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Tutorial - designing your own acceptability judgement task using Excel 
 

Please note:  

- I am using the English version of Excel. If you are using the Italian version, you might 

have to translate certain commands/menu items, or you can change the language setting 

to English. 

- Depending on which version of Office/Excel you’re using, the menus might look slightly 

different.  

 

Background 

Example experiment: Negative intervention. 

Sentential negation (not) can lead to a decrease in acceptability in wh-questions. The traditional 

explanation for this is that negation ‘blocks’ the dependency between a wh-phrase and its gap 

(Rizzi, 1992). However, not all types of wh-phrases are equally sensitive to negative 

intervention. There is a difference between referential and non-referential wh-phrases. 

- Referential wh-phrases: wh-phrases that receive a referential theta role (arguments). 
Inherently referential wh-phrases are which + NP wh-phrases 

- Non-referential wh-phrases: wh-phrases that do not receive a referential theta role 
(adjuncts and non-referential arguments). Amount how many + NP wh-phrases are 

considered to be non-referential (since they typically do not refer to sets, but to 

amounts). 

 

To test the effect of referentiality, we could contrast a referential argument (e.g who) to a non-

referential adjunct (e.g. how). However, such a direct comparison is problematic. Why? 

 

1. Whoi didn’t you hit ti hard? 

2. *Howi didn’t you hit John ti 

 

For our experiment, we will contrast referential which NP to non-referential how many NP wh-

phrases. 

 

In a previous judgement task I carried out for German, I noticed that the position of the negation 

has a strong effect on acceptability (Schippers & Gieselman, 2014). The experimental items and 

results are shown below.  
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Experimental items – German experiment 

LD movement -  matrix negation - referential wh-phrase (ld_main_ref) 

a. Welche Besucher denkst du nicht, dass die Rezeptionistin an der Tür begrüßt hat?  

Which   visitors     think    you not  that  the receptionist      at the door greeted has 

‘Which visitors don’t you think that the receptionist greeted at the door?’ 

 

LD movement -  matrix negation – non-referential wh-phrase (ld_main_ref) 

b. Wie viele   Besucher denkst du nicht, dass die Rezeptionistin an der Tür begrüßt hat?   

How many visitors    think   you not    that the receptionist     at the door greeted has 

 ‘How many visitors don’t you think that the receptionist greeted at the door?’ 

 

LD movement – embedded negation – referential wh-phrase (ld_emb_ref) 

c. Welche Besucher denkst du, dass die Rezeptionistin nicht an der Tür begrüßt hat?  

Which visitors       think you   that the receptionist not at the door greeted        has 

 ‘Which visitors do you think that the receptionist didn’t greet at the door?’ 

 

LD movement – embedded negation – non-referential wh-phrase (ld_emb_nr) 

d. Wie  viele Besucher denkst du, dass die Rezeptionistin nicht an der Tür begrüßt hat? 

How many visitors   think you   that the receptionist         not at the door greeted has 

‘How many visitors do you think that the receptionist greeted at the door?’ 

 

Figure 1: Results German experiment negative intervention 
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The results show that overall, referentiality had very little effect (no significant difference 

between referential and non-referential wh-phrases). The position of negation, however, did 

have a significant effect on acceptability: matrix negation was significantly less acceptable than 

subordinate negation.  

The strong effect for matrix negation cannot be explained under structural accounts of negative 

intervention. We have suggested it has to do with the pragmatic oddness of negating matrix 

predicates like think in a wh-question.  

 

We want to repeat the German experiment for English. (Motivations: different positions of 

negation, highly degraded status of long-distance questions in German).  

 

We will use the translations of the German sentences as the basis for our experiment. This 

already gives us one item set: 

 

Requirements for an acceptability judgment task 

- Multiple items per condition (I advise a minimum of 3 items per condition, upper bound is 
dependent on how many conditions you have and how long your experiment will be. The 

maximum number of sentences (experimental + filler items) that I have used is 90).  

- Items in the conditions should form minimal pairs (only differ w.r.t. variable we are 
interested in).  

- This means that we need item sets: sets of minimal pairs that contain 1 example of each 
condition. 

- Each participant should see exactly 1 sentence for each item set (to avoid lexical repetition). 

- Fillers need to be added to the experimental items – they should at least make up ½ of the 
total number of items, but preferable 2/3). The filler items serve various purposes: disguise 

which variables are really being tested, acting as ‘training items’ at the beginning, control 

items to check whether the participants understood the task – can they distinguish 

uncontroversial acceptable from unacceptable sentences?). 

