just for manner more than 90% of the time. 

These results emphasise the link between the way an idea is communicated in speech and the 

way it is expressed in gesture. 

According to McNeill (2005), the two verbal clauses used by the Turkish/Japanese 

speakers, and the fact that these speakers produce two separate accompanying gestures, might 

be caused by the process of thinking-for-speaking. That is, English speakers could have 

different mental representation of the event because of the fact that English has a single verb 

to swing in which manner and path are integrated. 

 

1.4  Transfer 

We now know that speakers of different languages may have different ways to express 

particular events, and that the gestures they use to accompany their speech tell us something 

about their mental representations of what it is they are expressing.  

Another way to investigate the way in which language works in our minds is by 

looking at linguistic transfer. Linguistic transfer (also known as L1/L2 interference) is the 

transfer of linguistic features between languages that a person speaks or is learning to speak 

(Odlin 1989). This exchange can happen from first to second language, from second to first, 

or, in the case of multi-linguals, in any combination of first, second, and third languages 

(Dewaele, 1998). When structures of both languages are the same, the resulting transfer can 

be positive. This means that knowledge from one language, applied to another language, 

results in correct language production (Odlin, 1989). For example, the Dutch word nacht 

(‘night’) and the German word Nacht (‘night’) are very similar in form and meaning. A Dutch 

learner of German may therefore use his knowledge of the Dutch word to comprehend (or 

produce) the correct German word.  

Linguistic transfer, however, can also be a source of errors, in which case it is called 

negative transfer. In adjective-noun strings, for example, a clear effect of transfer can be 
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found on the reversal of word orders for English-French bilingual children (Nicoladis, 2006). 

In French, adjectives can either precede or follow the noun, while in English the word order is 

mostly fixed (adjective-noun). In Nicoladis’ (2006) study, French-English bilingual children 

reversed more adjective–noun strings in English than monolingual English children did. 

 

1.5  Gesture transfer 

The existence of linguistic transfer in speech, and the connection between speech and gesture 

begs the question: Are speech-accompanying gestures subject to linguistic transfer? One study 

that discusses gesture transfer found that, for native speakers of English, Dutch, and Spanish, 

language-specific gestural patterns exist and are often transferred to an L2 (Kellerman and 

van Hoof, 2003). This study investigated the use of path gestures in the description of motion 

events. Some languages, also called satellite-framed languages, encode the path of a motion 

in adverbial particles while the verb itself often shows the manner of motion, e.g. English “he 

ran out of the building” where out denotes the path and ran the manner of motion. Languages 

that do it the other way around are called verb-framed languages. The same sentence in 

Spanish, for example, would be Salió corriendo de la habitación “go out running the room”, 

in which the verb Salió denotes the path (out of) and corriendo (running) denotes the manner 

of motion.  

For sentences such as “he is swimming across the river,” languages differ in the way 

they use path gestures. Speakers of verb-framed languages, such as Spanish, tend to put the 

path gesture on the verb, while speakers of satellite-framed languages, such as English and 

Dutch, are more likely to use a path gesture on the adverbial “across.” Dutch-English and 

Spanish-English bilinguals were asked to describe motion events in L2 English. The Spanish 

speakers showed the tendency to use the path gesture on the verb when speaking English, 

which means they did not adapt their gesture use - a case of negative transfer from their native 

language Spanish to their L2 English (Kellerman and van Hoof, 2003). 

Other studies also found that gesture is subject to transfer. A study on French or 

English-dominant bilingual Canadian children by Raffler-Engel (1976), for example, showed 

that the dominantly English-speaking children were more likely to maintain their English 

gesturing repertoire while they were speaking French. Kida (2005) found that Japanese 

learners of French changed towards a larger (more French-like) gesture space, while also 

shifting from a depictive (i.e. Japanese-like) to a more discourse-oriented (i.e. French-like) 

way of gesturing. This shows that features of an L2 can also be transferred to L1.  
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In another study, Pika et al. (2006) posed that gesture rate and frequency were affected 

by transfer. More specifically, English-Spanish and French-English bilinguals gestured 

significantly more than English monolinguals. This suggests that French and Spanish, which 

are (anecdotally) reported as being high frequency gesture languages by Efron (1941), transfer 

their gesture behaviour to English, a low frequency gesture language according to Graham 

and Argyle (1975). The previous examples all show that languages use different gestures, and 

that these gestures can be transferred, either positively or negatively, to other languages. This 

raises the following question: is it possible to determine how well someone has acquired a 

language by studying their use of gestures? 

 

1.6  Semantic categories 

We now know that gestures can sometimes show information that is not evident from speech 

alone. Secondly, we have seen that there are cross-linguistic differences between the way 

people gesture, and that these differences might have something to do with the way people 

conceptualise the world. But what does it mean exactly to have “a different way of 

conceptualising the world”?  

One way to describe speakers of different languages having a different concept of the 

world is the existence of different semantic categories. Choi and Bowerman (1991), for 

example, claim that children construct spatial semantic categories at a very early age with the 

help of linguistic input. Their claim is based on the fact that English children quickly 

generalise their spatial words such as up and down to all changes of location, whereas Korean 

children have a strict distinction between spontaneous and caused movements (caused 

referring to the presence of an agent that actively facilitates the movement).  

Other studies also investigated semantic categories and how these are different across 

languages. Ameel et al. (2005), for example, found that monolingual speakers of French 

distinguished between two kinds of bottles, namely bouteille and flacon, which are easily 

distinguished; a bouteille is larger and usually used to hold a liquid (e.g. a bottle of wine) 

while a flacon is smaller and used for other substances (e.g. a shampoo bottle or a bottle of 

perfume). Monolingual Flemish speakers only used one word: fles, which is used to describe 

both kinds of bottles. 

In the context of L2 acquisition and transfer, the existence of different semantic 

categories can cause problems for learners. In Spanish, for instance, there are two versions of 

the verb to be - ser and estar - which are used for, respectively, the permanent and temporary 
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states of being. English learners of Spanish have trouble with this distinction and 

systematically overuse ser, even at more advanced levels (Geeslin, 2003). This is a case of 

negative transfer: the feature of L1 English (one category for this particular verb) is 

transferred to L2 Spanish, and causes English learners of L2 Spanish to produce errors. 

The relationship between the semantic categories across languages has an influence on 

the amount of difficulty L2 learners experience (Stockwell et al., 1965). According to Ellis’ 

(1994) hierarchy of difficulty, acquisition will be easiest when the L1 and L2 categories are 

equivalent (e.g. Dutch nacht and German Nacht). One step up in the hierarchy is the mapping 

of two L1 categories onto a single L2 category (e.g. a Spanish learner of English can use to be 

both for ser and estar). The next two steps are the complete absence of an L1 category in the 

L2, followed by the creation of a new category in L2. According to Ellis’ (1994) hierarchy of 

difficulty, learners of a new language should have the most trouble when the acquisition 

involves the splitting of a single L1 category into two L2 categories (e.g. an English speaker 

learning Spanish who has trouble with ser and estar). 

