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ABSTRACT 

This study investigates the difficulties faced by students of Umaru Ali Shinkafi Polytechnic, Sokoto, in 

unraveling garden-path sentences. A total of 40 participants were involved, comprising 10 students each 

from ND1, ND2, HND1, and HND2. A 20-item Garden-Path Sentence Interpretation Test was 

administered, alongside a brief language background questionnaire. Data were analyzed using descriptive 

statistics and a one-way ANOVA to determine whether significant differences exist in interpretation 

performance across academic levels. Findings revealed notable disparities between ND and HND 

students, with ND1 students surprisingly performing better in terms of accurate reanalysis, suggesting that 

recent instructional exposure to general English may enhance analytical caution. Recurrent errors were 

attributed to syntactic mis attachment, limited metalinguistic awareness, and reliance on “good-enough” 

processing. The study integrates insights from both international psycholinguistic research and Nigerian-

specific linguistic challenges, including L2 interference and limited exposure to structurally complex 

English texts. The results highlight the necessity for explicit instruction in syntactic ambiguity and 

sentence-processing strategies within tertiary language education.  

Keywords: Garden-path sentences, sentence processing, syntactic ambiguity, Nigerian polytechnic 

students, psycholinguistics, ND/HND analysis. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Language comprehension involves a complex interplay between syntax, semantics, and cognitive 

processing. Among the most challenging sentence types in English are garden-path sentences, which 

momentarily deceive readers into pursuing an incorrect interpretation before requiring reanalysis. For 

example, sentences such as “The old man the boats” or “While Anna dressed the baby played in the crib” 

initially misguide the reader due to syntactic ambiguity. These sentences reveal crucial insights into how 

readers parse and re-parse linguistic input. 

In educational contexts, particularly in second-language environments like Nigeria, students often rely on 

lexical cues and linear interpretation rather than deep syntactic parsing. This can lead to persistent 

misunderstanding of complex structures found in academic texts, manuals, research literature, and legal or 

technical documents. At polytechnic institutions, where students encounter technical English and 

documentation, misunderstanding structurally ambiguous sentences can affect comprehension accuracy, 

problem-solving, and overall academic performance. Umaru Ali Shinkafi Polytechnic, Sokoto, represents 

a diverse population of English-as-a-second-language (ESL) learners enrolled in various diploma 
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programs. Understanding how students at different academic levels — ND1, ND2, HND1, and HND2 — 

process garden-path sentences can yield valuable insights into the cognitive and linguistic challenges they 

face. Such an investigation not only contributes to psycholinguistic research but also informs English 

language pedagogies within Nigerian tertiary institutions. 

Statement of the Problem 

Despite ongoing instruction in English and communication skills across ND and HND levels, many 

students continue to struggle with structurally complex sentences. Errors in interpreting garden-path 

sentences indicate deeper comprehension deficits, including failure to revise initial misinterpretations, 

weak syntactic awareness, and overreliance on intuitive “good-enough” meanings. These parsing 

challenges are often unrecognized by instructors, who focus largely on vocabulary and grammar exercises 

without engaging students in syntactic ambiguity resolution. 

To date, there is limited empirical research within Nigerian polytechnics addressing how students 

cognitively navigate ambiguous sentence structures like garden-paths. Understanding these parsing 

difficulties among students of Umaru Ali Shinkafi Polytechnic is therefore essential to enhancing 

instructional methodology and improving academic literacy. 

 Objectives of the Study 

The study seeks to: 

1. Assess students’ ability to interpret garden-path sentences across ND1, ND2, HND1, and HND2 levels. 

2. Compare performance differences among academic levels in unraveling syntactic ambiguity. 

3. Identify common error patterns and cognitive tendencies during garden-path interpretation. 

4. Recommend pedagogical strategies to improve syntactic processing and reading comprehension. 

 Research Questions 

1. How effectively do students at different academic levels interpret garden-path sentences? 

2. Are there significant differences in garden-path sentence comprehension across ND1, ND2, HND1, and 

HND2 students? 

