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Abstract 

Many of us, including myself, are not native speakers of English. Nevertheless, we communicate, 

read, and write in English nearly every day. The level of proficiency achieved by some non-native 

speakers is impressive, but some challenges may still remain. My research focusses specifically on 

the skill of reading in a second language. Reading is a complex skill that requires processing of 

phonological, semantic, and syntactic information. In addition, information from different parts of a 

text needs to be stored and integrated. 

Things become especially difficult when parts of a sentence are ambiguous, meaning that more than 

one interpretation is possible. For example, the prepositional phrase ‘with the binoculars’ in the 

syntactically ambiguous sentence in (1) can grammatically be attached to either the verb (high 

attachment) or the second noun (low attachment): 

(1) The man saw the woman with the binoculars 

This means that either the man or the woman could be holding the binoculars. Native English 

speakers generally prefer high attachment, i.e. they think that in sentence (1) the man is holding the 

binoculars. Nevertheless, it is known that both text-explicit information (the discourse context) and 

pragmatic information (world knowledge) can guide attachments in native English speakers. It is 

however largely unknown if and to what extent second language speakers are influenced by such 

information. 

In this talk, I present the results of a series of reading tasks investigating how native English speakers 

and native Spanish speakers that speak English as a second language interpret sentences such as (1). 

We manipulated structural complexity of the sentences preceding the critical sentence (the context), 

text-explicit information, and world knowledge to examine which of these factors affect PP 

attachment. Our results show that like native English speakers, second language speakers prefer 

high attachment, but interpretations are flexible and influenced by text-explicit and pragmatic 

information. However, we also found differences between how native English speakers and second 

language speakers read and interpret sentences such as (1); these differences will be discussed in 

the talk. 
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