- The experimental items and filler items need to be randomized – to avoid repetitiveness, to 
disguise the various conditions within the experiment.  

- Each list (questionnaire) should start and end with a few filler items. 

- For each list, we should also create a reverse order, to control for order effects 
(training/habituation, boredom, tiredness, inattention).  

 

Tutorial – designing questionnaires using Excel 

Below is an example of an item set representing 1 item for each condition. We have a factorial 

design with two factors: position of negation (main vs. subordinate clause) and referentiality 

(referential vs. non-referential wh-phrases). Each factor thus has two levels, so that we have a 

2x2 design with 4 conditions.  

 

Item set 1:  

Condition 1: Which visitors don’t you think that the receptionist greeted at the door? 

Condition 2: How many visitors don’t you think that the receptionist greeted at the door? 

Condition 3: Which visitors do you think that the receptionist didn’t greet at the door? 

Condition 4: How many visitors do you think that the receptionist greeted at the door? 
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For our experiment, we will need more item sets. We also have to keep in mind that each 

participant can only see 1 sentence per item sets. 

 

The total number of item sets needed can be computed as follows: number of conditions x 

number of items per condition that each participant sees. 

 

In our case, we have 4 conditions and we want participants to see 4 items per conditions. That 

means we need 4x4= 16 item sets.  

 

As you can see, the sentences in item set 1 have the same general structure: 

Wh + NP – do(n’t)– you – think – that – DP – (didn’t) – V – PP? 

 

We can use this structure as the template to construct other item sets. To allow for lexical 

variation, we can will vary the lexical content of NP, DP, V and PP, but we’ll leave the rest of the 

template intact. 

 

Step 1: Open Excel. In the first row, we create column headings, using the template above: 

wh+NP do(n't) you think that DP (didn't) V PP? 
 

Step 2: In row 2, we fill out the lexical items for condition 1: 

Which visitors don't  you  think that  the receptionist greeted at the door? 
  

Step 3: We copy-paste row 2 to row 3, but change ‘Which visitors’ to ‘How many visitors’  

How many visitors don't  you  think that  the receptionist greeted at the door? 
 

Step 4: We copy-past row 2 & 3 to row 4 & 5, but change ‘don’t’ in column B to ‘do’. In column G, 

we add ‘didn’t’ and in column H, we change ‘greeted’ to ‘greet’.  

Which visitors do you  think that  the receptionist didn't greet at the door? 

How many visitors  do you  think that  the receptionist didn't greet at the door? 
 

We’ve now created the first item set and saved time by copy-pasting identical material. We will 

now create the other 15 item sets. To help you get started, here’s a list of 15 lexical variants: 

        before the exam? 
 

          

Which lectures don‘t you think the  students  reviewed before the exam? 

Which chapters don't you  think the  author  finished before the deadline? 

Which houses don't you  think the realtor  listed in the newspaper? 

Which medications don't you  think the patient  took after his release? 

Which securities don't you  think the investor  wanted in his portfolio? 

Which arguments don't you  think the audience  understood during the lecture? 

Which materials don't you  think the ecologist  sanctioned for the project? 

Which commodities don't you  think the trader  sold at a profit? 

Which shortcomings don't you  think the woman  noticed in her partner? 

Which violations don't you  think the CEO  disclosed in his report? 

Which resources don't you  think the government  protected in the legislation? 

Which pages don't you  think the toddler  tore from the book? 

Which tasks don't you  think the manager  delegated to his assistant? 

Which prospects don't you  think the team  signed over the summer?           
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Which fires don‘t you think the rangers  anticipated during the drought? 
 

 

Step 5: You now repeat step 1-4 for all 15 items sets, using the examples above.  

 

The result should be that you now have a list of 64 sentences. We now need to paste the words 

together into full sentences. We do this by entering a concatenation formula in column K 

 

Step 6: Go to cell K2. Type the following formula:  
=A2&" "&B2&" "&C2&" "&D2&" "&E2&" "&F2&" "&H2&" "&I2 

This concatenates the content of cell A2 to I2 (excluding G2). The “ “ parts of the formula make 

sure that there are spaces between the words. 

