Processing of relative clauses is made easier by frequency
of occurrence.
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Abstract

We conducted a large-scale corpus analysis indicating that pronominal object
relative clauses are significantly more frequent than pronominal subject
relative clauses when the embedded pronoun is personal. This difference was
reversed when impersonal pronouns constituted the embedded noun phrase.
This pattern of distribution provides a suitable framework for testing the role
of experience in sentence processing: If frequency of exposure influences
processing difficulty, highly frequent pronominal object relatives should be
facilitated but only when a personal pronoun is in the embedded position. We
tested this hypothesis experimentally: We conducted four self-paced reading
tasks, which indicated that differences in pronominal object/subject relative
processing mirrored the pattern of distribution revealed by the corpus
analysis. We discuss the results in the light of current theories of sentence
comprehension. We conclude that object relative processing is facilitated by
frequency of the embedded clause, and, more generally, that statistical
information should be taken into account by theories of relative clause
processing.



