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I n t roduc t i o n 

Secon d languag e researcher s ar e concerne d wit h 
understandin g ho w bilingual s acquire ,  proces s an d us e thei r 
secon d languag e (L2) .  Th e presen t  stud y examine d th e 
processin g strategie s use d b y bilingua l  speaker s (LI : 
Spanish ;  L 2 English )  whe n readin g structurall y ambiguou s 
sentence s i n thei r  L2 ,  whic h eithe r  ar e o r  ar e no t  structurall y 
ambiguou s i n thei r  LI ,  compare d t o unilingua l  reader s o f 
eithe r  language .  Throug h th e us e o f  on-lin e an d 
comprehensio n methodologie s i t  wa s possibl e t o loo k a t 
whethe r  ther e wa s transfe r  fro m th e L I  i n th e processin g 
mechanism ,  o r  i f  processin g strategie s wer e lik e thos e use d 
by nativ e speaker s o f  th e L2 . 

Methodology 

Thre e group s o f  1 0 undergraduat e universit y students, -
unilingua l  Spanis h readers ,  unilingua l  Englis h readers ,  an d 
bilingua l  (L2 )  readers -  rea d structurall y ambiguou s targe t 
sentences .  Th e ambiguit y wa s foun d i n th e final  P P whic h 
coul d eithe r  b e high-attache d t o th e Verb ,  o r  low-attache d t o 
th e secon d N P (e.g. .  Th e acto r  examine d th e ki d fro m th e 
museum).  Sentence s wer e followe d b y a  comprehensio n 
task ,  i n whic h th e subjec t  ha d t o paraphras e th e sentenc e 
beginnin g wit h th e N P presente d o n th e screen .  Fo r  th e 
targe t  sentences ,  tha t  N P wa s th e ambiguou s objec t  o f  th e 
preposition .  Sentence s wer e presente d vi a compute r  an d 
readin g time s (RTs )  fo r  eac h wor d wer e recorded . 

Results and Discussion 

The on-lin e result s showe d tha t  i n general ,  th e RT s fo r  th e 
bilingual s wer e simila r  t o th e Spanis h readers .  Bot h group s 
showed significan t  linea r  an d cubi c trend s i n RT s acros s th e 
sentence ,  wherea s th e Englis h grou p showe d significan t 
linea r  an d quadrati c trends .  Ther e wa s n o significan t 
differenc e betwee n th e bilingua l  an d Spanis h groups ,  bu t  th e 
difference s betwee n th e Englis h an d bilingua l  group s an d 
betwee n th e Englis h an d Spanis h group s wer e significan t  fo r 
eac h o f  th e conten t  words .  Ther e wa s a  significan t  en d o f 
claus e (EOC )  effec t  fo r  th e Englis h reader s wh o spen t  mor e 
tim e a t  th e E O C marke r  tha n th e L 2 o r  Spanis h readers . 
However ,  th e comprehensio n result s fo r  th e bilingual s wer e 
simila r  t o thos e o f  th e Englis h group .  Specifically ,  th e 

Englis h an d L 2 subject s mad e significantl y fewe r  V P 
attachment s tha n di d th e Spanis h subjects . 

Result s ar e discusse d i n term s o f  model s o f  sentenc e 
comprehension ,  suc h a s th e garden-pat h (Fodo r  &  Frazier , 
1980 ;  Frazier ,  1987 )  an d it s recen t  refinemen t  Construa l 
Theor y (Frazie r  &  Clifton ,  1996) ,  an d th e Competitio n 
Model  (CM )  (Bate s &  MacWhinney ,  1987) .  Construa l 
predict s n o difference s i n attachmen t  betwee n groups ,  sinc e 
th e typ e o f  structur e use d i n thi s stud y i s subjec t  no t  t o 
construal ,  bu t  t o universa l  processin g principles .  O n th e 
othe r  hand ,  sinc e th e C M i s mor e a  mode l  o f  semanti c 
interpretatio n tha n o f  processing ,  i t  canno t  mak e prediction s 
abou t  L 2 processing .  I n contrast ,  w e propose d th e 
Signallin g Hypothesi s (SH )  (Hoover ,  1992 ;  Hoove r  & 
Berdugo ,  1996 )  a s th e bes t  explanatio n fo r  thes e results .  Th e 
SH predict s tha t  th e surfac e for m o f  a  languag e signal s t o 
th e speake r  o f  tha t  languag e th e underlyin g syntacti c 
function s o f  th e words .  Fo r  th e bilingua l  an d Englis h reader s 
i n th e presen t  study ,  thi s mean s payin g mor e attentio n an d 
relyin g mor e o n Englis h wor d order ,  wit h th e resul t  tha t 
attachmen t  preference s rel y mor e o n adjacency . 
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