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Abstract - The aim of this study was to investigate the capability of second year English major students, Suan Sunandha 
Rajabhat University in translating garden path sentences and whether or not they have an unconscious knowledge of how the 
syntax works. A qualitative case study research design was adopted to find out if the 25 subjects could manage to 
successfully decrypt ten ambiguous sentences in part of speech into fully understandable Thai before and after the guidance. 
Descriptive statistics were also used to support the qualitative data. The results indicated the problem involved with the 
specific garden path sentences, part of speech. The subjects are able to translate the ambiguous garden path sentences better 
after given a hint. 
 
Index Terms - ambiguous sentences,English to Thaitranslation, English language, garden-path. 
 
I. INTRODUCTION 
 
In everyday language we encounter sentences in or out 
of context that make us reread them again just to be 
sure that we have read them correctly, one can find 
examples in street signs that are telling us what and 
what not to do, in headlines, in newspaper and on 
internet forums. Usually sentences are not meant to be 
open to interpretation but still end up being 
misunderstood, ridiculed, or questioned. In the same 
way, a garden path sentence is a sentence that is 
temporarily ambiguous or confusing in 
psycholinguistics because it contains a word group 
which appears to be compatible with more than one 
structural analysis. It is also called a syntactic garden 
path sentence.This would not happen if the 
interpretation of a sentence was deferred until it had 
been heard or read in its entirety, but because we try to 
process the sentences as we perceive them word by 
word, we are 'led down the garden path'[1].The 
ambiguity of certain nouns or verbs makes this 
possible, and is therefore used by linguists to construct 
sentences made specifically to trick the human mind. 
Psycholinguists have adopted the term garden path 
sentence for a sentence that fools the reader bybeing 
grammatically correct whilst beginning in such a way 
that their most likely first interpretation of it will be 
wrong. It is claimed that the brain usually seems to 
interpret the verb form in a sentence before reaching 
the end of the said sentence,  which is not possible 
when interpreting garden path sentence [2]. 
Ambiguity in sentences can be a source of  confusion. 
For example, "flies" can be a noun or a verb and "like" 
can be a verb or a preposition, resulting in the amusing 
juxtaposition ofTime flies (verb) like (preposition) an 
arrow. Fruit flies (noun) like (verb) a banana. For this 
puzzle, we will be concerned with ambiguity in parts 
of speech (noun, verb, adjective, adverb, preposition) 
as well as ambiguity in the structure of a sentence. 
Some ambiguity arises when there is not enough 
information midway through a sentence to decide on 

the parts of speech or the structure. For example, when 
you hear or see the words "the old man" you don't 
know whether the sentence will continue with "man" 
being a verb as in "The old man the boats" or as a noun 
as in "The old man is wise." After the decryption, we 
can explain that in "The old man the boats", "man" is 
grouped with "the boats" to make a verb phrase "man 
the boats", but in "The old man is wise", "man" is 
grouped with "the old" to make a noun phrase "the old 
man".The old (noun) man (verb) the boats. The old 
(adjective) man (noun) is wise. When reading 
'Because he always jogs a mile seems a short distance 
to him', one first wants to continue the phrase 'Because 
he always jogs' by adding 'a mile' to the phrase, but 
when reading further one realizes that the words 'a 
mile' are the beginning of a new phrase. This shows 
that we parse a sentence by trying to add new words to 
a phrase as long as possible.  According to this 
approach we use syntax first to parse a sentence and 
semantics is later on used to make sense of the 
sentence [3].Comprehension is better when relative 
pronouns e.g., that, which, whom are used to signal the 
start of a phrase than when they are omitted [4]. 
Consider the sentence, 'The barge floated down the 
river sank.'its construction leads the reader to interpret 
the word floated as the verb for the sentence, but this 
interpretation must be revised when the word sank is 
encountered. Changing the sentence to read 'The barge 
that floated down the river sank' eliminates this 
ambiguity. However, not all garden path sentences can 
be remedied in this way.For instance, consider the 
sentence, 'The man who whistled tunes pianos.' This 
sentence will be read more slowly and comprehended 
less well than the equivalent sentence, 'The whistling 
man tunes pianos,' in which the word tunes is  
unambiguously a verb [5]. The purpose of this study is 
to examine if second year English language major 
students of Suan Sunandha Rajabhat University will 
be able to translate garden path sentences. The 
research is also intended to see if the students manage 
to successfully decrypt the sentences into fully 
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understandable Thai, and at the same time acquire an 
insight into how their unconscious knowledge of 
linguistic structure above the level of the word works. 
 
