
Bilingual Syntactic Processing 



Major Questions
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• How do bilinguals use information about the two languages in 
assigning initial structure to a sentence? 

• How do bilinguals’ different language histories influence the 
strategies employed during real-time sentence processing? (e.g. 
language transfer) 

• Does language comprehension in bilinguals differ qualitatively from 
that of native comprehenders when faced with phrase structure 
violations, or is there only quantitative difference?





Syntactic Priming Experiments

4 Pickering & Branigan (1999)
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Syntactic priming in bilinguals
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• Song & Do (2018) 

• In addition to functional-level vs. word-order level, can you get deep-structure 
level configuration? 

• By testing subject-to-object raising construction.

• Both English and Korean goes 
through the same process. 

• However, is the deep-structure the 
same? English is SVO (so the verb 
occurs relatively early in the 
sentence), while Korean is SOV 
(the verb occurs at the end of the 
sentence).
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Syntactic priming in bilinguals
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• Song & Do (2018) 

• In addition to functional-level vs. word-order level, can you get deep-structure 
level configuration? 

• By testing subject-to-object raising construction.

• So shared syntax? 

• But, what does this mean?



Other factors in bilingual syntactic processing
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• Transfer effects 

• Structural frequency 

• Structural similarity and differences 

• L2 proficiency 

• Working memory



Transfer effects
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• Historically, L1 effects on L2 were investigated. 

• The son of the actress who shot herself on the set was under investigation. 

• The son of the actress who shot himself on the set was under investigation.

• In RC attachment sentences, native English readers prefer low attachment (1st sentence) 
while native Spanish readers prefer high attachment (2nd sentence) 

• Fernandez (1995) found that Spanish-English bilinguals prefer high attachment, while 
English -Spanish bilinguals prefer low attachment. 

• Dussias (1998), however, found that English-Spanish bilinguals showed no preference, 
while Spanish-English bilinguals showed low attachment preference in both languages. L2 
to L1 transfer?  

• Indeed, Dussias & Sagarra (2007) showed that Spanish-English bilinguals in an L1 
environment preferred L1 solution, while S-E bilinguals in an L2 environment preferred L2 
solution in their L1.
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So, the understanding in the field was that —

• L2 sentence comprehension is different from L1 sentence comprehension? 

• Performance deficit: generally slower, less accurate performance 

• Differences in interpretive preferences (e.g. differences in attachment preferences) 

• Differences in sensitivity to certain cues (e.g. lack of sensitivity to morpho-syntactic 
cues)

• And these differences were due to — 

• Competence differences 

• Automatically differences 

• Working memory (resource allocation) differences 

• Interference from the L1/competition between language systems

• The assumption is that 
the L1 and L2 parser 
are fundamentally the 
same, but that the L2 
parser is subject to 
various “obstructions”.
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However,  

• An alternative assumption to account for these parsing differences: 

• What if the differences between the L1 and L2 sentence comprehension are not due to 
these “obstructions”, but rather to fundamental differences between the L1 and L2 
parser?

• Shallow Structure Hypothesis (SSH) 

• Non-native speakers do not computer detailed syntactic structure, but rather rely on 
plausibility and lexico-semantic information during online L2 sentence 
comprehension.

• Clahsen & Felser (2006) have proposed that non-native speakers, at even the highest 
proficiency levels, comprehend L2 sentences in a fundamentally different manner 
from native speakers. 

• What do you think?
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Witzel et al. (2012)  tested —

• Relative Clause Attachment  

a. low attachment  The son of the actress who shot herself on the set was under 
investigation. 

b. high attachment  The son of the actress who shot himself on the set was under 
investigation.

• Adverb Attachment 

a. low attachment  Jack will meet the friend he phoned yesterday but he doesn't want to. 

b. high attachment  Jack will meet the friend he phoned tomorrow, but he doesn't want to.

• Closure 

a. unambiguous(comma)   The nurse examined the mother, and the child played quietly 
in the corner. 

b. temporarily ambiguous  The nurse examined the mother and the child played quietly 
in the corner.



22

Witzel et al. (2012) 

Predictions were that -

- Native speakers will show some kind of syntactic bias 

• This is because native speakers use (hierarchical) syntactic information as they read 
through the sentence.

The question is, however, what about non-native speakers? 

- According to the SSH, non-native speakers will NOT show any syntactic bias because 
they are parsing the sentence in a shallow manner. 

- If non-native speakers uses (hierarchical) syntactic information, then they will show 
some kind of bias as they read through the sentence. (BUT this bias may be different 
from native speakers.)
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Witzel et al. (2012) 

Results

• Relative Clause Attachment  

• NSs: Low attachment bias      NNSs: High attachment bias

• Adverb Attachment  

• NSs/NNSs: Low attachment bias 

• Closure 

• NSs/NNSs: NP coordination bias 

     NNSs showed biases, indicating that they can compute rich hierarchical structure. 

 However, their biases may differ from NSs (as in RC attachment).



24

Witzel et al. (2012) 

Results

• Relative Clause Attachment  

• NSs: Low attachment bias      NNSs: High attachment bias

• Adverb Attachment  

• NSs/NNSs: Low attachment bias 

• Closure 

• NSs/NNSs: NP coordination bias 

     NNSs showed biases, indicating that they can compute rich hierarchical structure. 

 However, their biases may differ from NSs (as in RC attachment).


