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Sentence reading involves constant competition between lexical candidates. For a bilingual, 

this can be especially demanding as candidates from not one but two languages compete for 

recognition (e.g., Costa et al., 2000; Van Hell & Dijkstra, 2002). While there is ample evidence 

of competition mechanisms at work in isolated word recognition, research on normal sentence 

reading is scarce, especially for bilinguals reading in their second language (L2). Previous 

research with monolinguals has shown that the neighbours of a read word are inhibited, making 

their retrieval as a subsequent target more difficult (Paterson et al., 2009), but the duration of 

this interference may depend on reading skills (Frisson et al., 2014). These priming effects 

have been interpreted as reflecting competition between lexical candidates and facilitation from 

sublexical overlap (Davis & Lupker, 2006; Perry et al., 2008). 

In this study, we examined neighbour priming effects in sentence reading among 

proficient Norwegian-English bilinguals reading in their L2. We investigated the effects of the 

distance between prime and target (short vs. long) and the nature of the overlap between the 

two words (beginning or end), and related these to differences in individual cognitive skills 

(reading skills and phonological decoding abilities). Eye movements were recorded while 48 

participants read sentences containing a target word preceded by a form-related prime or a 

control neighbour (e.g., The scary house was brown [blue] with a golden crown painted over 

the door). The neighbouring prime always overlapped with the target both orthographically and 

phonologically. 128 pairs of sentences were constructed, where prime, target and control 

words were matched for mean frequency, number of letters and phonemes across conditions. 

A series of additional measures of proficiency were collected and analysed with a PCA, which 

yielded two factors (Reading skills and Phonological decoding skills) that were included as 

predictors in the linear mixed-effect models carried out on the eye-tracking data. 

In the short-distance condition, inhibition effects were found on the target area for good 

phonological decoders (regression rate: β = 0.42, z = 2.90, χ2 (1) = 8.22, p = .004, see Figure 

1a), and on the spillover area regardless of reading and phonological decoding skills 

(regression rate: β = 0.52, z = 3.93, χ2 (1) = 14.06, p < .001, regression path duration: (β = 

0.03, 95% t(47) = 371, F(46) = 13.77, p < .001). This is in line with prior results of inhibitory 

neighbour word priming in sentence reading, although our effects appeared later, i.e., on the 

spillover region and on later measures only (regressions and regression path duration). In the 

long-distance condition, only good readers exhibited inhibition effects in the target area (dwell 

time: β = 0.02, t(2435) = 2.13, F(2432) = 4.55, p = .033, see Figure 1b), which was also the 

case for the monolingual participants in Frisson et al (2014). This persistence of the influence 

of the prime after eight or nine intervening words conflicts with the assumption of competition 

models that activation decays over time. 

The effects we found were modulated by individual differences, and, interestingly, the 

key factor was phonological. Our results show earlier effects for good phonological decoders 

in the short distance condition: more regressions on the target and fewer skips of the spillover 

region after related primes. It is not surprising to find that phonological decoding skills affect 

sentence reading: Previous research shows that the phonological codes of words are activated 

during reading, and that readers rely on them during normal sentence reading (see Rayner et 

al., 2012). 



In sum, our results show that words in a sentence influence each other even in a second 

language, but that interference is affected by the reading skills and phonological decoding 

abilities of the reader. Our key findings replicate in bilinguals’ L2 reading what has previously 

been found in monolinguals, which shows that form-related priming in sentence reading is a 

robust and important effect in language reading.  

Figure 1. Plots for significant interactions between relatedness and individual difference 

predictors in the target area in the short-distance (a) and long-distance (b) conditions. 
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