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Abstract

This study explores the concomitant effects that may result from
lengthening a phrase on adult second language (L2) learners’ resolution of
modifier attachment ambiguities in English as an L2, using an online
self-paced reading (SPR) paradigm. Sentences containing prepositional phrase
(PP) attachment ambiguities such as The policeman watched the spy with
binoculars were chosen as critical target sentences. The post-verbal noun
phrase in a target sentences was manipulated through the insertion of three
prenominal modifiers (e.g., the spy - the ‘poorly disguised undercover’ spy).
The reading time data of a group of Chinese-speaking L2 English learners
were statistically analysed and compared to the data of native English speakers
who served as controls in the experiment. The results showed that the native
and non-native speakers were affected differently by phrase length.
Specifically, it was found that L2 learners’ reading times of the syntactically
ambiguous PP modifiers were influenced significantly by the manipulations of
phrase length, indicating the online application of pragmatic cues of
modifiability provided through phrase lengthening; the native speakers, in
contrast, did not show any evidence to attest to the immediate use of pragmatic
cues during online processing. To sum up, this study shows that learners
processed the L2 input in a non-native-like way, in that they made increased
use of pragmatic information in online L2 comprehension. The finding
supports the Shallow Structure Hypothesis by Clahsen and Felser (2006 a, b)
that learners, compared to native speakers, may rely to a comparatively greater
extent on non-structural cues to interpretation, and provides an implication for
language learning that learners’ difficulty or misinterpretation of L2 input
might not necessarily be due to lack of L2 knowledge, but could also result
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from a characteristic processing strategy that is generally used in L2
comprehension.
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