II. PROCEDURE 
 
A. Samples 
The study was performed at Suan Sunandha Rajabhat 
University, Bangkok, Thailand. The subjects 
include25 second year English major students, English 
language program, Faculty of Humanities and Social 
Sciences. They were chosen by a random selection. 
All of the chosen subjects are expected to have studied 
Grammar in Contexts 1 and 2 as the compulsory 
subjects of the curriculum and also studying 
Introduction to English-Thai Translation in the second 
semester of academic year 2016when this study 
performed. 
 
B. Material 
Data were collected by using two forms of test. The 
first one consisted of tenacceptedambiguous garden 
path sentences in parts of speech chosen from the 
previous studies. The second one was the same ten 
ambiguous sentences but quite different in some 
underlined words provided for guiding the subjects to 
check their part of speech.Both of  tests are designed to 
examine the subject’s abilities of comprehension and 
translation the garden path sentences.  
C. Procedure 
Twentyfivestudents were used in this study to perform 
the tests. First, they were given the first test. They 
must translate the ten ambiguous garden path 
sentences in part of speech selected from the previous 
researches without any guidance. Then, the second 
testfollows which has some underlined words to guide 
them out of the garden path.  A short introduction to 
the subjects was given. The purpose of the study was 
explained. Ten different sentences from both tests 
were to be translated into Thai. Finally, the results of 
the tests were to be compared and analyzed how 
different the subjects managed to successfully decrypt 
the sentences into fully understandable Thai. 
 
III. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND  
 
The problem with garden path sentences is that they 
are language specific and very special because of the 
way that they are actually constructed by a linguist, 
and are almost never found either in authentic spoken 
or in written English and are very hard to find in any 
corpus (consisting of authentic language samples). 
Generative grammar is concerned exclusively with the 
syntactic form ofsentences, distinguishing between 
acceptable and meaningful. For example, garden path 
sentences may be acceptable in the same way as 
Chomsky’s famous inventedexample Colorless green 
ideas sleep furiously, but they are not used. They 
arejust thereto either test and/or show that grammar is 
not always as simple as one thinks.When trying to 

