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Abstract

This thesis examined how Japanese EFL learners comprehend English, more specifically, how they draw
upon various kinds of linguistic information for structural analysis and how it differs from native speakers.
Since Japanese is a head-final language and is considered to be typologically different from head-initial
languages such as English, it is possible that Japanese speakers use linguistic information differently in
processing syntactic structures. Past research demonstrated that in English, comprehenders can immediately
use many kinds of information such as prosody and context in parsing. However, it is relatively little known
whether the same kinds of linguistic information are immediately used in online structural analysis in
Japanese. For example, it is known that English speakers use lexically specific meaning of a verb to make a
prediction about an upcoming structure but this may not be the case in Japanese because the verb in Japanese
does not appear until the end of a sentence.

Using eye-tracking technique, the first three experiments reported in this thesis investigated the
influences of (1) prosody, (2) syntactic priming, and (3) semantic information and clause length respectively
in processing temporarily ambiguous sentences in Japanese. With a relative clause sentence ishi-ga hakui-o
motteiru koukousei-o awatete oikaketa (‘the doctor hastily chased the high-school student who had a white
coat’), readers tend to initially adopt an incorrect main clause analysis at the first verb motteiru (i.e., ‘the
doctor had a white coat’) and are later forced to reanalyze it as the relative clause structure. The results of my
experiments showed that (1) listeners predicted an upcoming structure using prosodic information before the
sentence was disambiguated, (2) listeners were more likely to predict the same structure as in a preceding
sentence, and (3) semantic plausibility and clause length affected how strongly readers commit to the initial
analysis and processing difficulty associated with structural revision. These results provided evidence that
Japanese speakers construct syntactic structures online using various sources of linguistic information without
delay.

This thesis next examined how Japanese EFL learners process English sentences in a reading
experiment. Specifically, the experiment asked whether Japanese EFL learners resolve syntactic ambiguity
using verb subcategorization information in the same way as native speakers do. The results showed that the
EFL learners tend to incorrectly analyze the noun following an intransitive verb as its direct object. The
results form a sentence completion test also revealed that the EFL learners were more likely to violate the
subcategorization constraint for intransitive verbs. These results suggested that Japanese EFL learners did not
possess the complete knowledge about intransitivity information and thus did not resolve the syntactic
ambiguity in the same way as native speakers did.

The results of the experiments in this thesis together showed that various kinds of linguistic
information are immediately used in processing temporarily ambiguous sentences in Japanese in a similar
way as in English. However, in processing of English as a second language, Japanese EFL learers process
structural ambiguity differently from native English speakers possibly because they do not possess the
complete form of these kinds of linguistic information.