 

1.7  Placement events and placement gestures 

We have seen that there is a clear link between gesture and speech. Languages have different 

ways of expressing themselves, both in speech and in gesture, and these differences might be 

related to conceptual differences that speakers have of the world. Gestures can further show 

the way in which the world is conceptualised, even when this is not necessarily evident from 

speech. The particular way in which languages have different conceptualisations from one 

another can influence how easy or hard it is to learn that language; transfer can have a positive 

or negative influence. Moreover, it has been explained that gestures can also be subject to 

linguistic transfer.  

The study by Gullberg (2009) on placement events incorporates all the above notions. 

In this study, English speakers of L2 Dutch were asked to describe placement events (i.e. 

placing objects in an end location, Bowerman et al., 2002) by describing scenes in which an 

actor put objects away from a messy floor. This resulted in sentences such as “zij legde de fles 

op tafel” (She put the bottle on the table) being expressed.  

 Gullberg had two main points of interest. First, she looked at the verb that 

English speakers would use in Dutch to describe such placements. Dutch has two verbs 

(zetten ‘set’ and leggen ‘lay’) which represent two different semantic categories. The 

superordinate plaatsen does exist, but it is used far less than either zetten or leggen (see for 
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example Corpus Hedendaags Nederlands). Dutch speakers choose between the two Dutch 

verbs based on a number of factors, including but not limited to the orientation of the objects 

placed. For example, when an object can be placed on a table in two ways, horizontally or 

vertically, the latter event is more likely to be described using the verb zetten, while the 

former will be described using leggen (Pauwels, 2000). Contrary to Dutch superordinate 

plaatsen, which is used less frequently than the more specific zetten and leggen, the English 

superordinate term put is used almost exclusively as a placement verb in English. The more 

specific verbs set and lay do exist but are rarely used.  

 Dutch L1 speakers are aware of the semantic difference between the two placement 

verbs zetten and leggen. In a study by van Bergen and Flecken (2017) that used an eye 

tracking paradigm, Dutch speakers were shown to anticipate which object would be the 

subject of a placement event, based on the placement verb that they heard. In other words: 

hearing zetten immediately brings the Dutch speakers attention to objects that can be subject 

to a vertically orientated placement. Crucially, speakers of English and French - which do not 

have (commonly used) placement verbs that encode object position - did not make the same 

anticipatory eye movements, which outlines that the underlying conceptualisation of the event 

is indeed different from the Dutch speakers. 

 Gullberg’s (2009) second point of interest was the use of gestures during the 

description of these placement events. Usually, English L1 speakers mostly express path in 

their gestures when describing placement events, while Dutch L1 speakers incorporate extra 

information about the object that is being manipulated in their gestures. (Hoetjes 2008, 

Gullberg 2009). Speakers of L1 Dutch use handshapes in their gestures that reinforce the 

difference in meaning of zetten (set, vertical placement) and leggen (lay, horizontal 

placement). This is crucial: Dutch placement gestures are different from placement gestures in 

English. This means that when an English speaker of L2 Dutch is gesturing about a placement 

event, the gesture that they use might be able to tell us if their native language is affecting the 

way they gesture in Dutch (i.e. whether there is linguistic transfer). 

Gullberg’s (2009) prediction that English L1 speakers would have difficulties splitting 

their one L1 category put into two Dutch L2 categories leggen and zetten was borne out. The 

English speakers showed overgeneralization of the Dutch verb zetten and a tendency to use 

dummy verbs or intransitive posture verbs instead of using the correct object-specific Dutch 

placement verb. Gullberg also found that the use of gestures by English L2 speakers of Dutch 

was still mostly focused on expressing path (i.e. a motion to the ground), without 

incorporating the Dutch handshape elements, suggesting that the semantic split of put into 
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Dutch leggen and zetten was not (yet) completed. Crucially, however, “speakers who did use 

the Dutch caused posture verbs appropriately relative to scene content also gestured about 

placement in a Dutch-like fashion” (Gullberg 2009, p. 21). This suggests that gesture use in 

placement events is subject to linguistic transfer, and that English participants did, to some 

degree, acquire the Dutch placement gestures. 

 This evidence shows that gestures, just like any other aspect of language, can reveal 

the extent to which a speaker has fully made a language their own. Like the Spanish L2 

speaker of English “climbs the tree”, without expressing this in speech, English speakers still 

put their objects on the table when they speak Dutch - even though a Dutch speaker would leg 

them. The fact that some speakers did gesture in a more Dutch-like fashion shows that it is 

possible to acquire these semantic categories of language and the conceptual representations 

that come with them. This also means that the role of gesture in second language acquisition 

should not be underestimated, as it might show L1-influence that is otherwise undetectable 

(Gullberg 2009, Kellerman and van Hoof 2003).  

 

1.8  Present study 

The previous sections have shown that gesture and speech are closely linked. Moreover, 

gestures are different across languages and these differences, both in speech and gesture, can 

be transferred to another language. The amount of difficulty that learners of a language 

experience, is dependent on the similarity of the underlying semantic categories, which can be 

explained using Ellis’ (1994) hierarchical model of semantic categorisation. In other words: 

when speakers of a language conceptualise something differently (and use different semantic 

categorisations) in their L1 than in their L2, it is harder to learn the L2. We have seen that 

studying the way people gesture when they speak a second language can reveal, to some 

extent, whether they still use the conceptualisations and semantic categories of their native 

language. The present study will further investigate these notions by continuing Gullberg’s 

(2009) study on placement events. 

The data from Gullberg’s (2009) study shows that the splitting of one L1 semantic 

category into two new ones in an L2 indeed causes troubles for learners of an L2. English 

speakers could not split their single placement verb put into the two Dutch verbs zetten (set) 

and leggen (lay). This was evident in the amount of errors they produced. Moreover, the 

gestures used by the English speakers of L2 Dutch resembled the English gestures, with focus 
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on path, and not the Dutch gestures, which are more likely to incorporate the object that is 

being manipulated in the shape of the hand. 

The current study will focus on the same contrast between English and Dutch in 

placement verbs and their corresponding gestures. However, whereas Gullberg (2009) 

investigated English L2 speakers of Dutch, this study will examine Dutch L2 speakers of 

English. According to Ellis’ (1994) hierarchy of semantic mapping, the split from L1 English’ 

single placement verb to L2 Dutch’s two placement verbs zetten and leggen is rather difficult 

for learners. The reverse situation, in which Dutch L1 speakers have to merge two placement 

verbs into a single one, should be easier, as this process is only one step up in the hierarchy 

from the easiest: equivalent L1 and L2 categories (Ellis, 1994). This study aims to verify that 

prediction. The results will be particularly interesting as they can be directly compared to 

Gullberg’s (2009) findings. 

