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In situated language comprehension recent research using the visual world eye-tracking method has shown that when listening to sentences people often direct their attention to entities in the visual scene that have not been mentioned yet. These anticipatory looks have been interpreted as an index of the prediction listeners make about the next upcoming word in a sentence (e.g., Altmann & Kamide, 1999; Kamide et al., 2003). However, it is not clear whether anticipatory eye movements reflect linguistic predictions of the next word or whether people make such eye movements because they facilitate overall interpretation.

We tested this hypothesis in two visual-world experiments of ditransitive verb comprehension in English and Finnish. Previous studies show that with ditransitive verbs like ‘give’ people prefer the “given before new” order (Arnold et al., 2000; Bock & Warren, 1985; Clifton & Frazier, 2004). Thus, if eye movements to unmentioned entities reflect anticipations of the next word, people should fixate more on the child than the book during "had given" in (1), because the child is given information. In contrast, if eye movements to pictures of upcoming referents are made because this facilitates sentence comprehension, people should look more at the book, because it is an unmentioned argument of ‘given’, and therefore fixating it facilitates processing more than fixating the child, which has already been processed.

(1) The child was lying in the play room of the nursery. The child was a little restless and naughty. That morning the nursery school teacher had given [the child the book/the book to the child] and read a couple of stories.

In Exp 1 we presented both entities (book and child) in the context, where their relative salience was manipulated. In Exp 2 only one of the entities was presented in the context (example 1). In both experiments, eye movements to the pictures revealed that when people heard ditransitive verbs, they fixated significantly more on the non-salient/new entity than the salient/given entity. Thus, rather than looking at the entity that was the most likely referent of the next word, people directed their attention to new/non-salient entities, because this facilitated sentence comprehension more than directing attention to previously processed information. This indicates that listeners’ eye movements do not reflect predictions of the next word, but are due to more general processes in which people make optimal use of the visual environment in order to facilicate language comprehension.
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