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RESEARCH METHODS
IN SECOND LANGUAGE
PSYCHOLINGUISTICS

This timely volume provides up-to-date overviews of methods used in psycholin-
guistic research with second languages. Included are chapters on self-paced read-
ing and listening, textual eye-tracking, visual world eye-tracking, ERPs, fMRI,
translation recognition tasks, and cross-modal priming. Each contribution is au-
thored by an expert researcher who offers experienced insight into not only the
history of the method, but what 1s measured, how it is measured, issues in research
and stimuli design, and the pros and cons of the method. These contributions are
bookended by an introductory chapter on various models and issues that inform
psycholinguistic inquiry into second language learning, and a final chapter that
ofters comments on the various methods described in addition to issues related
to research design. Intended as a text to be used with advanced undergraduate
and graduate students, Research Methods in Second Language Psycholinguistics will
be useful to researchers wishing to understand more about the various methods
represented and how they are used to investigate psycholinguistic processes in the
second language context.

Jill Jegerski is Assistant Professor of Spanish and SLATE (Second Language Ac-
quisition and Teacher Education) in the Department of Spanish, Italian, and Por-
tuguese at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign.

Bill VanPatten is Professor of Spanish, Second Language Studies, and Cognitive
Science at Michigan State University.
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PREFACE

Although research on outcomes of second language (L2) learning (e.g., generative
approaches, ultimate attainment) has made important contributions to the field
of second language acquisition (SLA), what was and had been missing for some
time is research on underlying processes and processing—that is, the psycholin-
guistics of L2 learning. The seeds for work on processing have their roots in early
L2 research, but the psycholinguistics of SLA didn’t really take off until the 1990s.
Since then we have seen a steady increase in work related to input processing,
sentence processing, output processing, lexical processing/retrieval, explicit/im-
plicit processing, and other related areas. We have seen a steady increase in papers
presented at conferences such as the Second Language Research Forum, as well
as the emergence of conferences with a sole focus on the psycholinguistics of L2
learning. Journals such as Studies in Second Language Acquisition, Language Learning,
and Second Language Research regularly publish papers with a psycholinguistics
bent. And in doctoral programs in L2 studies, we have seen both regular courses
and specialized seminars focused almost exclusively on the psycholinguistics of L2
learning. There has been, so to speak, a boom 1n psycholinguistic approaches to L2
learning in the last two decades.

Against this backdrop, the present volume was conceived. Its intent is to offer
students of SLA an introduction to the various methods used in psycholinguis-
tic (and neurolinguistic) research. With the exception of Chapter 1—which lays
some foundational issues for the field of psycholinguistics in L2 research—and the
final chapter—which assesses and comments on the various methods presented in
the volume—the chapters in this book present the most current techniques and
methods used to conduct psycholinguistic research in the L2 context. Each con-
tribution is authored by a researcher or researchers with expertise in the particular
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method under question, who can offer experienced insight into not only the his-
tory of the method, but what is measured, how it is measured, issues in research
and stimuli design, and the pros and cons of the method. Each chapter follows the
same structure and ends with discussion questions and potential research projects,
thus offering the student a solid introduction to the field. The book may also be
of use to more experienced researchers who are looking at different ways to ap-
proach L2 learning or who wish to critique work that uses these newer methods.
It is our belief that within L2 research, psycholinguistic approaches will continue
to grow and the research generated by them will contribute significantly to un-
derstanding L2 learning in its many facets. The present book, then, is one attempt
to provide support for these endeavors.
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1

THE PSYCHOLINGUISTICS OF SLA

Bill VanPatten

What is Psycholinguistics?

Psycholinguistics, as classically defined, is concerned with a broad array of issues
involving language acquisition, language comprehension and production, and
the processing of language in the mind/brain (Fernindez & Cairns, 2011). This
emphasis on use or process stands in contrast to linguistic theory, which is largely
concerned with the characterization of language itself, including internal con-
straints on the nature of language (e.g., Universal Grammar [UG]) and how lan-
guage is represented in the mind/brain of the individual (i.e., the nature of mental
representation). If we take the case of null subjects in a language like Spanish, we
can see the difference between the foci of linguistic theory and psycholinguistics.
Languages like Spanish have both null and overt subject pronouns, such that both
(1a) and (1b) are possible and acceptable as grammatical sentences, whereas lan-

guages like English only allow overt subject pronouns in the same context (2a)
and (2b).

e
a.  Ella habla inglés.
pro habla inglés.

2
a.  She speaks English.
*pro speaks English.

Within linguistic theory, researchers are concerned with the properties of null
and non-null-subject languages. They are interested in how the syntax licenses
null subjects (e.g., the relationship between null subjects and verbal morphology),
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universal constraints that govern the interpretation of pronouns (e.g., the Overt
Pronoun Constraint), as well as possible relationships between null subjects and
other parts of the grammar (e.g., subject-verb inversion). In short, linguists are
interested in how a null subject such as pro operates in the grammar and what
allows it to be there to begin with. Within psycholinguistics, researchers are not
interested in the properties per se, but rather, for example, how null and overt sub-
jects are interpreted during comprehension. In the examples that follow, both (3a)
and (3b) are possible, but what do speakers of Spanish take as the antecedent of each
pronoun (bolded for convenience here), given that there are two possible choices?

)
a. Roberto llamé a Pablo después que pro regresé de México.
b.  Roberto llamé a Pablo después que él regresé de México.

“Robert called Paul after he returned from Mexico.”

There is nothing in the “linguistics™ of null and overt subject pronouns that
dictates to a speaker of Spanish whether Roberto or Pablo is the antecedent
of either the null subject (pro) or the overt subject (é/).' The field of psycho-
linguistics researches whether people have preferences for the interpretation
of null and overt subject pronouns and what might be the reasons for these
preferences.

We can take another example related to the lexicon. A speaker of English has
the verb die encoded somewhere in the lexicon, and in the realm of linguistic
theory researchers are concerned with the properties of that verb: its meaning
(semantics), the relationship of semantics to structure (arguments such as whether
the verb takes an agent, a patient, an experiencer, and so on), and how that struc-
ture projects into the syntax. In psycholinguistics, researchers might be concerned
with how that verb gets accessed in real time comprehension or production; and if
we are dealing with bilinguals, we might be concerned with the extent to which
the two languages are activated during lexical retrieval. As a bilingual speaker
of Spanish and English since my childhood, do I automatically activate both die
and morir when speaking either language? At any given time, are both languages
active? Does activation depend on language dominance? These are sample ques-
tions that those working within the psycholinguistics of the lexicon might ask.

In short, whereas linguistic theory is centered on representation, psycholin-
guistics is centered on processes and processing. But the division between rep-
resentation and processes/processing is not always so neat. Clearly, when one is
processing language, one has access to a mental representation of language (Gorrell,
1995; Pritchett, 1992). One of the hallmarks of theories on language comprehen-
sion is that as we understand a sentence, we automatically build syntactic structure
during real time in order to comprehend that sentence. We also access the mental
lexicon, which in turn is interfaced with the grammar of the language as sug-
gested above, Let’s suppose we hear or read the verb examined. The lexicon tells