 

Step 7: Copy-paste the formula (not the actual string of words!) of cell K2 to cell K3 

 

Step 8: Copy-paste the formula of K3 to K4, but add cell G4 to the formula: 

=A4&" "&B4&" "&C4&" "&D4&" "&E4&" "&F4&" "&G4&" "&H4&" "&I4 

 

Step 9: Copy-paste the formula of cell K4 to cell K5 

 

Step 10: You can now copy-paste the formulas from Cell K2-K5 to Cell K6-K9, and repeat this 

for concatenating the other 14 items sets.  

 

We want to give each sentence an ID, which will be helpful later when we process the result. 

Each item set is indicated by a letter (a,b,c,d, etc.) and conditions receive a number (1,2,3,4).  

 

Step 11: Insert an extra column at the beginning (which will then be column A). Name the 

column ‘item_id’, and type in the cells: a1, a2, a3, a4, b1, b2, b3, b4, c1, c2, c3, c4, etc., until you’ve 

reached the end of the list. 

 

Now we want to arrange the items into different lists. There are 4 conditions, and each 

participant should see 4 items per condition. A participant can only see 1 sentence from each 

item set and each item should appear once on every list. We can accomplish this by means of 

what is known as a Latin Square design (see, for example, Wikipedia for an explanation): 

 

Step 12: To arrange the items into a list according to a Latin Square design, we use column M, 

which we name “List”. In cell M2 – M17, insert the following series of numbers: 

1,2,3,4,2,3,4,1,3,4,1,2,4,1,2,3. Then copy-paste this row into cell C18-C33, cell C34-C49 and Cell 

C50-C65 

 

Step 13: Select all the data on the sheet. In the main Menu, got to ‘Sort’. In the pop-up box, check 

the box ‘My data has headers’. Behind ‘Sort by’, select ‘List’. Then click OK: 

 

Your data are now sorted into 4 different lists.  

 

Step 14: Open 8 new worksheets in your Excel file (left lower corner). Rename the sheets (sheet 

1 = all items,  sheet 2 = list 1a, sheet 3 = list 2b, sheet 4 = list 2a, sheet 5 = list 2b, etc., up to list 

4b. (the sheets with the b-lists will contain the reverse order of the a-lists.) 
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Step 15: Copy the sentences + the item ID for list 1 to sheet ‘List 1a’, for list 2 to sheet ‘List 2a’, 

for list 3 to sheet ‘List 3a’ and for list 4 to sheet ‘List 4a’. Note: make sure you copy the values, 

not the formulas! 

 

To each list, we now have to add a list of filler items. Requirements: 

- At least half or more than the experimental items (since we have a relatively small 
experiment, we can add more than half, e.g. 24, so that we have a total of 40 items). 

- The filler items should be of equal acceptability as the experimental items. From the 
German experiment and other experiments on negative islands (Gieselman et al., 2011), 

we know that: 

o Items with matrix negation are strongly unacceptable (50% in our case, so we 

need 12 highly unacceptable fillers as well). 

o Items with embedded negation and a non-referential wh-phrase are mildly 

ungrammatical (25% - 6 filler). 

o Items with embedded negation and a referential wh-phrase should be OK (25% - 

6 fillers).  

 

- For the highly ungrammatical items, I choose 6 so-called partial wh-movement 
sentences (strongly unacceptable in English, cf. Schippers 2012) and 6 adjunct long-

distance questions with matrix negation. 

- For the mildly ungrammatical items, I choose 6 sentences with a wh-island violations 
with a non-referential how many NP wh-phrase. 

- For the grammatical sentences, I choose 6 wh-island constructions with referential 
which NP phrase.  

 

A list of the filler items is below: 

   

UNGRAM_PM What do you think which girls the band invited to meet afterwards? 

UNGRAM_PM What do you think which students the professor asked to see at the lecture hall? 

UNGRAM_PM What do you think which customers the company didn’t convince to use their services 
by now? 

UNGRAM_PM What do you think which instruments the composer tried out himself before the 
concert? 

UNGRAM_PM What do you think which substitutes the coach picked for the world cup match? 

UNGRAM_PM What do you think which exercises the pupils managed by themselves this time? 

UNGRAM_HOW How don't you  think the mine implemented the precautions before the accident? 

UNGRAM_HOW How don't you  think the administrator  checked the computers during his shift? 

UNGRAM_HOW How don't you  think the agent represented the actors for the firm? 

UNGRAM_HOW How don't you  think the  child learned the words from its mother? 

UNGRAM_HOW How don't you  think the athlete avoided the substances during his training? 

UNGRAM_HOW How don't you  think the bear destroyed the campgrounds in the park? 

