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Facilitating sentence comprehension by syntactic priming

Filip Smolik ( Institute of Psychology AS CR, Prague)

Producing or comprehending sentences with certaitastic structures increases the likelihood that
the same syntactic structures will be used in prbdo (Bock, 1986). There is an ongoing discussion
on whether this effect, called syntactic primingndnfluence comprehension as well. The effect is
significant in that it provides a way to test thativaation of abstract categories during processing.
Previous work demonstrated effects of syntactiompr on acceptability judgments and the
interpretation of ambiguous sentences (Luka & Barga2005; Branigan, Pickering, & McLean,
2005). Arai, Gompel, and Scheepers (2007) demdssitiariming of anticipatory eye movements in
comprehension if the prime and target sentencasdhexical material. It has not been tested whethe
syntactic priming can facilitate the speed of coshgnsion process. The present study addressed this
question using the self-paced reading task. Tiymestof Czech stimuli were used:

()a. Prime:
Skrytou cestu najde kapitan. | Stary Kapit najde cestu.
Hidden pathkc finds the captaiwem /The old captaHam finds the pathc
b. Target:
Seng posti unaveny osel u vrat
A puppyom-acc-ambiguous ~ pokes  the tired donkeyh at the gate.
(2) a. Prime:
Dédetek daroval hréku vnukovi. [ ZEdetek  daroval vnukovi hrgu.

Granddad gave tay grandsom: /Granddad gave grandsan tOYacc
The granddad gave a toy to his grandson / hisdg@n a toy.

b. Target:
Basnik daroval kabelku manzelce ubbzitého nakladatele
Poet gave purse wifedat importangen  publishegen

The poet gave a purse to the wife of an imporpabtisher.

(3) a. Prime:
Vitr maze zlomit strom. I Vitr zlomi  strom.
The wind can break thetree. /The wind bsedlke tree.
b. Target:
Zena mize vyprat pradlo
The woman can wash the clothes.

In two types of items (2, 3), there was a lexica¢ntap between primes and targets. The dependent
variable was the total reading time for the portifithe target sentence di®ering structurally fribra
prime sentence (italicized portion in the examples)

Reading times were significantly faster in the isewith matching sentence structures in two of the
three sentence types: Acc-Nom sentences (1) andnees with modals (3). The results indicate that
syntactic priming can facilitate the speed of secgeprocessing, but the effect is not universal.
Contrary to the findings of Arai et al. (2007), poming was found in sentences with datives even in
the presence of lexical overlap. This may be dudheodifference between English and Czech dative
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structures, but the present paper argues for ardiff interpretation. It is proposed that syntactic
priming in comprehension only occurs in sentended trequire syntactic revisions or complex
conceptual integration. Unlike in production, howewmere variations in word order cannot be primed
in comprehension. A preliminary test of this hypests is provided, showing correlational relatiopshi
between the difficulty rating and the strengthia effect.
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