3. What types of misinterpretations or parsing errors are most common among these students? 

 Research Hypotheses 

H0: There is no significant difference in garden-path sentence comprehension among ND1, ND2, HND1, 

and HND2 students. 

H1: There is a significant difference in garden-path sentence comprehension among ND1, ND2, HND1, 

and HND2 students. 

 Significance of the Study 

This research informs both psycholinguistics and English education in Nigeria by highlighting how 

tertiary students navigate syntactic ambiguity. Its findings can: 

Guide curriculum designers in integrating ambiguity awareness. 

Aid instructors in developing cognitive-based reading strategies. 

Contribute to local research on syntactic processing in ESL contexts. 

 Scope of the Study 

The study focuses exclusively on 40 students of Umaru Ali Shinkafi Polytechnic, Sokoto, distributed 

across ND1, ND2, HND1, and HND2. It examines only written garden-path sentence interpretation using 

a test instrument. 

 Definition of Key Terms 

Garden-Path Sentence: A grammatically correct sentence that leads to an incorrect first interpretation. 

Parsing: The cognitive process of analyzing sentence structure. 

Reanalysis: Mental revision of an initial incorrect interpretation. 

Good-Enough Processing: Accepting a plausible but incomplete interpretation without full syntactic 

verification. 

 Literature Review and Theoretical Framework 

 Conceptual Overview of Garden-Path Sentences 

Garden-path sentences are syntactically well-formed expressions that initially prompt the reader toward 

an incorrect structural interpretation. Classic examples such as “The old man the boats” and “While Anna 
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dressed, the baby played in the crib” showcase temporary ambiguity—forcing the reader to revise their 

parse mid-sentence (Ferreira & Clifton, 1986). Psycholinguistically, these sentences test the limits of 

human parsing ability, especially in contexts where cognitive load or linguistic proficiency is limited. 

In second-language environments, garden-path effects are stronger, as L2 readers often prioritize lexical 

meaning over syntactic structure. This can result in “shallow” or good-enough processing, where initial 

interpretations are not fully re-evaluated even when syntactic anomalies arise (Patson & Ferreira, 2009). 

 International Studies on Garden-Path Processing 

Research in native English contexts has long shown that readers depend on heuristics like Minimal 

Attachment and Late Closure during sentence processing (Frazier & Rayner, 1982). When these heuristics 

fail—as in garden-path sentences—reanalysis is required, taxing working memory. 

Ferreira & Clifton (1986) demonstrated how garden-path misinterpretation persists, even after correction, 

indicating that initial parsing biases are cognitively entrenched. 

Trueswell, Tanenhaus & Garnsey (1994) investigated how lexical cues affect reanalysis, revealing that 

verb biases influence garden-path recovery times. 

Pozzan & Trueswell (2016) found that adult L2 learners processed garden-path sentences similarly to L1 

speakers during initial parsing but failed more often during reanalysis, reflecting limited syntactic 

flexibility. 

More recent studies such as Xie et al. (2022) emphasized the role of executive cognitive control (working 

memory, inhibition) in resolving garden-path ambiguity, suggesting cognitive training may improve 

syntactic comprehension. 

 Nigerian and African Context Studies on Ambiguity and Syntax 

Though direct studies on garden-path sentences are scarce in Nigeria, several researchers have addressed 

syntactic ambiguity and comprehension difficulty in L2 English learners: 

Nigerian Scholar/Study and Key Findings & Relevance 

Abdulrasheed (2000) – Study on students from Zaria and Kano revealed pervasive difficulty in detecting 

syntactic ambiguity and correcting misinterpretations supports the idea that Nigerian students rely on 

surface-level cues.  

Ogunjobi & Akindutire (2020) – Found that Nigerian English users often reinterpret ambiguous sentences 

based on cultural familiarity rather than strict syntax, causing misinterpretations in formal contexts.  

Adedokun & Adedayo (2023) – Study on quantifier ambiguity showed that even advanced L2 learners 

mishandle sentence clarity, highlighting that ambiguity resolution is an underdeveloped skill.  

Njoku & Nwokedi (2020) – Identified syntactic interference from L1 and avoidance of complex English 

as barriers to proper comprehension in Nigerian tertiary learners.  

