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The paper describes an eye movement study into the effects of salience, context, and language 
dominance on the processing of idiomatic expressions by Spanish-English bilinguals. Salient 
meanings of figurative expressions are those which are processed first and accessed directly from 
the mental lexicon, regardless of contextual bias (Giora, 2002, 2003). The research conducted so 
far with second language (L2) learners and bilingual participants has shown that literal meanings 
of L2 idioms might be more salient than figurative ones in the course of their processing by 
nonnative  language  users  (e.g.,  Kecskes,  2000;  Liontas,  2002;  Cieślicka,  2006;  Cieślicka  & 
Heredia, 2011). In addition, preliminary results imply that the degree of language dominance, or 
which language is  more readily accessible  due to  usage (Altarriba & Basnight-Brown,  2007 
Heredia, 1997, Heredia & Altarriba, 2001), might be a factor bilingual processing. To investigate 
whether  the degree of  literal  and figurative  activation  in  bilingual  idiom processing may be 
modulated  by  the  status  of  the  language  (dominant  vs.  nondominant),  we  recorded  eye 
movements of Spanish-English bilinguals, dominant either in Spanish or in English, while they 
were reading ambiguous (literally plausible, such as kick the bucket) English idioms. Each idiom 
was used either in its figurative or literal meaning. In addition, each idiom was embedded in a 
sentence with neutral preceding context, in which case its figurative (Within seconds she realized  
she was in deep water, and that she would very soon come to regret her words) or literal (Within 
seconds she realized she was in deep water, and that she would very soon have to swim back  
towards the shore) meaning became clear only thanks to the following disambiguating part of the 
sentence, or it was preceded by a rich supportive context clearly biasing one of the meanings 
(Since both of us were equally guilty of causing the overspend, we both knew we were in deep 
water, and very likely to lose our jobs). As predicted, gaze duration and fixation count results 
indicate  that  the  effects  of  salience and context  on eye movement  patters  are  modulated  by 
language dominance.

References
Abel,  B.  (2003).  English  idioms in  the  first  language and second  language lexicon:  A dual 

representation 
approach. Second Language Research, 19, 329-358.
Altarriba,  J  &  Basnight-Brown,  D.  M.  (2007).  Methodological  consideration  in  performing 

semantic-and 
translation-priming experiments across languages. Behavior Research Methods, 39, 1-18. 
Cieślicka,  A.  (2006).  Literal  salience  in  on-line  processing  of  idiomatic  expressions  by  L2 

speakers. 
Second Language Research, 22 (2), 115-144.
Cieślicka, A. B., & Heredia, R.R. (2011).  Hemispheric asymmetries in processing L1 and L2 

idioms:  
Effects of salience and context. Brain and Language. 116, 136-150.
Conklin, K., & Schmitt, N. (2008). Formulaic sequences: Are they processed more quickly than 



nonformulaic language by native and nonnative speakers? Applied Linguistics, 29(1), 72-89.
De Houwer, A. (2005). Early bilingual acquisition: Focus on morphosyntax and the separate 
developmental hypothesis. In J. F. Kroll & A. M. B. De Groot (Eds.), Handbook of bilingualism:  

Psycholinguistic approaches (pp. 30-48). New York: Oxford University Press.
Giora, R. (2002). Literal vs. figurative language: Different or equal? Journal of Pragmatics, 34,  

487-506.
Giora, R. (2003). On our mind: Salience, context, and figurative language. Oxford: Oxford       
         University Press.
Heredia,  R. R.,  & Altarriba,  J.  (2001).  Bilingual  language mixing:  Why do bilinguals code- 

switch? 
Current Directions in Psychological Science, 10, 164-168.
Hull, R., & Vaid, J. (2007). Bilingual language lateralization: A meta-analytic tale of two 

hemispheres. Neuropsychologia, 45, 1987-2008.
Kecskes,  I.  (2000).  A cognitive-pragmatic approach to situation-bound utterances.  Journal of  

Pragmatics 
32, 605-625.
Liontas, J. (2002). Context and idiom understanding in second languages.  EUROSLA Yearbook 

(pp. 155-
185). Amsterdam: John Benjamins.
Siyanova-Chanturia, A., Conklin, K., and Schmitt, N. (2011). Adding more fuel to the fire: An 

eye-
tracking  study  of  idiom  processing  by  native  and  nonnative  speakers.  Second  Language 

Research, 27, 251-272.
Underwood, G., Schmitt, N., & Galpin, A. (2004). The eyes have it: An eye-movement study into 

the 
processing  of  formulaic  sequences.  In  N.  Schmitt  (Ed.),  Formulaic  sequences:  Acquisition,  

processing,  and use. (pp.  153-172).  Amsterdam/Philadelphia:  John Benjamins Publishing 
Company.

Vaid, J., & Hull, R. (2002). Re-envisioning the bilingual brain using functional neuroimagining: 
Methodological and interpretive issues. In F. Fabbro (Ed.),  Advances in the neurolinguistics of  

bilingualism: A festschrift for Michel Paradis. (pp. 315-355). Udine, Italy: Forum.


