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Following Processability Theory (PT) (Pienemann 1998), learners of L2 German first acquire SVX
structures with the subject in the prefield like (1). These sentences follow canonical word order in
German.

(1) Anna geht ins Kino.
Anna goes to_the cinema.
Anna goes to the cinema.

In PT, the next step is assumed to be adverbial fronting, leading to a multiply occupied prefield as in
(2). Sentences which are ascribed this second stage (ADV in PT wording, also verb-third/V3) are
generally considered ungrammatical or at least non-standard/non-canonical in German. However,
according to the PT framweork, the five stages SVX, ADV, SEP (complex predicates), INV (non-subject
constituent fronting) and VEND (verb-final sentences) are incremental and implicational. From this
follows that ADV is a stepping stone for adverbial or object fronting as in (3), corresponding to the
fourth stage INV.

(2) *Heute Anna geht ins Kino.
Today Anna goes to_the cinema.
Today Anna goes to the cinema.

(3) Heute geht Anna ins Kino.
Today goes Anna to_the cinema.
Today Anna goes to the cinema.

From a functional perspective, recent studies on the phenomenon in L1 and L2 German suggest that
their presence may come down to the effects of information structural factors (cf. eg. Wiese et al. 2020;
Bunk & Gamper 2025). Specifically, in verb-third sentences, both a framesetter/discourse-pragmatic
element and the topic of the sentence are present in the prefield (Wiese et al. 2022: 7-8, cf. also Wiese
et al. 2020).

This paper investigates the following research questions:

1. Which structures and patterns are found in non-canonical multiply occupied prefields in L2
German speakers’ texts?

2. To what extent and in what contexts are successful inversions present in learner texts which
show non-canonical multiply occupied prefields?

3. Which lexical and information structural effects on multiply occupied prefields can be found?

The data is made up primarily of 131 ADV or ADV-adjacent sentences originating from 67 texts and
all INV sentences from five texts across CEFR levels. It includes written and spoken language spanning
from CEFR Al to C1. Most of the data represents a subset of texts from the learner corpus MAVPC,
comprised of data from the L2 German corpora MERLIN and DISKO as part of the DAKODAZ? research

! This is a quote from the MERLIN text 1061_0120376.
2 See https://dakoda.org/index.en.html for the DAKODA infrastructure, a very brief introduction of the project
and main publications.
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project (cf. Ruppenhofer et al. 2025), as well as additional texts from five other L2 German corpora
(BeMaTaC, CDLK, Kolipsi, MULTILIT, SWIKO).

The data was annotated using a tagset which partly follows the specifications of the DAKODA
project (PT stages and some syntactic annotations) and was partly developed as part of this project
(primarily information structural annotations). It was then analysed quantitatively and qualitatively, with
particular attention devoted to ambiguous structures. The syntactic constituents, their combination and
relative frequency, their mapping onto topological fields and information structural properties were all
considered as part of the analysis, as well as finite verb types and frequency.

Results point toward a possible information structural motivation for V32 sentences, with the most
common pattern being Frame-Topic- Vi, corresponding syntactically to the order AdvSVy, (adverbial-
subject-finite verb) and making up nearly 62% of all analysed sentences. This also suggests that the
prototypical V3 sentence in L2 German is an ADV sentence in PT terms. 125 of the 131 V3 sentences
contain preverbal subjects. Approximately two thirds of the 105 identified preverbal adverbials can be
characterized as situational, i.e. local/temporal/modal framesetters. One third of adverbials are meta-
linguistic framesetters, i.e. they facilitate inter-sentence cohesion or convey speaker attitudes. The
qualitative analysis of INV sentences indicate that learners might continue to move between ADV and
INV structures depending on sentence type, even at higher CEFR levels. This is consistent with the
findings of Wisniewski (2020), suggesting that INV questions might be acquired before declaratives. In
sum, L2 ADV/V3 might be rooted in the interplay between the strict syntactic V2 constraint in German
and an overarching information structural tendency to place both a framesetter and the topic before the
predicate (cf. Wiese et al. 2022, 2020, Bunk & Gamper 2025).

From a methodological perspective, annotating information structure proved difficult due to differing
specifications of task environments, as well as all elicited speech being moderated on some level, raising
the question of what information might be given or new. Analysing focus and background for written
data also proved challenging. The variation inherent to L2 production (due to proficiency, L1, age,
medium etc.) only amplifies the importance of weighing the information gained from systematic
annotation against the information lost through the abstraction it requires.
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3 While all main clauses included in the analysis are V3, about one fifth of the annotated 131 sentences
are subordinate clauses, commonly analyzed as non-canonical V2.
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