These studies consistently indicate that Nigerian students, though proficient in communicative English, 

display weaknesses in deeper syntactic parsing—making comprehension of garden-path sentences a 

relevant psycholinguistic concern. 

 

Factors Influencing Garden-Path Processing in L2 Learners 

Several linguistic and cognitive factors have been linked to garden-path difficulties, especially among L2 

readers: 

Working Memory Limitations: According to Gibson (1998), limited storage makes it harder to revise 

initial structural commitments. 

L1 Transfer: Learners from languages lacking equivalent syntactic ambiguity (like many Nigerian 

languages) are less prepared for garden-path reanalysis (Njoku & Nwokedi, 2020). 

Exposure and Reading Habits: Students accustomed only to simple sentence structures show higher 

vulnerability to deceptive syntax (Ogunjobi & Akindutire, 2020). 

Instructional Gaps: English curricula in Nigeria often emphasize vocabulary and tense, neglecting 

syntactic complexity and ambiguity analysis. 
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 Theoretical Frameworks Applied in This Study 

This study is grounded in two major psycholinguistic frameworks: 

a. Garden-Path Theory (Serial Parsing Model) 

Proposed by Frazier & Rayner (1982), this theory argues that readers initially adopt a single, simplest 

syntactic parse. When contradictions arise, reanalysis is required. This study uses this model to explain 

persistent student misinterpretations. 

b. Good-Enough Processing Theory 

Proposed by Ferreira & Patson (2007), this model claims that readers often accept a plausible but 

incorrect interpretation rather than fully revising syntax. This framework is critical for interpreting why 

some polytechnic students leave garden-path sentences unresolved during comprehension. 

 Synthesis and Implication for Nigerian Polytechnic Context 

The reviewed literature suggests that Nigerian students may struggle not because of lack of vocabulary, 

but due to underdeveloped syntactic evaluation skills. Unlike conversational language, academic 

comprehension demands reanalysis—a skill rarely taught explicitly. Garden-path tasks, therefore, reveal 

hidden weaknesses in cognitive-linguistic processing, making this study both novel and necessary. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

 Research Design 

This study adopted a descriptive survey design supplemented with experimental testing, combining 

quantitative and qualitative approaches to investigate how students process and interpret garden-path 

sentences. The design permitted the use of structured garden-path tests to measu4re individual 

comprehension accuracy, alongside perception-based responses that provide explanatory insights 

regarding observed errors. The approach is appropriate for uncovering cognitive and syntactic challenges 

underlying misinterpretation. 

Population and Sample 

The study population comprised all English language users enrolled in Umaru Ali Shinkafi Polytechnic, 

Sokoto, across National Diploma (ND) and Higher National Diploma (HND) programmes. From this 

population, a sample of 40 participants was purposively selected on the basis of availability and consent, 

ensuring representation across four academic strata: 

Table 1 

Academic Level Number of Participants Percentage 

ND I 10 25% 

ND II 10 25% 
HND I 10 25% 

HND II 10 25% 

Total 40 100% 

 

Although English is a general communication medium in the institution, the inclusion of different 

academic levels enabled the study to assess whether progression in academic exposure influences 

syntactic reanalysis skills. 

 Research Instruments 

Three instruments were used in data gathering: 

1. Garden-Path Sentence Test (GPST) 

A set of 20 carefully constructed garden-path sentences based on classical ambiguity structures (e.g., 

reduced relative clauses, misnested quantifiers). Participants were required to interpret each sentence and 

write its correct meaning. 

2. Comprehension Difficulty Questionnaire (CDQ) 

A Likert-based instrument (Strongly Agree – Strongly Disagree) capturing students’ perceived cognitive 

challenges, confusion points, and strategies during reading. 

Shehu & Garba ….. ..Int. J. Inn. Lit., Lang. & Arts Studies 14(2):70-78, 2026 

 



74 

 

3. Follow-Up Interview Guide (Optional Subset) 

Conducted with 8 participants (2 per academic level) to gather clarification on why misinterpretations 

persisted, supporting qualitative triangulation. 

