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I n t r o d u c t i o n 

C o m m on groun d consist s o f  informatio n whic h i s mutuall y 
believe d b y conversationa l  participant s (Clark ,  1992) .  Thi s 
informatio n come s fro m worl d knowledge ,  join t  cultura l  o r 
communit y membership ,  perceptuall y salien t  object s an d 
events ,  pas t  persona l  interactions ,  an d a  recor d o f  th e curren t 
conversation .  Thi s ca n b e contraste d wit h privilege d ground , 
informatio n tha t  i s know n t o onl y on e o f  th e participants . 

Whil e a  larg e bod y o f  researc h suggest s tha t  c o m m o n 
groun d affect s th e constructio n an d interpretatio n o f 
referentia l  expressions ,  almos t  n o wor k ha s examine d th e 
tim e cours e o f  thes e processes .  Recently ,  Keysa r  an d 
colleague s hav e presente d evidenc e tha t  c o m m o n groun d ma y 
be use d t o filte r  rathe r  tha n restric t  initia l  processing .  Th e 
ke y finding  i s  tha t  privilege d informatio n i s  use d i n th e 
productio n an d interpretatio n o f  referentia l  expression s rathe r 
tha n jus t  informatio n i n c o m m o n groun d (Horto n &  Keysar , 
1996 ;  Keysa r  e t  al. ,  1996) .  However ,  a  potentia l  criticis m 
of  thes e studie s i s tha t  c o m m o n groun d wa s no t  establishe d 
interactively .  Th e researc h reporte d her e use d a  referentia l 
communicatio n tas k i n whic h c o m m o n groun d wa s clearl y 
establishe d t o investigat e it s  effec t  o n th e domai n o f 
reference .  W e hypothesiz e tha t  durin g interpretation , 
perceptuall y availabl e alternative s i n privilege d groun d wil l 
be considere d alon g wit h alternative s i n c o m m o n ground , 
indicatin g tha t  c o m m o n groun d doe s no t  initiall y  restric t  th e 
possibl e se t  o f  interpretation s fo r  a  referrin g expression . 

Method and Results 

We place d subject s i n a  referentia l  communicatio n tas k wit h 
a confederat e speaker .  Subjects '  eye-movement s wer e 
recorde d wit h a n Applie d Scientifi c  Laboratorie s ftee-head 
eyetracke r  a s th e speake r  instructe d the m t o manipulat e 
colore d shape s o n a  vertica l  displa y boar d (wit h th e pretens e 
of  gettin g thei r  board s t o match) .  Fo r  eac h trial ,  subject s 
place d a  "secre t  shape "  unknow n t o th e speake r  o n th e board , 
establishin g privilege d ground .  I n addition ,  th e confederat e 
and subjec t  wen t  throug h a  proces s o f  enterin g fou r  othe r 
shape s int o c o m m o n groun d befor e th e matchin g tas k began . 
Th e critica l  instructio n o n experimenta l  trial s wa s alway s 
th e las t  instructio n give n b y th e confederate : 

"Pu t  a  [stackin g shape ]  o n th e [targe t  shape]. " 
Experimenta l  trial s varie d o n tw o dimensions :  whethe r  o r 
not  a  competito r  (possibl e bu t  no t  actua l  referen t  o f  "targe t 
shape" )  wa s i n c o m m o n groun d o r  i n privilege d ground ;  an d 

whether  o r  no t  th e competito r  wa s th e sam e colo r  a s th e 
targe t  shape . 

I n th e c o m m o n groun d conditions ,  a  potentia l  competito r 
was locate d i n c o m m o n ground ;  i.e. ,  th e competito r  an d th e 
targe t  shap e ha d bot h bee n identifie d an d place d int o positio n 
as th e subjec t  followe d th e confederate' s instructions .  I n 
contrast ,  i n th e privilege d groun d condition s a  potentia l 
competito r  wa s locate d i n privilege d ground ;  i.e. ,  th e secre t 
shap e matche d th e targe t  shape . 

Preliminar y analysi s o f  eye-movemen t  latencie s an d fals e 
launche s t o competito r  shape s sho w tha t  whe n th e 
competito r  shap e an d th e targe t  shap e wer e differen t  colors , 
ther e wa s n o competitio n betwee n them ;  e.g. ,  a  "re d square " 
was no t  considere d a  possibl e locatio n whe n a  subjec t  wa s 
tol d "Pu t  th e gree n squar e o n th e blu e one" .  However ,  i n 
th e sam e colo r  conditions ,  wher e th e competito r  matche d 
th e targe t  shape ,  subject s considere d th e competito r  shap e a s 
a possibl e locatio n i n bot h th e c o m m o n groun d an d th e 
privilege d groun d conditions .  W h e n th e competito r  an d 
targe t  shape s wer e bot h locate d i n c o m m o n ground ,  subject s 
expresse d verba l  confusio n abou t  th e appropriat e 
interpretation .  W h e n th e competito r  wa s i n privilege d 
ground ,  subject s too k longe r  t o locat e th e correc t  targe t 
location ,  an d ofte n briefl y looke d a t  thei r  "secre t  shape" . 

Thi s dat a patter n suggest s tha t  whil e informatio n fro m 
c o m m on groun d i s  rapidl y available ,  i t  doe s no t  initiall y 
restric t  th e interpretatio n o f  referentia l  expressions . 
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