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Implici t  M e m o r y o f  Syntacti c Structure s 
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Universit y o f  Chicago ;  Deoartmen t  o f  Psychology ;  Chicago ,  I L 6063 7 

Lawrence W. Barsalou (barsalGu@emory.cdu) 
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A b s t r a c t 

Recent research on sentence priming suggests 

tha t  IVcquen t  o r  recen t  processin g o f  a  syntacti c 

structur e influence s subsequen t  linguisti c 

behavio r  (Bock ,  1986 ;  Boc k &  Loebell ,  1990 ; 

Bock .  Loebel l  &  Morey .  1992) .  Th e studie s t o 

be presente d investigat e whethe r  sentenc e 

primin g i s du e t o a n implici t  memor y o f 

ssntacti c structur e a s distinc t  fro m lexica l  an d 

ihcmati c priming . 

Experimen t  I  use s a n indirec t  measur e o f 

conceptua l  fluency  ( a standar d measur e o f  th e 

•"Mer c Exposure "  effec t  an d als o o f  implici t 

memory)  whic h employ s self-reported ,  intuition -

base d affectiv e judgment s (Bornstein ,  1989 ; 

Gordo n &  Holyoak ,  1983 ;  Seger ,  1994) .  A n 

affectiv e measur e o f  grammatica l  acceptabilit y i s 

use d a s th e dependen t  measur e o f  conceptua l 

fluency,  wit h th e predictio n tha t  grammaticall y 

acceptabl e .sentence s whic h ha d bee n rea d fo r 

conten t  durin g a n earlie r  par t  o f  th e experimen t 

wil l  b e judge d a s mor e grammaticall y acceptabl e 

durin g th e subsequen t  tes t  phase .  Thi s predictio n 

i s supporte d b y th e result s o f  Experimen t  1 , 

whic h (bun d increase d grammatica l  acceptabilit y 

rating s lo r  recentl y rea d sentences .  Thi s finding 

demonstrate s a n implici t  memor y o r  "Mer e 

Exposure "  effec t  fo r  identicall y repeate d natura l 

languag e stimuli . 

Experimen t  2  examine s whethe r  th e primin g 

effec t  foun d i n Experimen t  I  generalize s acros s 

primin g an d tes t  sentence s whic h ar e 

syntacticall y simila r  (a s define d b y a  phras e 

structura l  description )  bu t  whic h d o no t  hav e th e 

same conten t  words .  Th e primin g effec t  i s  foun d 

fo r  relate d syntacti c structure s containin g nove l 

conten t  words ,  showin g tha t  th e primin g effec t 

observe d i n Experimen t  1  canno t  b e du e t o 

simpl e lexica l  repetition . 

I n furthe r  experiment s w e investigat e potentia l 

lexica l  an d themati c influence s o n indirec t 

measure s o f  sentenc e priming .  I n on e experimen t 

th e similarit y o f  syntacti c structur e betwee n 

primin g an d tes t  sentence s i s  maintaine d whil e 

th e themati c rol e relation s ar e altered .  Anothe r 

experimen t  maintain s themati c rol e relation s o f 

th e primin g an d tes t  sentence s whil e alterin g 

thei r  comparativ e syntacti c structures .  A 

cognitiv e mode l  incorporatin g a n implici t 

representatio n o f  syntacti c structur e woul d predic t 

tha t  primin g wil l  occu r  fo r  sentence s whic h ar e 

syntacticall y similar ,  regardles s o f  themati c rol e 

relations ,  bu t  tha t  primin g wil l  no t  occu r  o n th e 

basi s o f  themati c rol e relation s alone . 

The studie s sho w tha t  indirec t  measure s 

employe d i n implici t  learnin g researc h ma y b e 

fsefu l  tool s wit h whic h t o investigat e sentenc e 

primin g phenomena .  Result s o f  thes e 

experiment s hav e implication s fo r  theorie s o f 

implici t  memory ,  metacognition ,  an d cognitiv e 

model s o f  syntacti c processing . 
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