Validity and Reliability of Instruments 

Content Validity: Three experts in psycholinguistics and syntax from local tertiary institutions reviewed 

the test items for ambiguity quality and syntactic plausibility. 

Pilot Testing: The instrument was piloted with five non-participating ND II students. Minor lexical 

adjustments were made to ensure cultural neutrality of examples. 

Reliability: Internal consistency of the GPST and CDQ was tested using Cronbach’s Alpha, yielding α = 

0.81, indicating high reliability for syntactic comprehension assessment. 

 Data Collection Procedure 

1. Participants were briefed on the academic nature of the study (without revealing the presence of 

syntactic traps). 

2. The GPST was administered under supervised conditions, with a maximum time of 45 minutes. 

3. The CDQ followed immediately, prompting introspective responses on task difficulty. 

4. Eight participants volunteered for follow-up oral interviews to explore thought-processing patterns. 

Consent and anonymity were ensured in accordance with ethical academic research standards. 

 Method of Data Analysis 

Data were analysed using both descriptive and inferential statistical techniques: 

Quantitative Analysis: 

Scores from GPST were converted to percentage accuracy. 

Mean scores per group (ND I, ND II, HND I, HND II) were compared. 

One-Way ANOVA was applied to determine statistical significance of differences between academic 

levels. 

Qualitative Analysis:  

Open-ended responses from interviews were thematically grouped into cognitive error patterns such as 

premature closure, misdirected attachment, and failure to reanalyze. 

Results are presented through tables, and narrative interpretation narratives in Section 4. 

 

DATA PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS 

Overview of Data Collected 

Forty (40) students completed the Garden-Path Sentence Test (GPST) and the Comprehension Difficulty 

Questionnaire (CDQ). The scoring was based on correct reinterpretation of each sentence. A maximum 

score of 20 was possible. Misinterpretations were categorized into three major cognitive error types: 

Type A – Initial Misparse with No Reanalysis 

Type B – Partial Reanalysis, Incorrect Resolution 

Type C – Successful Reanalysis (Correct Interpretation) 

 Descriptive Statistics: Mean Performance by Academic Level 

Table 2 

Group N Mean Score (/20) Std. Deviation Interpretation 

ND I 10 7.4 1.52 Low Accuracy 

ND II 10 8.1 1.47 Slightly Improved 

HND I 10 10.5 1.63 Moderate Accuracy 

HND II 10 11.2 1.32 Highest Performance 

Trend Insight: Scores increased with academic progression, yet overall means remained below 60%, 

indicating persistent syntactic vulnerability regardless of level. 
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Table 3: Error Distribution Across Garden-Path Types 

Error Category Frequency (%) Dominant Group 

Type A – No Reanalysis 48% ND I & ND II 

Type B – Incomplete Recovery 32% All Levels 

Type C – Successful Interpretation 20% HND I & HND II 

Students overwhelmingly accepted the first interpretation prompted by the sentence and did not re-

evaluate even when semantic contradiction arose—evidence of “good-enough processing” (Ferreira & 

Patson, 2007). 

Table 4 ANOVA: Performance Differences by Academic Level 

Source SS  df MS 

Between Groups 87.30 3 29.10 9.84 

Within Groups 108.20 36 3.00 — 

Total 195.50 39 — — 

Significant at p < 0.05 

Interpretation: The F-statistic indicates significant differences in syntactic reanalysis ability across 

academic levels. However, post-hoc assessments show that even HND II students do not reach mastery, 

reinforcing that years of study alone do not build syntactic metacognition. 

 Qualitative Insights from CDQ and Interviews 

Participants described their experiences using statements such as: 

“The sentence looked correct, so I didn’t think twice.” – ND I 

“It confused me after I already formed the meaning.” – ND II 

“I understood later but did not know how to rewrite it.” – HND I 

“I sensed the trick but lacked grammar terms to explain it.” – HND II 

Table 5: Key emergent themes: 

Theme Description 

Premature Closure Students settled on initial meaning without review. 

Grammar Knowledge Gap Students lacked awareness of reduced clauses and lexical ambiguity. 

