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Immediate influence of contextually appropriate prosody on

processing of garden-path sentences
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Abstract

An eye-tracking experiment examined whether
prosodic cues (contrastive intonation) can be used to
correctly predict a sentence structure. Japanese
listeners listened to a temporally ambiguous sentence
such as “The boy stared at the girl who was riding on
the tricycle”, either with or without contrastive
intonation on the RC-theme (tricycle). While listening
to the sentence, they looked at a visual scene that
contained either an object that makes a contrast to the
RC-head noun (another girl riding on a hobbyhorse) or
an object that makes no contrast (a woman riding on a
bicycle). When hearing the sentences that carried
contrastive intonation on the RC-theme, more looks to
the correct RC-head noun was observed when the
picture contained a contrast in the scene. No such
effect of contrastive intonation was observed with the
scenes  without contrast. Given contextually
appropriate prosody, contrastive intonation was used
rapidly enough to affect listeners’ interpretation to
predict a sentence structure (upcoming object) before

disambiguating information was available.
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