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Patson and Warren (2010) used a new paradigm to provide evidence that NPs inside 
explicitly distributed predicates (e.g., Each of the men carried a box) are conceptually 
represented as plural. The current studies used their paradigm to further probe the conditions 
under which comprehenders build mental representations that focus the plurality of 
distributed events. 

 
Patson and Warren’s participants read sentences presented in one- and two-word chunks.  At 
the critical word, participants judged the number of words on the screen. This judgment is 
susceptible to interference from the numerosity of the words’ referents; comprehenders are 
slower to judge that there is a single word on the screen if it is plural than if it is singular 
(Berent et al., 2005). In the critical conditions, the judgment was made to a single word that 
was the object in either a distributed or a collective (e.g., Together the men carried a box) 
predicate. Participants were slower to answer “one” for nouns in distributed predicates 
compared to collective predicates, indicating that they represented distributed predicates as 
plural events involving different object referents. 
 
Given that explicit distributivity causes comprehenders to represent and focus multiple 
events, Experiment 1 tested whether inherent distributivity does the same.  In Experiment 1 
(N=48), the critical word was an inherently-distributed intransitive verb (e.g., beeped, which 
must apply directly to an individual).  The subjects of the sentence were either plural definite 
descriptions (PDD; as in 1) or singular descriptions (as in 2).  Results indicated no difference 
in number judgment times on the critical word. Although distributed events are comprised of 
multiple intransitive events, these findings suggest that comprehenders’ mental 
representations did not focus the events’ plurality, and instead highlighted the larger 
distributed event.  Specifically, under this account, comprehenders may be representing a 
busy control room with lots of noise for (1), rather than each individual machine beeping.  
Experiment 2 tested whether individuating the agents for inherently distributed predicates 
would make comprehenders more likely to individuate the events and thus focus their 
plurality.  
 
In Experiment 2 (N=48), sentences with PDDs were compared to those with conjoined NPs, 
as in (3). Given that conjoined NPs introduce pointers to each individual (e.g. Patson & 
Ferreira, 2009), perhaps applying the predicate directly to each individual will cause 
comprehenders to focus the multiple events. Indeed, participants were significantly slower to 
judge the verb a single word when the subject was conjoined than when it was a PDD. It is 
unlikely that this effect was driven by processing differences on the verb: Experiment 3, a 
self-paced reading experiment (N=48) with the items from Experiment 2, showed no reading 
time differences on the verb. 
 
The results of Experiment 2, along with the results from Patson and Warren, suggest that 
strong cues to distributivity (e.g., distributive quantifiers, multiple predicate application) 
drive comprehenders to build mental representations that focus the multiple individual events 
comprising distributed events.  In the absence of such cues (as in Experiment 1), the 
representation instead focuses the larger distributed event. 
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1.  The machines in the lab quietly beeped at the technician. 
2.  The machine in the lab quietly beeped at the technician. 
3.  The machine and the computer quietly beeped at the technician. 
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