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Lecture 7: Structural priming



Assessment 1 Q&A

• Due on Thursday
• Final chance to ask questions



Loy & Smith (2020)

Joy, J. E., & Smith, K. (2020). Syntactic adaptation 
depends on perceived linguistic knowledge: Native 
English speakers differentially adapt to native and 
non-native confederates in dialogue. 
https://doi.org/10.31234/osf.io/pu2qa.
5 confederate priming experiments
• Do people adapt differently to native and non-

native speakers in dialogue?

Jia Loy
(now at Saarland University)

https://doi.org/10.31234/osf.io/pu2qa


Structural priming

Priming: people repeat what they have 
recently heard or produced
Structural priming: people repeat 
abstract structures they have recently 
heard or produced
E.g. Bock, J. K. (1986). Syntactic 
persistence in language production.  
Cognitive Psychology, 18, 355-387.

SYNTAX IN LANGUAGE PRODUCTION 

TRANSITIVE DATIVE 

PRIMING SENTENCES 

ACTIVE: PREPOSITIONAL: 

ONE OF THE FANS A ROCK STAR SOLD 
PUNCHED THE SOME COCAINE TO AN 
REFEREE. UNDERCOVER AGENT. 

PASSIVE: DOUBLE OBJECT: 

THE REFEREE WAS A ROCK STAR SOLD 
PUNCHED BY ONE AN UNDERCOVER AGENT 
OF THE FANS. SOME COCAINE. 

TARGET PICTURES 

361 

FIG. 1. Examples of transitive and dative priming sentences and target pictures used in 
Experiment 1. Only one of the two alternative priming sentence forms was presented on 
each priming trial, followed by a target picture. Note that the target pictures can be de- 
scribed with either of the two primed syntactic forms, as in Lightning is srriking the church 
or The church is being struck by lightning for the transitive picture, and The man is reading 
a story to the boy or The man is reading the boy a story for the dative picture. 

phrase began with the preposition for. Each set also contained an intransitive sentence 
(e.g., The rhododendrons are blooming) in order to assess preferences for the two altema- 
tive dative forms after a minimally related sentence type. 

In addition to the transitives and datives, six target pictures and six sets of priming sen- 
tences of another syntactic type were incorporated into the list. Each of the transitive sen- 
tence sets also contained an agentless passive and an unrelated lexical passive. These mate- 
rials were included for purposes that go beyond the scope of the present work, and are not 
considered further. 

There were 42 filler pictures and 42 filler sentences in addition to the priming sentences 
and target pictures. Most of the filler pictures depicted intransitive actions (e.g., a woman 
running, a boy sleeping). The tiller sentences represented a wide assortment of construc- 
tions, including reflexives, locatives, existentials, clefts, pseudoclefts, predicate adjectives, 
and complement constructions. 

The target and filler pictures were sketched in black ink on white paper, or photocopied 



Confederate priming

Confederate: “a person one works 
with, especially in something 
secret or illegal; an accomplice”

Branigan, H. P., Pickering, M. J., & 
Cleland, A. A.  (2000). Syntactic 
coordination in dialogue.  
Cognition, 75, B13-25.
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Demo using this week’s practical code



Loy & Smith: manipulating confederate nativeness
and syntactic flexibility
Confederate: native English speaker vs non-native
Exps 1, 3 & 4: alternating verbs (PO or DO acceptable), confederate alternates
PO prime: the chef gives the apple to the golfer
DO prime: the chef gives the golfer the apple

Exps 2 & 5: Alternating and PO-only verbs, confederate uses DO throughout
Alternating verb, DO prime: the chef gives the golfer the apple
PO-only verb, DO prime: * the chef reveals the golfer the apple



Loy & Smith sample size, study duration etc

Exps 1-3: lab-based
• N=20 per condition
• Took 30-40 minutes (?), paid £6
Exps 4-5: MTurk
• N=48 per condition
• Average duration 27 minutes, paid $6
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SYNTACTIC ADAPTATION TO NONNATIVE CONFEDERATES 42

evaluate the degree of adaptation in participants in Experiment 3, we modelled the

e�ects of prime construction (PO vs. DO; mean-centred) and target verb parity (same

verb vs. di�erent verb; mean-centred) on the outcome variable of whether or not the

participant produced a DO description on each trial. The model included by-participant

random intercepts and slopes for all within-subject manipulations, and random

intercepts for target verb.