 This thesis concerns itself with the main question: to what degree is gesture use in a 

second language affected by a person’s native language? The first research question will focus 

on the use of placement verbs by L1 speakers of Dutch in L2 English: To which degree do 

Dutch speakers use put in L2 English where they would use zetten or leggen in Dutch? If they 

have correctly mapped both leggen and zetten to English put, Dutch speakers should make 

little to no mistakes in this regard. It is, however, possible that speakers of Dutch overuse, the 

in English seldom used verbs, set and lay. If so, this might indicate that the merging of the 

two Dutch semantic categories into a single English one is not complete yet. In fact, Dutch 

speakers of L2 English might avoid having to merge two semantic categories (i.e. 

zetten/leggen to put) and use set and lay as an alternative strategy, as this would be easier 

according to Ellis’ (1994) hierarchy. Thus, the second research question is: To which degree 

do Dutch speakers of L2 English use set and lay where they would use zetten or leggen in 

Dutch?  It is expected that Dutch speakers of L2 English will (over)use set and lay, based on 

the hierarchy proposed by Ellis (1994), and assuming that Stockwell et al. (1965) were right 

in saying that having different semantic categories in languages increases the difficulty of 

acquiring a particular part of language. 

The use of gestures during placement events will be examined to answer a third 

research question: Do Dutch speakers of L2 English use placement gestures that resemble the 

(native) English gesture? If Dutch L2 speakers of English have acquired the full, native 

meaning of put, they should be gesturing with focus on path, and be less likely to incorporate 

handshape. If their attention is still shifted more towards the object, they should produce more 

gestures that incorporate handshape than native speakers of English do. 
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2  Method 

This study used an experimental methodology, reproducing that of Gullberg (2009) as closely 

as possible.  

 

2.1  Participants 

This study required Dutch speakers of L2 English, a mirror of the English speakers of L2 

Dutch in Gullberg’s (2009) study. The qualitative and labour-intensive nature of the method 

of analysis made using a large number of participants unfeasible. In total, ten participants 

were recruited, the Describers (see section 2.2). Participants were recruited at the Radboud 

University (RU), through word of mouth and social media. Consequently, all participants 

were either students of the RU or the HAN University of Applied Sciences. Participant’s ages 

ranged from 22 to 27 (M=24.4 SD=1.6). 6 participants were male and 4 participants were 

female.  

Three other participants (the Drawers, see section 2.2) were near-native speakers of 

English who did not have a proper command of Dutch. They were all foreign students (two 

Germans and one person who grew up in Hong Kong) who had just a few months experience 

with Dutch. Their study programmes were in English, which further limited their contact with 

Dutch. The Drawers’ age ranged from 18 to 27 (M=22.33, SD=3.68). Two Describers were 

male and one was female.  

Language proficiency and personal information were collected using a short 

proficiency questionnaire, based on Gullberg and Indefrey (2003, see appendix A). Describers 

reported an average proficiency in English of 3.8 out of 5 across all proficiencies (speaking, 

listening, writing, reading, grammar and pronunciation). One participant reported an average 

of 2.8, with only a score of 2 out of 5 for speaking. English proficiency reported by the 

Drawers was 4, on average. One Drawer did not report on his proficiency levels.  

 

2.2  Task 

Data was collected through an event description task. Native speakers of Dutch speaking L2 

English, were required to watch video clips of placement events (further discussed in section 

2.3) on a laptop screen and describe these to a second person who sat across a table. The 

participants describing the video clips will be called Describers. 

Across the table sat another participant - called the Drawer - who had to draw the 

objects on a picture of an empty room (see appendix C), based on the description given by the 
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Describer. These drawings did not serve any function in the analysis of the data. The 

Describer sat on an armless chair to increase the likelihood that he or she would gesture. Note 

that it is only the Describers speech and gestures that were relevant to this study. An example 

of the setup is in figure 1. 

The Drawers pretended to have no knowledge of the task at hand. It was important 

that the active Drawer was believed by the Describer to be new to the experiment, while in 

fact they knew of some aspects of the objective and general background of the study, because 

they took part in the study more than once. The Drawers did not respond to any remarks made 

by the Describer in Dutch, instead asking them to repeat in English. Both the Drawer and the 

Describer received written instructions (see appendix B) and were given the opportunity to 

ask questions to the experimenter before the experiment started. Use of gestures was not 

mentioned in the written or oral instructions. If either of the participants specifically asked 

about it however, they were told they could do whatever they wanted to get the message 

across. 

The point of having an interaction between a Describer and a Drawer, instead of 

asking a single participant to speak to the experimenter or to a camera, was to elicit more 

gestures from participants. According to Alibali et al. (2001) “[..] participants in such studies 

[i.e. gesture studies] may produce more content-laden representational gestures if they talk to 

the experimenter or to another participant face-to-face (p. 185).” The analysis focused on the 

speech and gestures that were produced by the Describer; the Drawer was just there to provide 

the interaction. 

 

Figure 1. Experimental setup with the Drawer on the left and the Describer on the right. 
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2.3  Materials 

The stimulus videos were the same as the ones used by Gullberg (2009). They showed a 

female actor putting away 32 objects found on the floor of a messy room. Ten scenes 

contained a horizontal placement, such as putting a tablecloth on a table or a bottle on its side. 

Ten other scenes depicted a vertical placement, such as books on a shelf. These events were 

predominantly designed to elicit Dutch zetten and leggen, respectively. Six scenes contained 

suspension events (e.g. shirt on a hanger), two a sticky attachment (gum under a table) and the 

final three events involved donning items of clothing, such as putting a hat on a head. 

The 32 events were distributed over 8 video clips. Participants watched the video clips 

on a laptop screen. After watching one clip, the screen went blank and the Describers had to 

describe (from memory, using the provided memory support, see appendix B) what happened 

to which object to the Drawer. The Drawer did not have access to the video clip. The 

description/drawing sessions were recorded using a digital video camera. All participants 

were asked to sign a consent form, asking for permission to use the recordings in a) scientific 

analysis and b) in scientific publications (see appendix D). 

 

2.4  Speech coding 

The video material was transcribed using ELAN (beta version 5.0.0), a tool developed by the 

Max Planck Institute for Psycholinguistics (see Lausberg & Sloetjes, 2009). ELAN allows the 

user to add unlimited amounts of annotations to an audio and/or video stream. After an 

annotation is made in ELAN, users can quickly jump back and forth between relevant 

annotations (in this study’s case: a placement event description), without having to find the 

next relevant part by hand. 

An L2 speaker of English transcribed the first spontaneous description of each 

placement event. This is defined as the first spontaneous utterance describing the placement 

event. This excludes detailed descriptions of the object itself or its exact placement in 

response to a question by the Drawer. In the case of self-corrections, the first immediately 

following interpretable description was retained, similar to what was done by Gullberg 

(2009). For speech analyses, the verbs that were used in the description of the placement 

event were the prime interest. 
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2.5  Gesture coding 

After the coding of speech elements, the first line of gesture coding focused on whether or not 

participants used placement gestures during the description of placement events. Gestures 

were coded with sound turned off to prevent the speech influencing the coding of the gesture. 