Cognitive Overload Once confusion appeared, many abandoned reanalysis efforts. 

 

 Interpretation of Findings 

While academic progress improved performance, the data revealed that syntactic awareness, not just 

exposure to English, is crucial for correct garden-path interpretation. Even HND students rarely 

demonstrated deliberate re-parsing strategies, confirming the relevance of Garden-Path Theory and the 

Good-Enough Model in Nigerian L2 environments. 

 

DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS 

The findings of this study provide critical insights into the syntactic comprehension processes of 

polytechnic students when confronted with garden-path sentences. Although academic level influenced 

performance—HND students outperforming ND students—the persistent misinterpretation across all 

levels suggests that formal exposure to English is not sufficient to develop syntactic reanalysis skills. 

 Correlation with Garden-Path Theory 

The dominance of Type A errors (48%) confirms the predictions of Garden-Path Theory (Frazier & 

Rayner, 1982), which asserts that readers instinctively adopt a simple, linear parse—committing to initial 

interpretations based on heuristics such as Minimal Attachment. Once committed, students showed 

significant reluctance or inability to reanalyse, even when semantic conflict appeared. This reflects a 

cognitive economy approach rather than a deliberate syntactic strategy. 

 Evidence of Good-Enough Processing Among L2 Learners 

The finding that only 20% of responses reached correct reinterpretation strongly supports the Good-

Enough Processing Model (Ferreira & Patson, 2007). Rather than reconstructing syntactic structure, many 

students “assumed” meaning based on lexical familiarity, abandoning deeper analysis when confusion 
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arose. This aligns with Abdulrasheed (2000), who noted that Nigerian learners tend to extract gist over 

grammatical precision. 

 Academic Level vs. Metalinguistic Awareness 

While HND students demonstrated comparatively better performance, the margin of improvement (11.2 

mean score out of 20) indicates that years of academic advancement did not translate to syntactic 

proficiency. This mirrors findings from Njoku & Nwokedi (2020), who observed that tertiary learners 

retain communicative fluency but struggle with abstract grammar processing. 

Table 6 

Academic Insight Implication 
ND students showed superficial comprehension Reliance on surface meaning without reanalysis 

HND students sensed ambiguity but lacked 

terminology 

Absence of metalinguistic awareness and parsing 

strategies 

 

 Curriculum and Instructional Gaps 

The absence of explicit instruction on syntactic ambiguity in Nigerian curricula likely contributes to these 

findings. Unlike vocabulary and tenses, structural ambiguity and reparsing are rarely taught, leaving 

students unprepared to confront sentences like: 

“The horse raced past the barn fell.” 

Ogunjobi & Akindutire (2020) emphasized a similar concern: that Nigerian instruction prioritizes “correct 

usage” over “complex interpretation.” This study reinforces the call for critical reading pedagogy that 

goes beyond surface grammar. 

 Cognitive and Linguistic Constraints 

Table 7: Three dominant cognitive factors emerged from analysis: 

Constraint Type Observed Behaviour 

Working Memory Strain Students abandoned reanalysis mid-sentence 

Overconfidence in Initial Reading Premature closure without reflection 

L1 Interference Syntax expectations shaped by native language structure 

For example, languages such as Hausa and Fulfulde rarely use reduced relative clauses—therefore 

students lacked schema to process sentences like “The old man the boats.” 

Implications for Nigerian Psycholinguistics 

This study demonstrates that syntactic ambiguity resolution is a neglected cognitive skill among Nigerian 

L2 learners. While previous studies explored lexical or semantic ambiguity, this research uniquely 

exposes a deeper psycholinguistic gap—failure in structural reprocessing. Therefore, garden-path testing 

should be integrated into higher education to strengthen critical interpretation skills. 

 

 Conclusion and Recommendations 

 Conclusion 

This study investigated the difficulties in unraveling garden-path sentences among students of Umaru Ali 

Shinkafi Polytechnic, Sokoto, using a sample of 40 participants across ND I, ND II, HND I, and HND II. 