FIL_WHISLAND How many beers do you wonder whether the bachelor drunk over the weekend? 

FIL_WHISLAND How many babies do you wonder whether the nurse fed with a spoon? 

FIL_WHISLAND How many cookies do you wonder whether the girl scouts sold during the raffle? 

FIL_WHISLAND How many flights did Joanne ask whether the pilot landed during the week? 

FIL_WHISLAND How many flags did John ask whether the protestors burned in the streets? 

FIL_WHISLAND How many bridesmaides did Leah ask whether the bride invited for the wedding? 

FIL_WH Which animals do you wonder whether the children petted at the farm? 
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FIL_WH Which patients do you wonder whether the doctor examined during his rounds? 

FIL_WH Which pastries do you wonder whether the chef baked for the guests? 

FIL_WH Which boattrip did Carl ask whether the tourists took during their holiday? 

FIL_WH Which news did Tina ask whether the editor published in the newspaper? 

FIL_WH Which couple did Steve ask whether the priest married in the church? 

 

Step 16: add the list of filler items + their ID to each list (1a, 2a, 3a, 4a) 

 

Now we will randomize the filler and experimental items, starting with List 1a. 

 

Step 17: Add a column at the beginning. In cell A1, we type a formula that will assign a random 

number between 0 and 1 to this cell. The formula is:  =RAND(). 

 

Step 18: Copy the formula in cell A1 to Cells A2 – A40 

 

Step 19: Select all the data. In the main menu select ‘Data’, then ‘Sort’. Then choose ‘sort by 

column A’ and click OK. 

 

Your sentences are now randomized. You will have to make some manual adjustments to make 

sure that: 

- The list starts and ends with a few filler items. 

- There are always filler items between experimental items. 

- Items from the same condition should not be too close together. 
 

The last thing we need to do is to create a reverse order for list 1a (List 1b). 

 

Step 20: In list 1a, add another column at the beginning. In A1 -  A3, fill in: 1,2,3. Select these 3 

cells. Put your mouse in the bottom right corner of the last cell (A3) – a + sign will appear. 

Leftclick the mouse and drag down to Cell A40, then release. Now you have a numbered list 

from 1-40 in column A. 

 

Step 21: Copy all the data on sheet 1a to sheet 1b. With all the data selected, click ‘Data’, then 

‘Sort’. For ‘Sort by’, choose ‘column A’. For ‘Order’, choose ‘Largest to Smallest’, then click OK. 

You’ve now created the reverse order of list 1a. 

 

Repeat step 17-21 for the other lists.  

When you’re done, you have 8 different lists. You can use these to construct a paper 

questionnaire, or to put your questionnaire online. A website I sometimes use for this is 

www.thesistools.com  (which is in German, English or Dutch, however). A more professional 

and paid service is provided at www.surveymonkey.com. You can also ask other experimental 

linguists what they use (some people have developed their own websites/software), or you can 

send your participants a digital version of the questionnaire. 

 

Further issues 

Instructions: 

Instructions should be short and concise (people won’t read long instructions). They should not 

give away the purpose of the experiment, but be specific enough so that the participants do 

what they’re supposed to do (judge the sentences for well-formedness). 

mailto:ankelien.schippers@uni-oldenburg.de
http://www.thesistools/
http://www.surveymonkey.com/


Workshop on Experimental Syntax – University of Siena – 9-10 March 2016 
Ankelien Schippers – ankelien.schippers@uni-oldenburg.de 

 

8 
 

 

Scale: 

There is a lot of discussion on what kind of scales to use. Based on my experience, I suggest to 

use a Likert scale from 1-7. If you want to read something about scales/gradience in judgments, 

see Bard et al. (1997) (they argue for using an open-ended scale, using a method called 

magnitude estimation. However, using a Likert scale will normally give you the same result and 

it is more straightforward and easier for the participants). 

 

Additional questions (demographic details etc.) 

It is important to always ask for personal details from the participants, such as: 

- gender 

- age 

- educational level 

- occupation 

- native language 

- Which languages/dialects do you speak at home? 

- Which languages/dialects did you speak in primary school? 

- Which languages/dialects did you speak in secondary school? 

- Which languages/dialects do you speak with your family? 

- Which languages/dialects do you speak with your friends? 

- Do you suffer from any language, reading or other cognitive disorders. 
You can later check whether such factors had an effect on how the participants rated the 

sentences.  
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