Only the first renditions of gestures were taken into account, because “gestures are sensitive 

to information structure and tend to co-occur with the most newsworthy element” (Gullberg 

and Narasimhan 2010, p. 247). Later gestures may be intended to contain more elaborate 

information, such as the exact location of the object (Hoetjes, 2008). Gestures were 

considered placement gestures if they occurred closely (in time) to the description of a 

stimulus item and if the gesture seemed to be intended to convey meaning about the 

placement event.  

Placement gestures’ strokes and post-stroke holds were identified through frame-by-

frame analysis of the video. The stroke is the gesture phase in which the most expressive part 

of the gesture is expressed. The stroke is the only part of a gesture that is always expressed. It 

is (roughly) synchronized with the linguistic elements that it is linked to (McNeill, 1992). The 

post stroke hold is the period following the stroke, during which the hands are temporarily 

held in place.  

Placement gestures were subsequently coded for form in two ways, namely whether or 

not it contained handshape and whether it contained path. A gesture was considered to have 

handshape when the object information (i.e. the object that is subject to the placement event) 

was reflected in the shape of the hand in some way. The hand being flexed was not enough in 

itself. This definition excludes, for example, a pointing gesture, during which the hand does 

take on a clear shape, but does not incorporate the object. Coding was as conservative as 

possible. In the case of a flat and/or stretched hand in the case of placement of books, for 

example, the coders did not code for handshape, because a flat hand might not depict the 

object itself but rather the ground it is placed on. Gestures were also coded for path, which is 

the performing of a movement by the hands in either of the lateral, vertical or sagittal 

directions away from the speaker’s body (cf. Kendon, 2004). These coding guidelines are 

similar to the one’s used by Gullberg (2009). 

Gestures that occurred with disfluencies or multiple hesitation phenomena were 

excluded, to ensure that the analysed gestures were spontaneously produced without the 

influence of other mental processes (cf. Gullberg, 1998). In general, not all participants 

gesture during gesture experiments (Gullberg, 2010b). Results from participants who did not 
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gesture were not of any use for this thesis’ method of analysis. In line with other studies 

(Hoetjes 2008, Gullberg 2009), participants who produced very few gestures (i.e. fewer than 

five) were excluded from the analysis.  

 To assess measurement consistency, a second coder also coded the video file from the 

first two participants for gesture. Cohen’s kappa was run to determine the agreement for both 

the existence of a placement gesture, and whether or not this gesture included path and/or 

handshape. For the identification of placement gestures, Cohen’s kappa was sufficient (κ = 

.705, N = 58). The same was true for the coding of path (κ = .811, N = 51). Inter-annotator 

agreement for handshape was lower (κ = .647, N = 51) but still ‘substantial’ according to 

Landis & Koch (1977). In cases of discrepancy, the primary coder’s judgments were retained.  

 

2.6  Analyses 

Annotations were exported using ELAN and then analyzed using IBM’s SPSS (version 23) 

and Microsoft Excel 2016. The first and second research questions were answered by 

analysing which verbs participants used when describing placement events, and comparing 

the data to the findings by Gullberg (2009). The third research question was answered by 

analysing the use of handshape in placement gestures, and comparing the placement gesture 

data from this study directly to the data from Gullberg’s (2009) study. 

 

3  Results 

The results include, unless otherwise mentioned, all annotations of participants’ verbal 

descriptions of placement events and the corresponding placement gestures. There were no 

occurrences of multiple hesitation phenomena in the data set nor did any participant gesture 

less than 5 times. Thus, no items or participants were excluded from analysis. 

There was some variation in the number of placement event descriptions across the ten 

participants. In some cases, participants talked about a stimulus but never described the 

placement, such as (1), where the stimulus shows a rope being hung over a post (stimulus 

codename in italics, for a complete list see table 3). 

 

(1) and in the end she finds a rope on the floor as well and she like uh she like tying 

the rope like making a nice eh (participant 1, rope_hang_post). 
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In other cases, stimuli were forgotten outright. Participant 7 described the least amount of 

stimuli, naming only 17 out of 32 possible placement events. On average, participants 

described 29 placement events. 

 

3.1  Verb use results 

Table 1.  

Placement Verbs in Descending Order by Frequency 

Verb Frequency  

Put 188 (65%)  

Hang 25 (9%)  

Place 24 (8%)  

Stick 11 (4%)  

Lay 3 (1%)  

Set 2 (1%)  

Other 35 (12%)  

 

Table 1 lists the most frequently used placement verbs in descending order. The first two 

research sub-questions, as laid out in section 1.7, asked whether or not participants would 

correctly use put in L2 English where they would use zetten or leggen in Dutch, or if they 

would overuse the English set and lay because these two verbs correspond so well to the 

already existing zetten and leggen in Dutch. Table 1 clearly shows that put was by far the 

most frequently used verb. Nearly two thirds of placement events were described using this 

verb.  

The two placement verbs that resemble Dutch leggen and zetten, respectively lay and 

set, were used very rarely by Dutch speakers of L2 English. Together they account for less 

than 2% of all placement verbs, with lay used 3 times and set used 2 times. The results 

suggest that Dutch speakers of L2 English do not have a tendency to overuse set and lay and 

used put in most contexts where the correct Dutch verb would be zetten or leggen. 

Participants did, however, not solely use put, set and lay. Hang and stick were also 

common, they together accounted for 9% and 4% of the total. Dutch speakers of L2 English 

used the verb place as a placement verb as well. It was used in 8% of the descriptions. A 

range of other placement verbs, such as throw, bring and kick were used only one or two 

times each. These verbs made up 12% of the total.  
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Table 2.  

Verb Usage per Participant. Most Frequent Verb Highlighted. 

Participant put hang place stick lay set other Total 

1 20 0 0 2 0 1 8 31 

2 4 3 15 2 1 0 3 28 

3 19 3 1 2 1 0 3 29 

4 23 3 1 1 0 0 2 30 

5 24 2 0 1 0 0 4 31 

6 26 3 0 1 0 0 1 31 

7 12 0 0 0 0 1 5 18 

8 19 2 3 0 0 0 5 29 

9 25 3 2 1 0 0 1 32 

10 16 6 2 1 1 0 3 29 

Total 188 25 24 11 3 2 35 286 

 

Table 2 shows that the preference for put was more or less the same across all participants. An 

example of an expression with put is (3), during the stimulus hippo_sit_table, which shows a 

toy hippo being put on a table. 

 

(3) she has a pluche hippopotamus she puts it right next to the crocodile (participant 5, 

hippo_sit_table) 

 

The only exception to this rule was participant number 2, who used place more often than any 

other verb. In fact, of the 24 occurrences of place, 15 were uttered by participant 2, such as in 

(4). The stimulus showed an alarm clock being put on a table. 

 

(4) and then she gets another clock but this is an alarm clock a small one and she 

places it on the left side of the desk (participant 2, alarmclock_stand_table). 

 

Table 3.  

Verb Frequencies per Stimulus Item. Most Frequent Verb Highlighted. 