understand the grammar behind garden path sentences 
one first has to understand the basics of syntax. First of 
all, one needs to be familiar with the system of clausal 
elements in the English language. One could say that 
garden path sentences are a comprehension test of the 
ability to read a sentence and pick out the clausal units 
(or main and dependent clause) in that sentence. It is 
known that a subject in a phrase can be almost the 
whole phrase in a sentence as “The stupid dog who 
tried to get under the fence got stuck” or “The tiny old 
lady who broke her leg recovered”, and that it can 
consist of more than one word or as [6]puts it “a clause 
element is a string of words that fulfil a grammatical 
function in a particular clause and cannot be identified 
in isolation…it can either consist of a grammatical 
phrase or a whole clause”Secondly, one needs to know 
that “a subject comes before the first verb in a 
statement...” The subject is what the clause is all 
about, who or what is doing something to someone, or 
who or what is in a certain state of being. One also 
needs to know that a normal sentence contains a 
subject, a verb and an optional object or S-V-(O), and 
that it usually starts with a noun phrase. The noun 
phrase can consist of a single noun or pronoun, but if 
the head in the sentence is a noun it is often expanded 
by determiners, pre modifiers, and/or post modifiers. 
Finally, one has to have a basic knowledge and 
understanding of the grammar involved in interpreting 
these sentences.If a sentence is ambiguous it can have 
more than one meaning, but there are more than one 
type of ambiguity. The first one is when a word can be 
interpreted in more than one way: “The intruder 
planted a bug.” The bug can be interpreted as either a 
real bug or a small microphone. This is called lexical 
ambiguity because it is the result of one of the words 
having more than one possible meaning. The second 
type of ambiguity is when the sentence is syntactically 
ambiguous. The syntax or grammar can be understood 
in more than one way: “put the cupcakes in the box in 
the living room.” This sentence can be read as the 
cupcakes are to be places in the box placed in the 
living room, or that the cupcakes that are already in the 
box are to be placed in the living room. With this in 
mind it isan example of a sentence that can be 
interpreted in more than one way, “Visiting relatives 
can be fun.” There are two completely different 
meanings we can give to this sentence.Usually “we are 
not always conscious of ambiguity in our normal use 
of language because we are so adept at choosing the 
interpretation that fits the context and discarding the 
others [7].” However, the sentence can be interpreted 
in two ways. The sentence can either be interpreted as 
visiting is an adjective modifying relatives and 
therefore the whole noun phrasevisiting relatives is the 
subject of the sentence. On the other hand, one can 
also interpret the sentence as visiting being a gerund, 
relatives an object and therefore thewhole gerundive 
phrase is a subject in the sentence. Beingableto 
understand this is crucial to the deciphering ofgarden 
path sentences. 
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IV. RESULTS 
 
Base on the research results, the study disclosed the 
comparison of the results in garden path sentences 
translation before and after the given hints using the 
standard T scoreare as follow. 

 
TABLE I: THE COMPARISON RESULTS IN GARDEN PATH 

SENTENCES TRANSLATION BEFORE AND AFTER THE GIVEN HINTS 

No. 
of 

subje
cts 

Befor
e the 
hint 
avera
ge  
score 

After  
the 
hint 
avera
ge  
score 

Differences
core before 
and after the 
hint 

Percenta
ge 

 

25 32.94 43.68 10.74 32.61  
 
We may conclude from table 1 that the subjects can 
translate the ambiguous garden path sentences better 
after they receive the guidance and led out of the 
garden by the right part of speech. After the hint 
average T score 43.68 is greater than 32.94, before 
average T score. The difference between before and 
after score is 10.74 and the percentage of the score is 
32.61which are not in the high level. This indicated 
that some of the subjects can identify the right syntax 
structure and able to comprehend some of the garden 
path sentences but cannot translate them into 
understandable Thai.    
 
Some students have reached the level of unconscious 
awareness of linguistic structure and some have not. 
Table 2 and 3showed the comparison of sentence 
translation between source text no.3 and no.4 by two 
students: 
 

TABLE II: ENGLISH TO THAI TRANSLATION OF STUDENT NO.5 
Sour

ce 
text 
no. 

Source 
text 

Target text 

3 The 
cotton 
clothing 
is 
usually 
made of 
grows 
in 
Mississi
ppi. 

เครอืงนุ่งหม่จากผา้ฝ้ายมักจะทําขนึ
ในรัฐมสิซสิซปิปี 

4 The old 
dog the 
footstep
s of the 
young. 

เพอืนเกา่สมัยยังเด็ก 

 
Data in table 2 showed that it isnot a good translation 
and makes no sense. While another student made 

abetter translation of the same sentenceshowed in 
table 3. 

TABLE III: ENGLISH  TO THAI TRANSLATION OF STUDENT 
NO.22 

Sour
ce 

text 
no. 

Source 
text 

Target text 

3 The 
cotton 
clothing 
is 
usually 
made of 
grows in 
Mississi
ppi. 

ฝ้ายทมัีกใชทํ้าเสอืผา้เตบิโตในลุม่
นํามสิซสิซปิปี 

4 The old 
dog the 
footstep
s of the 
young. 

คนแกไ่ลต่ามรอยเทา้ของคนหนุ่มส
าว 

This indicates that some students have the capability 
and have developed the knowledge competence that 
they need to do a full reanalysis, when they encounter 
a sentence of this sort. 
 
