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Abstract

The English suffix -ing, encoding both the gerund and present participle forms,
constitutes a morph syntactic marker with multifaceted roles in language structure
and use. This paper offers a comprehensive exploration of the cognitive impact of the
ing form on language comprehension, focusing on its morph syntactic functions,
effects on sentence parsing, semantic interpretation of temporal and aspectual
distinctions, and implications for working memory load during real-time processing.
Synthesizing findings from psycholinguistics, neurolinguistics, and corpus
linguistics, the article demonstrates that the -ing form is a vital cue informing event
structure and facilitating predictive parsing mechanisms.
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Introduction

The -ing suffix in English represents a crucial morphosyntactic element appearing as
present participles (progressive verb forms) or gerunds (verbal nouns). This dual
functionality renders it a key linguistic structure with far-reaching consequences for
both language production and comprehension (Pinker, 1999). For example, while the
progressive form emphasizes temporally ongoing actions (She is running), the gerund
nominalizes the verb to function as a noun phrase (Running helps relieve stress).
Understanding how cognitive systems process the -ing form during real-time
comprehension is essential for several reasons. Cognitively, the -ing form encodes
vital aspectual information that shapes how listeners mentally build event
representations. It also introduces varying syntactic and semantic demands,
particularly in sentences involving ambiguity or complex structure. From an applied
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standpoint, mastering the nuances of this form is often difficult for second language
learners and individuals with language processing disorders (Celce-Murcia & Larsen-
Freeman, 1999; Linebarger et al., 2002).

This article seeks to analyze the cognitive impact of the -ing form on language
comprehension by integrating evidence from multiple theoretical and empirical
perspectives. Our investigation centers on how temporal and aspectual cues encoded
by -ing forms influence parsing strategies, semantic interpretation, working memory
load, and predictive language processing.

Literature Review

Morph syntactic Properties of the -ing Form

The -ing morpheme in English can attach to verbs to generate present participles and
gerunds, each with distinct syntactic and semantic profiles. The present participle
typically marks the progressive aspect and modifies auxiliary verbs to form
continuous tenses, denoting ongoing or incomplete actions (e.g., *She is singing™®).
The gerund, in contrast, functions as a noun derived from a verb, allowing the verb
phrase to act as a subject or object (*Singing brings joy*).

Pinker (1999) argues that these forms share overlapping morphological
representations but diverge in their syntactic integration. The present participle is
verbal and predicates events temporally situated in the present or ongoing time frame,
whereas the gerund nominalizes the verb and participates in noun phrase structures.
Syntactic ambiguity often arises because the -ing form can be interpreted either as a
verbal modifier or a noun, making semantic disambiguation cognitively challenging.
For example, the phrase The running man can describe a man who is running
(participle) or refer to running as a noun in compound constructions.

The Cognitive Processing of Aspect Marking

Aspect in English distinguishes how events unfold over time, fundamentally
influencing language comprehension (Smith, 1997). The progressive aspect, encoded
by present participles, signals ongoing, habitual, or incomplete events. Cognitive
linguistics posits that aspectual markers like the -ing form allow listeners to simulate
event progression, thereby facilitating a richer mental representation of narrative flow
(Ferretti et al., 2007).
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Psycholinguistic research has employed eye-tracking and ERP methods to explore
comprehension of aspectual cues. Altmann and Kamide (1999) showed that
encountering a verb in progressive form leads comprehenders to anticipate continued
or imminent actions—a predictive mechanism that aids fluent parsing. Similarly, ERP
studies have found that progressive forms evoke distinct neural patterns, such as
enhanced N400 components reflecting semantic integration effort (Foong et al.,
2005). These findings suggest that the -ing form not only conveys meaning but also
cues expectation building and predictive processing in the brain.

Parsing Complexity and Working Memory Load

From a syntactic processing perspective, the -ing suffix presents unique
computational challenges because of its multifunctionality and its role in ambiguous
constructions. Garden-path sentences, where early syntactic interpretations become
untenable and necessitate reanalysis—often involve -ing structures (Frazier &
Rayner, 1982). For example: The man saw the girl running in the park. Here, it is
initially ambiguous whether running modifies the girl or acts as a noun phrase
complement. Resolving such ambiguity requires cognitive resources associated with
working memory and executive control (Just & Carpenter, 1992).

Research indicates that individuals with greater working memory capacity are more
adept at resolving these ambiguities, maintaining multiple interpretations
simultaneously and switching flexibly between them (Novick et al., 2005). This
suggests that the cognitive load imposed by the -ing form during comprehension is
modulated by individual differences and sentence complexity.