Stimulus item put hang place stick lay set other Total 

Alarmclock_stand_table 8 0 1 0 0 0 0 9 
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Bag_stand_floor 5 0 3 0 0 0 0 0 

Bananas_lie_bowl 10 0 0 0 0 0 0 10 

Bear_stand_table 7 0 1 0 0 0 2 10 

Books_stand_shelf 6 0 2 0 0 0 1 9 

Bottle1_stand_shelf 6 0 2 0 0 0 2 10 

Bottle2_lie_shelf 5 0 0 0 3 0 1 9 

Bowl_stand_table 5 0 1 0 0 1 1 8 

Chair_stand_u_table/floor 6 0 0 0 0 0 1 7 

Chewinggum_u_table 1 0 1 7 0 0 0 9 

Clock_hang_wall 3 7 0 0 0 0 0 10 

Comic books_lie_shelf 7 0 3 0 0 0 0 10 

Crocodile_lie_table 8 0 0 0 0 0 2 10 

Football1_lie_u_chair/floor 0 0 1 0 0 0 6 7 

Football2_lie_drawer 8 0 1 0 0 0 1 10 

Hanger_hang_shelf 3 3 0 0 0 0 2 8 

Hat_head 8 0 0 0 0 0 1 9 

Hippo_sit_table 7 0 1 0 0 0 0 8 

Keyring_hang_neck 4 2 0 0 0 0 4 10 

Papers_lie_wastepaperbasket 6 0 0 0 0 0 2 8 

Pingpongball_hang_wall 4 0 0 4 0 0 1 9 

Rope_hang_post 2 5 0 0 0 0 2 9 

Shirt_hang_hanger/shelf 7 5 2 0 0 0 2 16 

Sweater_hang_chair 7 3 0 0 0 0 0 10 

Tablecloth_lie_table 8 0 0 0 0 0 0 7 

Towel_tshirt_lie_bag 10 0 0 0 0 0 0 10 

Toyhat_bear 5 0 2 0 0 0 2 9 

Trousers_lie_drawer 9 0 1 0 0 0 0 10 

Videobox_stand_shelf 9 0 1 0 0 0 0 10 

Videotape_lie_box 8 0 1 0 0 0 0 9 

Wastepaperbasket_stand_floor 6 0 0 0 0 1 0 7 

Total 188 25 24 11 3 2 27 286 

 

In order to check whether specific stimuli elicited specific verbs, verb use for each stimulus 

was examined. Table 3 shows how often each placement verb was used for which placement 
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stimulus. It is clear that put was the preferred verb for nearly every stimulus. For some stimuli 

that were designed to elicit the verb hang (showing a typical hanging placement event, such 

as hanging a clock on the wall), hang was used more often than put. For other suspension 

event stimuli, however, put was still used more frequently (keyring_hang_neck, 

shirt_hang_hanger/shelf, sweather_hang_chair). The two sticky attachment stimuli 

(chewinggum_u_table and pingpongball_hang_wall) together accounted for all instances of 

the placement verb stick. For the latter stimulus, put and stick were used equally often. 

 An interesting stimulus is football_lie_u_chair, which shows a football being put 

under a chair in a rolling fashion. Put was not used for this placement event at all. Instead, 

participants used roll and kick to describe this placement event. The use of kick is interesting, 

as the ball is not kicked or even touched by a foot in the stimulus video. 

 For the stimulus keyring_hang_neck, 4 participants used the verb put on, which is 

different from put. An approximate translation in Dutch would be aantrekken or omdoen. 

 

(5) and afterwards she put on like a keychain (participant 3, keyring_hang_neck) 

 

As mentioned above, the two placement verbs that resemble Dutch leggen and zetten, 

respectively lay and set, were used very rarely. Together they accounted for less than 2% of 

all placement verbs, with lay used 3 times and set used 2 times. All 3 occurrences of lay were 

elicited by a single stimulus, bottle_lie_shelf, in which there is a prototypical horizontal 

placement event (a wine bottle is placed horizontally on a bookshelf). An example of the use 

of lay is (6). 

 

(6) and she also picked up a plastic bottle she screwed the top on it and she laid it right 

next to the wine bottle (participant 10, bottle2_lie_shelf) 

 

Set was used only two times. One use of set involved a description of the placement event in 

which there was explicit focus on the position of the object being manipulated; a basket was 

being straightened into upright position (7). 

 

(7) First she uh, she uh, sets the basket straight.. like the, the bin (participant 1, 

wastepaperbasket_stand_floor) 
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3.2  Verb use summary 

The results show that speakers of Dutch use put in the majority of placement event 

descriptions. Apparently, Dutch speakers of L2 English have little trouble using the 

superordinate put, and are not prone to overuse set and lay. Other verbs, such as place and 

stick, were more common than set and lay. If participants did use set or lay, however, they 

only seemed to do so when the manipulated object’s position was highlighted. Moreover, in 

this data set, participants never incorrectly used the horizontal placement verb lay for a 

vertical placement or the other way around.  This seems to indicate that Dutch speakers of L2 

English have no problem merging their two verb categories leggen and zetten into the 

superordinate English put.  

 

3.3  Placement gesture results 

Participants performed placement gestures in 179 (63%) of the 286 placement event 

descriptions. There was some individual variation between participants, but no participants 

gestured fewer than five times and therefore all participants were included in the analysis. 

Placement gestures were not equally distributed across stimulus items, as some participants 

did not describe every stimulus. Moreover, not every stimulus item elicited a placement 

gesture, even when it was described. A full overview is available in appendix E. 

The third research sub-question, as outlined in section 2.7, was whether or not the 

usage of placement gestures by native Dutch speakers who are speaking L2 English would 

resemble the placement gestures made by native speakers of English. That is, it was expected 

that if Dutch speakers were still influenced by their L1, they would produce more gestures 

that include handshape than native speakers of English. 

 

Table 4.  

Number of Times Each Participant Produced a Placement Gesture with Handshape 

Participant No handshape Handshape Total 

1 7 14  (66%) 21 

2 9 10  (53%) 19 

3 12 12  (50%) 24 

4 2 17  (89%) 19 

5 11 11  (50%) 22 

6 5 21  (81%) 26 
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7 6 3  (33%) 9 

8 5 4  (44%) 9 

9 7 9  (56%) 16 

10 7 7  (50%) 14 

Total 71 (40%) 108  (60%) 179 

 

As shown in table 4, 60% of all placement gestures were performed with handshape and 40% 

were performed without handshape. This difference was significant (one sample sign test, 

N=286, p<0.001, two-tailed). This means that Dutch speakers of L2 English were 

significantly more likely to produce handshape-incorporating gestures than gestures without 

handshape.  

These results are in contrast with the findings by Gullberg (2009). Native speakers of 

English in her study produced handshape in only 40% of their placement gestures, with 60% 

of the placement gestures being produced without handshape. This means that Dutch speakers 

of L2 English did not gesture in native-like English fashion.  

 

 

Figure 2. Example gesture with handshape during the stimulus bowl_stand_table, which 

shows a bowl being put on a table. The gesture was performed during the underlined part. 

