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Franziska Kretzschmar1,2, Svenja Lüll1, Ina Bornkessel-Schlesewsky2,3, Matthias
Schlesewsky1,3

1 Johannes Gutenberg University Mainz, Germany
2 Philipps University Marburg, Germany

3 University of South Australia, Australia
kretzsc@uni-mainz.de

In sentence comprehension, verb semantics and the animacy of verb arguments are major
sources of predictions about the assignment of thematic roles. Previous studies found im-
mediate effects of animacy on eye movements, but only tested the influence of animacy in
transitive environments that promote competition for agenthood (Traxler et al. 2002, Mak
et al. 2006). Here, we present a reading study investigating the strength of animacy as a
predictive cue in simple intransitive clauses without argument competition. 84 participants
read 36 German sentences derived from a 2x2x3 design, with verb type as between-subjects
factor. We fully crossed animacy of the subject, verb preference for animate vs. inanimate
subjects (A tourist/freighter swims/drifts across the lake), and word order. Subjects oc-
curred preverbally or in one of two different postverbal word orders. This allowed us to
test whether animacy cue strength varies contingent upon the preceding context. ANOVAs
revealed spatio-temporally delayed effects. Animacy mismatches did not affect immediate
processing of subject or verb in any word order, and instead prolonged reading times only
for clause-final prepositional phrases. This effect was more pronounced for verbs preferring
animate subjects. Thus, in non-competitive environments animacy has a reduced impact on
eye movements in reading.
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We examined the effect of removing within sentence word length variability on saccadic
targeting during reading. Participants read sentences comprised entirely of three-, four- or
five-letter words, and sentences with a combination of these lengths. We hypothesised that
saccadic targeting may adapt to these novel conditions, such that the saccadic range bias
(McConkie et al., 1988) would be modulated by the length of words within the uniform
sentences. We found that the saccadic range bias did adapt, such that the extent to which
participants would under- or overshoot the centre of a word from a particular launch site
was systematically modulated by the length of the words within a sentence. This adaptation
occurred regardless of whether all thirty sentences from a single condition were presented
in a block (Experiment 1) or interspersed randomly with each other and filler items (Exper-
iment 2), suggesting that the saccadic targeting system can adapt to novel conditions near
instantaneously. In addition, our manipulation had significant effects on word skipping,
such that short words were skipped less frequently in uniform rather than non-uniform
sentences. Finally, reading was slower in the uniform than non-uniform sentences, most
likely due to the relative naturalness of the different sentence types.
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