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PROCESSING OF CHINESE SENTENCE AM BIGUITY

Chen Yongming Cui Yeo
( Institute of Psychology , Chinese Academy of Sciences, Beijing 100012)

Abstract

Two experiments were conducted to examine the role of meaning frequency and the ef-
fectsof prior and posterior context in process ng of ambiguous Chinese sentences. In thefirs
experiment ,each ambiguous Chinese sntence had two possble meanings. In order to distin-
guish these two meanings,a group of students who would not take part in the fina trailsin
the experiment was asked to identify which meaning was used most frequently. Meaning Fre-
guency (dominant ,subordinate) ,Context (prior ,posterior) , Reaction- Type (yes,no) were
used as within subject factors. The tasksfor the subjects were to decide whether the meaning
of atarget sntence was dmilar to that of thelast previous stimulus. Both Reaction Times and
Rate of Reaction were recorded. The resultsindicated : (1) Efects of prior context that pro-
vide subjects with predictive information upon resolution of sentence ambiguity are more than
posterior context ; (2) The dominant meaning of an ambiguous sentence is more speedily ac-
cesxed than the subordinate meaning of an ambiguous sentence under the same contextual
conditions. The second experiment aimed at examining the effects of meaning frequency and
time course of meaning activation. There were three posible interpretations of each experi-
mental Chinese sentence. The meaning frequency was a0 scaled before the experiment. The
task was the same with the first experiment ,but there was no context with ambiguous Chi-
nese sentence. The within subject factor was Meaning- Frequency ( dominant , subordinate) .
Thefirg interpretation of an ambiguous sentence was Dominant and the third one was as
Subordinate. Interval (100ms,1000ms) between the stimulus and the target was as between
subject factors. The result suggested: The time-course in activation of multiple poss ble mean-
ingsof an ambiguous sentence i s assessed. The dominant meaning of ambiguity can be activat-
ed under short interval between stimulus and target sentence, but activating subordinate
meani ng needs longer time.
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