“She puts it on the right side of the desk” 
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Figure 3. Example gesture with path only by participant 6 during the hippo_sit_table 

stimulus. The gesture was performed during the underlined part. “first thing she does she 

grabs a like stuffed hippo and she put that yeah ne- next to the crocodile on the desk” 

 

Figure 2 and 3 show example gestures with and without handshape, respectively. In figure 2, 

the hands are clearly flexed and give us information about the object that is subject to the 

placement event (a bowl). An imaginary bowl is being held by the participant. 

In figure 3, on the other hand, the participant’s hand does not tell us anything about 

the object being handled (a toy hippopotamus); it is just the path or general movement of the 

object that is being encoded in the gesture.  

 

3.4  Placement gestures summary 

The results show that Dutch speakers of L2 English were significantly more likely to produce 

gestures with handshape than gestures without handshape. These results are contrastive to the 

findings by Gullberg (2009), who found that native English speakers were less likely to 

produce gestures with handshape. 

 

4.1  Discussion and conclusion 

This thesis pursued to answer the following main question: To what degree does a person’s 

L1 affect their gesture use when they speak in an L2? It tried to answer this question by 

looking at placement event descriptions by Dutch speakers of L2 English and asking the 
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following three sub-questions: To what degree do Dutch speakers use put in L2 English where 

they would use zetten or leggen in Dutch? To what degree do Dutch speakers use set and lay 

in cases where they would use zetten or leggen in Dutch? And finally: To what degree do 

Dutch speakers of L2 English use placement gestures that resemble the native English 

gesture? 

 The verb use results showed that speakers of Dutch use put in over 65% of all 

placement event descriptions. Moreover, Dutch speakers of L2 English used the more specific 

verbs set and lay just as often as native speakers of English did in Gullberg’s (2009) study, 

instead of using them more often, which was expected based on Ellis (1994) hierarchy. These 

results seem to indicate that Dutch speakers of L2 English described placement events in a 

way that is very similar to native speakers of English, regarding verb use. Their L1 preference 

for the more finely grained verbs leggen and zetten does not seem to affect their verb use in 

L2 English. 

The overwhelming dominance of put by Dutch speakers of L2 English raises some 

questions. Based on the hierarchy proposed by Ellis (1994), and assuming that Stockwell et al. 

(1965) were right in saying that having different semantic categories in languages increases 

the difficulty of acquiring a particular part of language, Dutch speakers were expected to use 

set and lay more often. After all, the hierarchy by Ellis specifically states that a situation in 

which semantic categories are equivalent (i.e. zetten and leggen can be mapped to set and lay) 

causes the least troubles for learners. Instead, we see that put is used almost universally, 

suggesting that Dutch speakers, instead of mapping zetten and leggen to set and lay directly, 

have merged their semantic categories to a single one (put) in English. This raises the 

question: why do Dutch speakers of L2 English perform a mental merge of two semantic 

categories when an easier direct mapping strategy is available? 

 One possible answer to this question is that the difference between the two steps in the 

hierarchy is not large enough. The option of mapping of two L1 categories to one L2 category 

and the option of mapping equivalent semantic categories may simply be close enough in 

difficulty not to force second language learners to prefer one strategy over the other. After all, 

if the mapping of equivalent semantic categories was that much easier for Dutch speakers of 

English, the results from this study should have shown the participants almost exclusively 

using set and lay. 

Equivalence of the two strategies, however, would still cause set and lay to be used 

roughly as often as put. If the two strategies are equally difficult and cost the same amount of 

mental effort on the part of the speaker, and no other factors are influencing verb choice, there 



30 

should roughly be a fifty-fifty chance of a participant choosing either strategy. This was not 

the case, as put was used so much more often than set and lay. This means that either the 

prediction made by the hierarchy as proposed by Ellis (1994) is not correct, or that there is 

another factor influencing the verb choice by the participants. 

 That other factor may be the verb frequency in native English. The (very) low 

frequency of set and lay in English might be the cause for the results found in this study. 

Because set and lay do not occur in English very often (Corpus of Contemporary American 

English, Davies 2008), the Dutch speakers of L2 English might not see using set and lay as a 

valid alternative strategy, but instead actively avoid having to use these verbs at all, because 

they think that using them is unusual or even grammatically incorrect. Moreover, the 

participants in this study were highly educated and reported fairly high English proficiencies, 

which might have reinforced this effect. Dutch speakers who have lower proficiencies in 

English might not be aware that the verbs set and lay are used less frequently, and use them 

more often. Moreover, participants were trained in English at an academic level and were 

accustomed to their performance and proficiency in English being rated by teachers at the 

university. This may have incentivised them to use what they deem “proper” English, instead 

of them speaking casually. It is possible that a more unrestricted form of L2 English could 

show the underlying influence of L2 transfer more clearly, resulting in participants using set 

and lay more often. 

The placement gesture results show that Dutch speakers of L2 English were 

significantly more likely to produce gestures with handshape than gestures without 

handshape. These results are different from the study by Gullberg (2009), in which the native 

speakers of English were instead significantly more likely to produce gestures without 

handshape. These results seem to indicate that the Dutch speaker’s focus on an object’s 

orientation in their L1 - which is made explicit by using either zetten or leggen - affects the 

way they use placement gestures when speaking in their L2, causing them to use placement 

gestures with handshape more often than a native speaker of English would. 

 The tendency of Dutch speakers of L2 English to use gestures that incorporate object 

information in the handshape shows us that even though the use of placement verbs might 

resemble native speakers of English, the use of placement gestures does not. Native speakers 

of English used significantly less object-incorporating handshapes in Gullberg’s (2009) study, 

which used the exact same methodology. This is likely to be a transfer effect from L1 to L2 

where the L1 Dutch gesture (i.e. object-incorporating handshape) is used by participants even 

when they are speaking L2 English. This may be a good example of the different mental 
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representations of an event: a result of the process of thinking-for-speaking. When the native 

Dutch speakers are describing the placement event in English, even when they are using the 

English put, which has no focus on object position, their gestures do show this focus on the 

position and shape of the object.  

In terms of Levelt’s (1989) framework, which distinguishes three phases of speech 

production (conceptualisation, grammatical encoding, phonological encoding), the produced 

placement gestures seem to reveal a difference in the conceptualisation stage that is not shown 

in the grammatical encoding of speech. That is, the conceptual difference between L1 Dutch 

and L1 English - the focus on object orientation - is not revealed by the placement verbs that 

Dutch speakers of L2 English use. Instead, the verb usage of Dutch speakers of L2 English 

and verb use of native speakers of English are remarkably similar in that both groups of 

participants had a clear preference for the verb put. Their placement verb accompanying 

gestures, however, are not so similar. They show the conceptual differences between the two 

languages: the focus on object orientation is clearly outlined by the Dutch speaker’s tendency 

to use gestures that have object-incorporating handshape, while native speakers of English are 

significantly less likely to use object-incorporating handshape in their placement gestures. 

