
UC Merced
Proceedings of the Annual Meeting of the Cognitive Science 
Society

Title
On-line Processing of Verbal Agreement in French

Permalink
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/9rp5c6qg

Journal
Proceedings of the Annual Meeting of the Cognitive Science Society, 18(0)

Authors
Wicha, Nicole
Kail, Michele

Publication Date
1996
 
Peer reviewed

eScholarship.org Powered by the California Digital Library
University of California

https://escholarship.org/uc/item/9rp5c6qg
https://escholarship.org
http://www.cdlib.org/


On-lin e Processin g o f  Verba l  A g r e e m e n t  i n Frenc h 

Nicol e Wich a an d Michel e Kai l 
Laboratoir e d e Psychologi c Exp^rimental e 
U RA 316 .  C N R S.  Universit< 5 d e Paris- V 

28 ru e Serpcnte ;  7500 6 Pari s Franc e 
n w i c h a @ c o g s c i . u c s d . e d u , 
k a i l @ i d f . e x t . j u s s i e u . f r 

The purpos e o f  thi s stud y wit h nativ e Frenc h speakin g 
adult s wa s two-fold :  (1 )  t o investigat e th e factor s tha t  affec t 
th e detectio n o f  verba l  agreemen t  violation s i n th e auditor y 
modality ,  i n Frenc h sentenc e processing ,  an d (2 )  t o explor e a 
recen t  techniqu e o f  auditor y sentenc e processing ,  usin g wha t 
we cal l  "cue d grammaticality" ,  intende d t o improv e detectio n 
times .  Thoug h focusin g o n th e Frenc h language ,  thi s stud y 
was designe d wit h a  crosslinguisti c perspectiv e an d follow s 
th e Competitio n Mode l  ( C M )  i n it s genera l  hypothese s 
(MacWhinney ,  1987) .  C M propose s tha t  i n processin g 
sentenc e information ,  eac h languag e assign s differin g 
weight s t o languag e cues .  Researc h i n Frenc h ha s lea d t o 
importan t  change s i n th e model ,  revolvin g aroun d th e 
competitio n o f  cue s acros s modalitie s an d acros s differen t 
stage s o f  developmen t  i n childre n (Kail ,  1989) .  Frenc h 
adult s i n th e auditor y modalit y ten d t o rel y o n verba l 
agreemen t  mor e tha n othe r  source s o f  informatio n (e.g .  wor d 
order) .  Kai l  an d Bassan o (1995 )  i n a n on-lin e stud y o f 
Frenc h sentenc e processing ,  predicte d tha t  verba l  agreemen t 
violation s woul d b e detecte d significantl y faste r  tha n wor d 
orde r  violations .  However ,  thi s findin g wa s affecte d b y 
tempora l  distance ,  whic h ca n b e manipulate d b y placin g a 
set  o f  word s betwee n th e nou n an d ver b i n th e subject-ver b 
(SV )  target .  Conside r  th e followin g example : 

01 Sur la piste, le jongleur, avec prudence, ont 
On th e stage ,  th e juggler ,  wit h caution ,  ha d [̂/. ] 

lanc e le s couteau x 
throw n th e knive s 

deu x pa r  deux . 
tw o b y two . 

Surprisingly ,  subject s responde d quicke r  t o a n agreemen t 
violatio n whe n a  distanc e wa s interposed ,  tha n whe n th e S V 
targe t  wa s contiguous .  Thi s wa s possibl y du e t o a  confoun d 
betwee n distanc e an d th e positio n o f  th e targe t  wor d i n th e 
sentence .  I n orde r  t o isolat e th e effec t  o f  distanc e o n verba l 
agreemen t  violatio n detection ,  th e targe t  wor d i n thi s stud y 
remaine d i n a  constan t  position .  W e als o introduce d a  ne w 
technique ,  tha t  cue s th e subjec t  abou t  th e poin t  a t  whic h a 

decisio n mus t  b e made ,  b y splicin g i n a  gende r  chang e o f  th e 
speaker' s voic e (Li u e t  al. ,  i n press) .  Th e genera l  hypothese s 
wer e a s follows :  first ,  i t  wa s expecte d tha t  a  tempora l 
distanc e betwee n a  subjec t  an d it s ver b woul d slo w erro r 
detectio n i n sentence s wit h verba l  agreemen t  violation ; 
second ,  cued  grammaticalit y judgmen t  wa s expecte d t o elici t 
faste r  detectio n time s tha n w e typicall y fin d i n erro r 
detectio n studies ,  maximizin g ou r  abilit y  t o detec t  effect s o f 
variables .  I n addition ,  ther e wer e tw o othe r  variation s i n th e 
material :  S V numbe r  mismatc h an d ver b for m (aller/avoir) . 
The result s o f  thi s stud y showe d tha t  distanc e ha d a 
significan t  mai n effec t  o n violatio n detection ,  consisten t 
wit h th e origina l  hypothesis .  Othe r  difference s i n th e 
materia l  ha d significan t  mai n effect s a s well ,  bu t  di d no t 
interac t  wit h distance .  Finally ,  cue d grammaticalit y 
judgmen t  elicite d faste r  respons e time s tha n thos e reporte d 
by Kai l  &  Bassan o (1995) ,  usin g a  differen t  erro r  detectio n 
technique .  Thes e result s ar e relevan t  t o curren t  controversie s 
revolvin g aroun d th e effect s o f  timin g an d short-ter m 
memory load ,  o n sentenc e processin g i n a n inflecte d 
language . 
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