Results

Native (Exp 1) Weak nonnative (Exp 1) Strong nonnative (Exp 3)

PO DO PO DO PO DO
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Figure 4 . Mean percentages of DO descriptions produced in each accent condition in

Experiments 1 (panels 1 and 2) and 3 (panel 3). Percentages were calculated out of the

total number of valid descriptions (i.e. all descriptions coded as PO or DO) recorded in

each condition. Error bars represent ±1 standard error of by-participant means. Dots

represent individual participant means.

Of the 480 target descriptions produced, 307 (64.0%) were coded as PO, 170

(35.4%) were coded as DO, and 3 (0.6%) were coded as other. Figure 4 panel 3 shows

the mean percentages of DO descriptions out of all valid target descriptions produced

Exps 1, 3: lab, alternating verbs, alternating 
confederate



Exp 4: online, alternating verbs, alternating 
confederate
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Coding and analysis. We followed the same coding and analysis procedures as

in Experiment 1.

Results

Recordings for 4 trials were missing due to error writing data to the server. Of the

remaining 2300 target descriptions, 1543 were coded as PO (67.1%), 723 were coded as

DO (31.4%), and 34 were coded as other (1.5%). These figures are comparable to those

obtained in the lab version of the experiment. Figure 5 shows the mean percentages of

DO descriptions out of all valid target descriptions recorded in each condition.
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Figure 5 . Mean percentages of DO descriptions produced in each condition in

Experiment 4. Percentages were calculated out of the total number of valid descriptions

(i.e. all descriptions coded as PO or DO) recorded in each condition. Error bars

represent ±1 standard error of by-participant means. Dots represent individual

participant means.

The model showed a main e�ect of prime construction: Participants were more

likely to produce a DO description following a DO prime from the confederate,
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Figure 3 . Mean percentages of DO descriptions produced in each condition in

Experiment 2. Percentages were calculated out of the total number of valid descriptions

(i.e. all descriptions coded as PO or DO) recorded in each condition. Error bars

represent ±1 standard error of by-participant means. Dots represent individual

participant means. The x-axis labels denote the verbs used by the confederate and the

participant in the prime and target trials respectively, e.g. Alt–Alt indicates that the

both the confederate and the participant produced descriptions involving an alternating

verb which permits either a PO or a DO construction. All DO descriptions produced by

participants in the non-alternating target conditions were ungrammatical.

Exp 2: lab, 
alternating or PO-
only verbs, DO-only 
confederate SYNTACTIC ADAPTATION TO NONNATIVE CONFEDERATES 36
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both the confederate and the participant produced descriptions involving an alternating

verb which permits either a PO or a DO construction. All DO descriptions produced by

participants in the non-alternating target conditions were ungrammatical.
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Exp 5: online, 
alternating or PO-
only verbs, DO-only 
confederate 
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Figure 6 . Mean percentages of DO descriptions produced in each condition in

Experiment 2. Percentages were calculated out of the total number of valid descriptions

(i.e. all descriptions coded as PO or DO) recorded in each condition. Error bars

represent ±1 standard error of by-participant means. Dots represent individual

participant means. The x-axis labels denote the verbs used by the confederate and the

participant in the prime and target trials respectively, e.g. Alt–Alt indicates that the

both the confederate and the participant produced descriptions involving an alternating

verb which permits either a PO or a DO construction. All DO descriptions produced by

participants in the non-alternating target conditions were ungrammatical.



Loy & Smith’s conclusions

Perceived nativeness of a dialogue partner does affect adaptation
• It interacts with their actual linguistic behaviour (no effect of 

native/non-native when the confederate uses both PO & DO)
• The effect is in opposite directions in the lab and online?? Was the 

lab result a fluke? Or do the populations or the mode of interaction 
account for this difference?



Time for Q&A/discussion on this week’s reading 



Next up

Wednesday, 9am: lab on Gather
• A confederate priming experiment, recording spoken responses

Next week:
• Language evolution by iterated learning