 

4.2  Limitations of this study and considerations for future studies 

There are some limitations to this study that need to be taken into account. This section will 

deal with these limitations and offer considerations to circumvent these limitations in future 

studies. Firstly, the inter-annotator agreement for handshape did not meet the conventional 

value for Cohen’s Kappa of at least .7 which is regularly used in scientific studies. Annotators 

did agree on the general presence of a placement gesture and whether or not those gestures 

used path. This question is why the annotators often had different views on what constitutes a 

handshape that incorporates the object. The subjective nature of analysing gestures is the 

probable cause for these differences. The first part of the definition of handshape in this study 

- a flexed hand - can be determined quite objectively, as a participant’s hand during a gesture 

can be compared to its shape when the participant is not (yet) gesturing. The second part of 

this definition, whether or not the gesture incorporates the object that is subject to the 

placement even, is much harder to objectively determine, and is the probable cause of the lack 

of proper agreement between the two different annotators. In figure 2, for example, the 

participant’s gesture could be explained as an iconic gesticulation, by which the participant is 

holding an imaginary bowl. Alternatively though, it could be argued that this particular 
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gesture is deictic and is purely intended to refer to the right side of the table. Creating explicit 

and concrete annotation guidelines could be a solution to this problem in the future. In this 

study, the notion of a gesture being “object incorporating” was not subject to any explicit 

rules or features, relying completely on the annotators’ subjective view.  

 A second limitation is the absence of baseline data for native Dutch participants. That 

is, the methodology used in this study has been applied to three combinations of L1 and L2 

speakers: native speakers of English, native speakers of English speaking L2 Dutch (both in 

Gullberg 2009), and (in this study) native speakers of Dutch speaking L2 English. In order to 

make full comparisons regarding verb use and placement gesture use, a study should establish 

a baseline for native Dutch speakers’ verb and gesture use. This should be done by replicating 

the methodology from this study, using native Dutch participants and letting them perform the 

placement event descriptions in Dutch. This baseline could be compared to the Dutch 

speakers’ use of gestures in L2 English (i.e. the results from this study). If the frequency of 

handshape in native Dutch is similar to that of Dutch people speaking L2 English, it would 

support the claim that there is a transfer effect from L1 Dutch to L2 English in placement 

gesture use.  

 Another idea for future studies is the addition of education level as an extra between-

subjects variable. In this study, participants were relatively proficient in English, which could 

have been a factor in the results of the study. It would be interesting to see if participants who 

are not as proficient in English would perform the same. A possible hypothesis could be that 

Dutch speakers with lower proficiencies in L2 English will use set and lay more often, as they 

have less knowledge of English semantic categories and might be prone to use the more direct 

mapping of zetten and leggen to set and lay. 

 

4.2  Conclusion 

This thesis investigated whether verb and gesture use when speaking in a second language are 

affected by the speaker’s native language. Specifically, it examined whether placement verb 

and placement gesture use by Dutch participants, speaking L2 English, resembled that of 

native speakers of English or showed influence from L1 Dutch, by comparing the results with 

those of Gullberg (2009).  

First, verb use by Dutch participants used when describing placement events closely 

resembled that of native speakers of English. Participants showed an overwhelming 

preference for the use of put, which is the default verb in L1 English. There were no apparent 
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effects of linguistic transfer from Dutch L1 to English L2. This may be due to the high level 

of English the participants had. 

Secondly, Dutch speakers of L2 English were more likely to use placement gestures 

with handshape, whereas the native speakers of English from Gullberg’s (2009) study were 

more likely to use placement gestures without handshape. This shows that the Dutch 

participants from this study did not resemble native speakers of English with regard to their 

gesture use. A possible cause may be linguistic transfer from L1 Dutch to L2 English. 

To summarise the results for speech and gesture, Dutch participants could not be told 

apart from native speakers based on their verb use, but their use of placement gestures did 

show a clear difference with native speakers of English who performed the same experiment 

in Gullberg (2009). The use of placement gestures by Dutch L2 speakers of English thus 

shows that a person’s native language can affect the way in which they use placement 

gestures when they speak in a second language. 
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Kelly S.D., Ozyürek A, & Maris E. (2010). Two sides of the same coin: speech and gesture 

mutually interact to enhance comprehension. Psychological Science, 21(2), 260-7. 

Kendon, A. (1972) Some relationships between body motion and speech. In A. W. Siegman 

and B. Pope (Eds.). Studies in Dyadic Communication, 177-216, New York: Pergamon 

Press. 

Kendon, A. (2004). Gesture. Visible Action as Utterance. New York: Cambridge University 

Press. 

Kida, T. (2005). Appropriation du Geste par les Étrangers: Le Cas d’Étudiants Japonais 

Apprenant le Français. Aix en Provence: Laboratoire Parole et Langage. 

Kita, S., & Ozyurek, A. (2003). What does cross-linguistic variation in semantic coordination 

of speech and gesture reveal? Evidence for an interface representation of spatial thinking 

and speaking. Journal of Memory and Language, 48(1), 16-32.  

Landis, J. R., & Koch, G. G. (1977). The measurement of observer agreement for categorical 

data. Biometrics, 33, 159–174. 

Lausberg, H., & Sloetjes, H. (2009). Coding gestural behavior with the NEUROGES-ELAN 

system. Behavior Research Methods, Instruments, & Computers, 41(3), 841-849. 

Liddell, Scott K. (2003). Grammar, Gesture, and Meaning in American Sign Language. New 

York: Cambridge University Press. 

Lemmens, M. (2006). Caused posture: experiential patterns emerging from corpus research. In 

Gries, S., & Stefanowitsch, A. (Eds.). Corpora in Cognitive Linguistics. Corpus-based 

Approaches to Syntax and Lexis, 263-298. Berlin: Mouton. 

Levelt, W. J. M. (1989). Speaking: From Intention to Articulation. Cambridge: MIT Press. 



36 

MacWhinney, B. (1989). Competition and lexical categorization. Linguistic Categorization, 

195-242. 

McNeill, D. (1992). Hand and Mind. What the Hands Reveal about Thought. Chicago: 

Chicago University Press. 

McNeill, D. (2005). Gesture and Thought. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press. 

Morris, D. Collett, P., Marsh, P., & O’Shaughnessy, M. (1979). Gestures, Their Origins and 

Distribution. New York: Stein and Day 

Nicoladis, E. (2006). Cross-linguistic transfer in adjective–noun strings by preschool bilingual 

children. Bilingualism: Language and Cognition, 9(01), 15-32. 

Odlin, T. (1989). Language Transfer. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Özyürek, A., Willems, R. M., Kita, S., & Hagoort, P. (2007). On-line integration of semantic 

information from speech and gesture: Insights from event-related brain potentials. 

Journal of cognitive neuroscience, 19(4), 605-616. 

Pauwels, P. (2000). Put, Set, Lay and Place: A Cognitive Linguistic Approach to Verbal 

Meaning. München: Lincom Europa. 

Pika, S., Nicoladis, E., & Marentette, P. F. (2006). A cross-cultural study on the use of 

gestures: Evidence for cross-linguistic transfer? Bilingualism: Language and Cognition, 

9(03), 319-327. 

Raffler-Engel, W. (1976). Linguistic and kinesic correlates in code switching. In 

MacCormack, W.C. & Wurm, Stefen A. (Eds.). Language and Man: Anthropological 

Issues, 229-238. The Hague: Mouton. 

