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Over the last decade, there has been considerable debate concerning the processes 

governing the comprehension of indeterminate sentences such as (1a), and how they might 

come to be semantically enriched such as in (1b).  

(1) a. Mary began the book.  → b. Mary began reading the book.     

A major theme in this debate concerns the role of context in facilitating comprehension. 

Research typically shows that indeterminate expressions engender processing costs at 

postverbal positions when sentences are presented in isolation (e.g., McElree et al., 2001), but 

that a sufficiently supporting context is capable of attenuating this cost (de Almeida, 2004). A 

plausible explanation for this observation is that context facilitates comprehension of 

indeterminate sentences by supporting inferential processes. This view lies in contrast to the 

coercion hypothesis, for which indeterminate sentences are enriched by default as a function 

of retrieving internal properties of the nominal book (e.g., Pustejovsky, 1995). Researchers 

endorsing the coercion hypothesis have argued that context reduces the cost of indeterminacy 

only when it obviates the coercion operation – i.e., when the indeterminate verb-phrase (VP), 

or the underspecified event, is explicitly described in the preceding discourse (Traxler et al., 

2005).  

Here, we report two studies in which we investigated whether a strongly biasing context 

facilitates comprehension of indeterminate sentences, even when the indeterminate VP and 

the underspecified event are not included in the discourse. A central goal of our experiments 

was to move from the traditional emphasis on the costs of indeterminate sentence processing, 

and focus instead on the content of their enrichment. In order to access the semantic (or 

pragmatic) representations that participants assigned to these sentences, we employed a 

sentence recognition paradigm introduced by Sachs (1967).  

In Experiment 1, 72 participants listened to 24 passages of continuous discourse such as 

(2), which included an indeterminate sentence supported by a strongly biasing context (2a) 

followed by several sentences of neutral discourse (2b). At either 0 or 25 seconds following 

presentation, participants were presented with one of three probe sentences such as those in 

(3) and were asked to indicate whether they recognized the sentence verbatim from the 

passage.  

(2) a. Context: Lisa had been looking forward to the new Grisham novel ever since it 

 came out. She had finally managed to set aside some time this weekend and made 

 sure to make  her home library nice and cozy. First thing Saturday morning, Lisa 

 curled up on the sofa in her library with a blanket and a fresh cup of coffee. With 

 everything in place, Lisa began the book. [Immediate probe point (0s)] 

 b. Neutral discourse: Suddenly, the doorbell rang.… [Delayed probe point (25s)] 

(3) a. Identical/Indeterminate: Lisa began the book.  

 b. Contextually biased foil: Lisa began reading the book.  

 c. Contextually unbiased foil: Lisa began writing the book.  

The discourse contexts were designed to bias interpretations of the indeterminate 

sentences by triggering inferential processes – i.e., by establishing the subject’s intention to 

perform a particular activity, without explicitly stating so. The probe sentences were either 

identical to the original indeterminate sentence (3a), a foil sentence that specified the 

contextually-biased activity (3b), or one that specified a contextually unbiased alternative 

(3c). We predicted that context would support interpretation of indeterminate sentences to 
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such an extent that following a 25 second delay, participants would falsely recognize 

contextually-biased foils such as (3b) as the sentence they heard in the discourse.  

We found that while participants were able to accurately discriminate the probe sentences 

immediately after presentation (all means ≥ 95% correct), they falsely recognized biased 

probes 25 seconds later (MD=.44), t1(71)=12.85, p<.001, t2(23)=10.78, p<.001 and reported 

being 71% confident that the biased foil was the sentence they heard. Such false recognition 

was dependent on the discourse context as participants were able to reject unbiased probes 

with 89% accuracy (MD=.39); t1(71)=9.62, p=.000, t2(23)=12.66, p<.001 and 80% confidence 

(Figure 1A).   

 

 
Figure 1. Mean recognition accuracy (i.e., proportion of correct responses) by condition for Experiment 1 

(Panel A) and Experiment 2 (Panel B). Mean level of expressed confidence is presented at the base of each bar.   
 

In Experiment 2 (Figure 1B), a separate group of 72 participants listened to the same 

passages, but were presented with an alternative set of probe sentences such as those in (4). 

These probe sentences were different from that of Experiment 1 in that the aspectual meaning 

of the original indeterminate sentence (i.e., that an event began, continued, or finished) was 

not fully preserved in the foil sentences (4a) and (4b). This minor change in aspect 

diminished false recognition of contextually biased foils to 21% (compared to 49% in 

Experiment 1). Thus, our Experiment 2 demonstrated that false recognition truly reflected the 

“gist” representation of the indeterminate sentence, as a semantic (aspectual) deviation from 

the content of the base sentence per se (as opposed to the broader discourse) dramatically 

reduced the effect observed in Experiment 1. 

(4) a. Contextually biased foil: Lisa read the book.  

 b. Contextually unbiased foil: Lisa wrote the book.  

In sum, the present results demonstrate that a strongly biasing context facilitates 

comprehension of indeterminate sentences to the extent that individuals incur false memories 

for contextually biased distractors. This effect is observed even when the event is not 

explicitly described in the discourse, indicating that inferential processes are driving 

comprehension.   
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