Second Language Acquisition and the -ing Form

The -ing morph syntactic form poses notable difficulties for second language (L2)
learners, particularly those whose native languages lack similar aspectual distinctions
or verbal nominalizations (Celce-Murcia & Larsen-Freeman, 1999). L2 acquisition
studies find that learners initially overgeneralize or underuse the progressive -ing,
often confusing it with simple present tense forms (Ellis, 2006).

Furthermore, learners rely heavily on contextual semantic and syntactic cues to
correctly interpret the functions of -ing. For example, Ellis (2006) reports that reduced
exposure to naturalistic input and limited working memory capacity in L2 learners
correlate with slower mastery of aspectual -ing usage. Pedagogically, this underlines
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the importance of explicit instruction focusing on both grammatical and pragmatic
contexts to facilitate accurate comprehension and production.

Neurocognitive Evidence.Neuroimaging studies provide additional insight into the
cognitive impact of -ing forms on language comprehension. Functional MRI research
reveals increased activation in left inferior frontal gyrus (Broca’s area) and
temporoparietal regions during processing of sentences with -ing morphological
markers (Tomasino et al., 2010). ERP experiments observe differential patterns when
participants process gerunds compared to present participles, reflecting distinct stages
of syntactic integration and semantic processing (Miinte et al., 1998).

Such data reinforce the hypothesis that the -ing form involves distinct yet overlapping
neural mechanisms reflecting its dual role as verbal aspect marker and nominalizer.

Methodology Overview. Although this study primarily synthesizes the existing
literature, it draws on empirical methods commonly used to investigate the cognitive
processing of -ing forms:

- Eye-Tracking: Measures readers’ fixation durations and saccadic movements during
sentence reading to infer real-time parsing decisions (Altmann & Kamide, 1999).

- Event-Related Potentials (ERP): Records neural responses (e.g., N400 and P600
components) that index semantic and syntactic processing load during exposure to -
ing forms (Miinte et al., 1998).

- Self-Paced Reading: Participants control reading pace to examine where processing
difficulties arise in sentences with ambiguous -ing usage (Just & Carpenter, 1992).

- Functional MRI (fMRI):1dentifies brain regions activated by processing different
grammatical functions of the -ing form (Tomasino et al., 2010).

- Corpus Linguistics: Analyzes natural language data to assess frequencies and
collocations of -ing forms, informing the probabilistic models of comprehension
(Bybee, 2001).

- Second Language Acquisition Experiments: Use comprehension tests and
production tasks to evaluate learner sensitivity to -ing usage based on contextual cues
(Ellis, 2006).

Discussion
The Cognitive Signals Conveyed by the -ing Form.The progressive -ing form is a
powerful temporal-aspectual marker, signaling that events are occurring at the
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moment of speech or were ongoing in a past or future time frame. This aspectual
information invites comprehenders to mentally simulate dynamic action sequences
rather than static event states, engaging sensorimotor brain areas implicated in action
understanding (Tomasino et al., 2010).The gerund-form -ing, by nominalizing verbs,
invites a conceptual shift from event description to event categorization or abstraction.
Listeners must therefore reorganize their syntactic expectations, parsing the form as
a noun phrase with possible modifiers, which takes additional cognitive effort in
ambiguous contexts (Pinker, 1999).Together, these functions increase the interpretive
richness of utterances but enhance complexity, contributing to additional neural and
cognitive processing demands.

Ambiguity Resolution and Parsing Strategies.Sentences containing -ing forms often
generate garden-path effects requiring online reanalysis. For example:The chef
remembered the baking of the bread.Here, the reader must determine if baking serves
as a gerund noun or a progressive clause. Psycholinguistic evidence shows that
readers initially prefer the simpler participle interpretation but can revise upon
encountering disambiguating cues (Frazier & Rayner, 1982).Successful parsing
involves a combination of syntactic heuristics, semantic plausibility judgments, and
working memory to maintain multiple possible interpretations. The capacity to recruit
cognitive control to inhibit incorrect parses correlates with activation of prefrontal
cortex regions (Novick et al., 2005).These findings suggest the -ing form tests
language processing mechanisms, particularly in complex syntactic environments.

Conclusion

The English -ing form is a linguistically and cognitively complex marker
simultaneously performing verbal aspectual and nominalizing functions. This dual
morphosyntactic nature significantly influences language comprehension by shaping
mental event models, modulating parsing load, and engaging predictive processing
mechanisms.Understanding the cognitive impacts of the -ing form has important
implications for models of sentence processing, second language pedagogy, and
clinical linguistics. Future research integrating advanced neuroimaging,
computational modeling, and naturalistic corpus data will deepen insight into how
aspectual morphology interacts with cognition to support fluent language
comprehension.
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