Sapir, E. (1929) The status of linguistics as a science. Language, 5 (4), 207-204. 

Slobin, D. (1991). Learning to think for speaking: Native language, cognition, and rhetorical 

style. Pragmatics, 1, 7-25. 

Stockwell, R., Brown, J., & Martin, J. (1965). The Grammatical Structures of English and 

Spanish. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Whorf, B. L., Carroll, J. B., Levinson, S. C., & Lee, P. (2012). Language, Thought, and 

Reality: Selected Writings of Benjamin Lee Whorf. Cambridge: MIT Press. 

 

 

 

 

 



37 

Appendix A 

Background questionnaire (adapted and shortened from Gullberg and Indefrey 2003) 

 

Below you will find questions about your education, profession and most of all your language 

use (background). Please answer all these questions as completely as possible. 

 

1. Name: 

2. Sex: 

3. Age: 

4. What is your level of education (e.g. high school, university degree)? 

5. What is your profession 

a. Do you have a job? If yes, what kind? 

6. Where were you born? 

a. Have you lived in another country than the Netherlands? If yes, where, when 

and for how long? 

7. Do you have any native languages, other than Dutch? 

 

8. What languages do you know and how good do you think you are at them? Sort these 

languages and put your best language on top in the first column. Give the level of each 

language by using the following scale: 

 

Not good 1 2 3 4 5 Very good 

 

 

Language Speaking Listening Writing Reading Grammar Pronunciation 

1:       

2:       

3:       
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Appendix B 

Written instructions for the Describer (Gullberg 2009) 

 

You are about to see 8 short video clips. In each clip, four actions are performed. Each clip is 

only presented once. 

Your task is to watch the clip, and after this, describe what happened to the person sitting in 

front of you (you describe the four actions). For each action, one word is listed on your 

checklist. The words on the checklist are there for memory support. 

The person in front of you has a picture of the empty room in which the actions are performed, 

and will draw into this picture what happened to the objects from the video clip. 

After you have described the actions, and the person in front of you has drawn these, you can 

go on to the next video clip. 

 

Checklist / Memory support for the Describer 

 

waste paper basket 

hanger 

chair 

tablecloth 

 

bananas 

bowl 

crocodile 

rope 

 

clock 

football 1 

football 2 

alarm clock 

 

hippopotamus 

books 

comic books  
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bottle 1 

 

trousers 

bear 

ping pong ball 

toy hat 

 

sweater 

video tape 

video box 

papers 

 

t-shirt 

towel 

bag 

bottle 2 

 

shirt 

hat 

key ring 

chewing gum 

 

Written instructions for the Drawer 

 

The person in front of you is about to see 8 short video clips. After each clip, he or she will 

describe what happened. In each clip, four actions are performed. By means of these four 

actions, objects end up in a different place. 

You have a picture of the empty room in which the actions are performed. Your task is to 

draw the objects into the picture (in their final location). Writing down the name of the object 

in its final location is also sufficient. If a description is not fully clear, you can ask the person 

in front of you more questions. 
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Appendix C 

Picture of the empty room. 
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Appendix D 

Consent Form 

 

I hereby give my permission to Noud Maas to use today’s recordings (audio and video) for the 

following purposes: 

 

(Please tick the appropriate box, “❐”, if you give your permission.) 

 

❐ 1. analyses for scientific research; 

 

❐ 2. as an illustration of the above scientific research in conferences and/or lectures, 

and in scientific publications 

 

My anonymity is guaranteed. Under no circumstances will my personal identity be revealed 

to anybody other than the above mentioned scientific researchers (e.g. no names will be used 

in presentations or publications of the recording). 

 

Name     Signature    Date 

 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Participant no: ______________________ 
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Appendix E 

Tables and figures 

 

Table 5.  

Number of Times a Placement Gesture was Used with or without 

Handshape, per Verb 

Verb No handshape Handshape Total 

go 2 0 (0%) 2 

hang 4 13 (76%) 17 

hang up 0 1 (100%) 1 

lay 0 2 (100%) 2 

place 8 4 (33%) 12 

places 0 1 (100%) 1 

put 54 72 (57%) 126 

put on 0 4 (100%) 4 

puts 0 1 (100%) 1 

roll 2 1 (33%) 3 

set 0 1 (100%) 1 

stick 1 7 (88%) 8 

throw 0 1 (100%) 1 

Total 71 108 179 

 

Table 6.  

Number of Times Each Participant Produced a Placement Gesture 

Participant No Yes Total 

1 9 21 (70%) 30 

2 9 19 (68%) 28 

3 5 24 (83%) 29 

4 11 19 (63%) 30 

5 9 22 (71%) 31 

6 5 26 (84%) 31 

7 8 9 (53%) 17 
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8 20 9 (31%) 29 

9 16 16 (50%) 32 

10 15 14 (48%) 29 

Total 107 179 (63%) 286 

 

Table 7.  

Number of Participants Who Performed a Placement Gesture per Stimulus 

Stimulus item No Yes Total 

Alarmclock_stand_table 4 5 9 

Bag_stand_floor 6 2 8 

Bananas_lie_bowl 2 8 10 

Bear_stand_table 5 5 10 

Books_stand_shelf 4 5 9 

Bottle1_stand_shelf 7 3 10 

Bottle2_lie_shelf 2 7 9 

Bowl_stand_table 3 5 8 

Chair_stand_u_table/floor 2 5 7 

Chewinggum_u_table 4 5 9 

Clock_hang_wall 4 6 10 

Comic books_lie_shelf 2 8 10 

Crocodile_lie_table 4 6 10 

Football1_lie_u_chair/floor 4 3 7 

Football2_lie_drawer 6 4 10 

Hanger_hang_shelf 2 6 8 

Hat_head 3 6 9 

Hippo_sit_table 2 6 8 

Keyring_hang_neck 4 6 10 

Papers_lie_wastepaperbasket 4 4 8 

Pingpongball_hang_wall 2 7 9 

Rope_hang_post 3 6 9 

Shirt_hang_hanger/shelf 5 11 16 

Sweater_hang_chair 2 8 10 

Tablecloth_lie_table 1 7 8 
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Towel_tshirt_lie_bag 6 4 10 

Toyhat_bear 3 6 9 

Trousers_lie_drawer 4 6 10 

Videobox_stand_shelf 4 6 10 

Videotape_lie_box 2 7 9 

Wastepaperbasket_stand_floor 1 6 7 

Total 107 179 286 

 

Table 8.  

Number of Times Each Participant Produced a Placement Gesture with Path 

Participant No path Path Total 

1 0 21  (100%) 21 

2 1 18  (95%) 19 

3 1 23  (96%) 24 

4 1 18  (94%) 19 

5 1 21  (95%) 22 

6 3 23  (87%) 26 

7 1 8  (87%) 9 

8 2 7  (78%) 9 

9 3 13  (81%) 16 

10 0 14  (100%) 14 

Total 13 166  (93%) 179 

 