The analysis revealed that while academic advancement increased performance marginally, significant 

syntactic misinterpretation persisted across all levels. Majority of students failed to revise initial readings, 

demonstrating strong reliance on lexical cues and limited engagement with deeper syntactic structure. 

Key findings confirm that misinterpretation of garden-path sentences is not due to vocabulary deficiency 

but a lack of metalinguistic awareness, particularly in syntactic reanalysis. Evidence supports the 

theoretical positions of Garden-Path Theory and the Good-Enough Processing Model, as participants 

often settled for plausible but incorrect meanings. 

Furthermore, this research underscores the inadequacy of current English instructional practices, which 

emphasize correctness over interpretive reasoning. The persistence of parsing errors among even 

advanced learners calls for urgent curriculum reform. If Nigerian tertiary students are to become critical 

readers and effective communicators, syntactic ambiguity must be explicitly addressed in pedagogy. 
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In essence, the study concludes that garden-path sentence comprehension serves as a psycholinguistic 

diagnostic tool, exposing unseen weaknesses in cognitive processing and grammatical sophistication 

among polytechnic students. 

 

Recommendations 

Based on the findings, the following recommendations are proposed: 

1. Integration of Ambiguity Analysis in Curriculum 

English and Communication Skills courses at polytechnic level should include structured lessons on 

syntactic ambiguity, reduced clauses, and parsing strategies to build deeper interpretive competence. 

2. Training in Metalinguistic Awareness 

Lecturers should train students to question initial interpretations, encouraging reanalysis and syntactic 

self-monitoring through exercises involving garden-path and similar sentence types. 

3. Use of Garden-Path Sentences as Classroom Tools 

Educators should deploy garden-path sentences to stimulate critical thinking and grammatical reflection. 

Classroom discussions around “Why was this sentence misleading?” can deepen cognitive engagement. 

4. Development of Cognitive Flexibility 

Workshops and reading labs should emphasize reflective reading over surface fluency. Cognitive drills 

involving sentence restructuring and paraphrasing can enhance working memory and inhibitory control. 

5. Further Research in Nigerian Context 

Future studies should extend this inquiry to universities and colleges of education to compare syntactic 

processing across tertiary institutions. Eye-tracking and reaction-time experiments are recommended to 

explore real-time parsing behavior. 

 

Contribution to Knowledge 

This study makes three major contributions: 

Empirical Contribution: First known study to apply garden-path diagnostics in a Nigerian polytechnic 

setting. 

Pedagogical Contribution: Highlights the need for syntactic reasoning in curriculum development. 

Psycholinguistic Contribution: Demonstrates that garden-path misinterpretation is a window into 

cognitive economy and good-enough processing among L2 learners. 

Final Remark 

If educational systems aim to produce critical thinkers rather than surface readers, syntactic depth must be 

taught—not assumed. Garden-path sentences should no longer remain an academic curiosity but a 

transformative tool in linguistic education. 
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Appendix A – Garden-Path Sentence Test Items 
Instructions to Participants: 

“Read each sentence carefully. Write the correct meaning or paraphrase it in your own words. Do not rush; some 

sentences may be misleading at first.” 

Test Items 

1. The old man the boats. 

2. The complex houses married and single soldiers. 

3. While Anna dressed, the baby played in the crib. 

4. The horse raced past the barn fell. 

5. The cotton clothing is usually made of grows in Mississippi. 

6. When Fred eats food gets thrown. 

7. The girl told the story cried. 

8. The man who whistles tunes pianos. 

9. The florist sent the flowers was pleased. 

10. Fat people eat accumulates. 

11. The man saw the boy with the telescope. 

12. When John called his mother was cooking. 

13. The old train the young. 

14. Because he ran the second lap seemed harder. 

15. The dog that I had really loved bones. 

16. The prime number few. 

17. When Mary walked the dog barked loudly. 

18. Until the police arrest the criminals control the streets. 

19. The boat floated down the river sank. 

20. The bird found in the room died. 

Answer Format  

Sentence No. Correct Interpretation Example 

1 “The old people are the ones who man the boats.” 

4 “The horse that was raced past the barn is the one that fell.” 

10 “Fat that people eat accumulates.” 
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