This can be explained from a psycholinguistic point of 
view that every person’s brain containsa lexicon 
ofwords and the concepts they stand for and a set of 
rules that combine the words to convey relationships 
among concepts as a mental grammar [8]. This lexicon 
of words and the set of rules that form a mental 
grammar are obviously different from student to 
student because of what they have put into their 
rucksack previously. The many factors that have to be 
taken into consideration make every student unique. 
The only thing that combines them are the teaching 
they have all received in school. That is a common 
factor. Students need a developed code to translate 
between orders of words and combination of thoughts 
[9]. It is this same mental grammar that needs to have 
evolved to a higher learning level in order to 
comprehend that even if some verbs are primarily 
transitive they can also exist in an intransitive form, 
the interesting thing is to see that some students have 
understood this. The verbs in the garden path 
sentencesmay be more frequently transitive than 
intransitive and the sentences in the test lacks a 
comma. Several things in the sentence points to the use 
of a transitive analysis, but this must be undone when 
the error signal from the second verb is encountered 
[10]. It is obvious that some students have an 
unconscious knowledge and receives that error signal 
when they encounter the second verb and some 
obviously do not encounter that error signal. 
 
The way words are combined to form sentences obeys 
a set of rules which constitute the syntax of a language 
[11]. It is also noted that because of this all speakers of 
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a certain language know implicitly the syntax of that 
said language that they speak. The speakers are able to 
produce and comprehend sentences that follow these 
rules. They also know if a sentence is well formed. On 
the other hand, table 4 showed that some students do 
not seem to have this innate ability of a L2 language, 
while the others do, but at some points they discovered 
that their sentences did not make sense and their brain 
automatically adapted their thinking and corrected 
their sentences probably without even knowing that 
they did. 

 
TABLE IV: ENGLISH TO THAI TRANSLATION OF STUDENT 

NO.3 
Source 
text no. 

Source text Target text 

2 Fat people eat 
accumulates. 

ไขมันถกูสะสมเพมิขนึ 

10 The raft floated 
down the river 
sank. 

แพลอยจมลงไปสูแ่มนํ่า 

These sentences actually make sense even if the 
translations are made in the incorrect way. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
This research has shown that the second year English 
language major students are able to translate the 
ambiguous garden path sentences better after given a 
hint in part of speech. They also have an /un/conscious 
ability and an /un/conscious awareness of linguistic 
structure which gives them an advantage into the 
understanding of garden path sentences. Some of them 
manage to make an acceptable translation into Thai 
and fullyreanalyze the sentences presented in front of 
them. Some of themfall into the trap and are led 'up the 
garden path', but to believe that all of them would be 
able to make acceptable translations is too much to ask 
of the second year students. Not even the English 
teachers who are not native speakers managed to 
understand the garden path sentences correctly. The 
results showed the problems involved with these 
specific garden path sentences, part of speech. When 
the subjects tried to analyze the sentences they ran into 
the obstacle with whether or not noun, adjective, and 
verb, in this case, is transitive or intransitive. Hence 
the /re/analysis of the sentences failed, which is 
exactly what Christiansson stated in his study as well, 
it is likely that no interpretation ever will be reached, 
or at least no more than a guess based on the 
information the reader received from the combination 
of words and phrase meaning [10]. However it is also 
important to mention that fewer subjects made their 

six to seven translations correct without hesitation. In 
interpreting the above data and understanding the 
above discussion one may consider the issues and 
problems arisen during the experiments. Since the 
subjects are studying Introduction to English-Thai 
translation in this semester and still have not finished 
their final exams, their grade record can’t be used to 
analyzethe connection with the results of this study. 
Moreover, the planning will be better if there is 
enough time. The above tests may be added as a part of 
the exercises in the syllabus of this 
course“Introduction to English-Thai translation” 
which will encourage students to consider these tests 
more seriously. It is possible to expand and do further 
research in the  area of ambiguity in L2 Listening 
comprehension as a teaching approach for adult 
learners in the University [12]. 
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