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I s Syntacti c P r i m i n g a  T w o - W a y Effec t  ? 

Holl y P .  Braniga n (holIy@psy.gIa.ac.uk ) 
Andre w J .  Stewar t  (andrew@psy.gla.ac.uk ) 
Marti n J .  Pickerin g (martin@psy.gla.ac.uk ) 

Departmen t  o f  Psycholog y 
Universit y o f  Glasgow ,  Glasgow ,  G12 ,  Scotland ,  U K 

Syntacti c primin g i s th e proposa l  tha t  'processin g o f  a 
particula r  syntacti c structur e withi n a  sentenc e affect s 
processin g o f  th e sam e (o r  related )  syntacti c structur e 
withi n a  subsequentl y presente d sentence. '  (Branigan , 
Pickering ,  Liversedge ,  Stewar t  &  Urbach ,  1995) .  I n a 
languag e productio n tas k Boc k (Bock ,  1986 ,  1989 )  aske d 
subject s t o ftrst  rea d a  sentenc e ou t  lou d an d the n describ e 
a picture .  Sh e foun d tha t  th e wa y i n whic h subject s 
describe d th e picture s wa s influence d b y th e syntacti c 
structur e o f  th e sentenc e the y ha d jus t  produced .  Afte r 
readin g sentence s containin g a  prepositiona l  phras e suc h a s 
(la) ,  subject s wer e mor e likel y t o describ e a  pictur e usin g 
a prepositiona l  phras e sentence ,  e.g .  'Th e gir l  hande d a 
paintbrus h t o th e man. ' 

(la) The rock star sold some cocaine to an undercover 
agent . 

(lb) The rock star sold an undercover agent some 
cocaine . 

Similarly, sentences of a double object form (Example 
(lb) )  wer e mor e likel y t o elici t  a  pictur e descriptio n 
containin g a  doubl e objec t  construction ,  e.g .  'Th e gir l 
hande d th e m a n a  paintbrush' .  Boc k too k thi s syntacti c 
persistenc e a s evidenc e tha t  th e residua l  activatio n 
associate d wit h th e syntacti c structur e o f  th e first  (prime ) 
sentenc e result s i n tha t  structur e bein g reuse d t o describ e 
th e picture .  Braniga n e t  a l  furthe r  demonstrat e evidenc e fo r 
syntacti c primin g i n languag e comprehension .  Fo r  certai n 
sentenc e structures ,  readin g tim e associate d wit h a  sentenc e 
i s facilitate d i f  tha t  sentenc e ha s bee n immediatel y precede d 
by on e o f  equivalen t  syntacti c structure .  Braniga n e t  a l 
tak e thi s a s evidenc e tha t  syntacti c persistenc e als o occur s 
i n languag e comprehension . 

Becaus e previou s wor k ha s no t  employe d a n unrelate d 
baselin e condition ,  i t  i s  unclea r  whether ,  i n eac h case , 
primin g effect s ar e associate d wit h bot h alternativ e 
structures .  Henc e i t  i s  possibl e tha t  primin g i s  centre d 
upo n on e structur e only .  Fo r  example ,  i t  migh t  b e th e 
cas e tha t  onl y th e marke d structur e i n eac h structur e pai r  i s 
affecte d b y th e primin g manipulation .  I n (1 )  above , 
doubl e objec t  prime s migh t  bot h facilitat e subsequen t 
doubl e objec t  structure s an d inhibi t  subsequen t 
prepositiona l  objec t  structures ,  whils t  prepositiona l 
objec t  prime s migh t  hav e n o effec t  o n th e structur e o f 
subsequen t  sentences .  I f  primin g wer e t o b e centre d upo n 
one structur e only ,  thi s migh t  cas t  doub t  o n som e o f  th e 
conclusion s tha t  hav e bee n draw n fro m previou s wor k 
(e.g .  Boc k 1989) . 

I n thi s poste r  w e repor t  a  languag e productio n 
experimen t  whic h contain s a  baselin e condition ,  allowin g 
us t o examin e whethe r  primin g effect s ar e associate d wit h 
bot h structure s i n a  pai r  o f  alternative s o r  wit h onl y one . 
Our  experimen t  employe d a  writte n sentenc e completio n 
tas k (se e Pickerin g &  Branigan ,  i n press ,  fo r  mor e details) . 
Subject s complete d sentenc e fragment s whic h encourage d a 
prepositiona l  object ,  doubl e objec t  o r  intransitiv e 
continuatio n an d the n complete d a  targe t  firagmen t  whic h 
coul d b e complete d eithe r  usin g a  doubl e objec t  o r 
prepositiona l  objec t  phrase .  Th e intransitiv e fragment 
prime s constitute d ou r  baselin e condition . 

Our  result s sho w tha t  primin g effect s ca n b e foun d fo r 
bot h prepositiona l  objec t  an d doubl e objec t  structures : 
mor e doubl e object s wer e produce d followin g a  doubl e 
objec t  prim e (relativ e botf i  t o th e baselin e an d a 
prepositiona l  objec t  prime )  an d mor e prepositiona l  object s 
wer e jaxxluce d followin g a  prepositiona l  objec t  prim e 
(agai n relativ e bot h t o th e baselin e an d a  doubl e objec t 
prime) .  W e ca n conclud e tha t  syntacti c primin g occur s fo r 
bot h structure s i n a  structur e pair ,  an d i s no t  restricted 
simpl y t o th e mor e marke d alternative . 
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