
A Best-Fit Approach to Productive Elision of Arguments 

Languages such as Chinese allow productive, non-idiomatic argument elision even in 
written text [1, 2]. Most construction-based theories require enumeration of all possible argument 
combinations within the grammar. We show that a best-fit sentence analysis model situated 
within a language understanding framework simplifies the representation of argument structure 
constructions by flexibly allowing elision depending on each construction and its context, 
thereby obviating the need for explicit enumeration of argument combinations in the grammar. In 
essence, we leverage process instead of representation to model elision.  

The best-fit analysis framework is a contextually and semantically driven process 
consistent with the competition-based processing models discussed in the psycholinguistic 
literature [3, 4]. Recalling that constructions are pairings of form and meaning, the best-fit model 
finds the most-likely analysis of a sentence given the context and the particular form and 
meaning bindings that the analysis entails. 

Examples 1-6 show productive, non-idiomatic argument dropping in the ditransitive 
construction in Mandarin Chinese. These are taken from the Tardiff Beijing Corpus [5, 6] in 
CHILDES [7], a corpus of caregiver-child interaction. Example (1) exhibits the construction 
without any argument dropping – it has a verb of transfer, a subject (the giver) and two objects 
(the recipient and the theme). Of the 51 phrases containing the verb gei3 (give) in two transcripts 
from the same parent, only three have all the arguments present. All other argument dropping 
patterns are attested, with five shown below. Examples like (2), (3) and (4) with one argument 
dropped account for almost half the data, and examples like (6) where all arguments are dropped 
are observed on seven occasions, not counting repetitions of a preceding child utterance. 

1 ma1+ma gei3 ni3 zhei4+ge .
 mother give 2PS this+CLS  

 Mother (I) give you this (a toy). 

2 ni3 gei3 na2 yi2+ge da4  kuair4 de  .
 2PS give that 1+CLS big CLS NOM  

 You give that big one (a peach) [to auntie]. 
3 ni3  gei3  yi2 . 
 2PS give auntie  

 You give auntie [the peach]. 

4 gei3 a1+yi2 yi2+ge qu4  ao .
 give auntie 1+CLS DEITaway EMP  

 [You] Give auntie one (peach). 
5 ao ni3  gei3  ya . 
 EMP 2PS give EMP  

 Oh you give [auntie] [the peach]. 

6 gei3 .
 give  

 [I] give [you] [some peach]. 

The best-fit model handles the above variations in argument elision with just one 
ditransitive construction, shown below. Crucially, for each constituent in the construction, the 
model probabilistically allows for it to be local or elided, maximizing the constructional, 
semantic, and contextual fit to the sentence. An existing sentence analysis model [8] is capable of 
finding the constructional and semantic best-fit analysis using Embodied Construction Grammar 
(ECG) [9], and this work is currently being extended to take into account the situational and 
discourse context so that elided arguments can be recovered. The proposed technique is being 
applied in language understanding and in a model of how children learn a language like 
Mandarin that elides many arguments.  
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