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While reading stories, readers often have the phenomenological experience of hearing the 
characters’ voices in their heads. However, the extent to which readers generate the prosodic 
characteristics of a text has received relatively little attention outside of the proposal that default 
prosody influences syntactic parsing (IPH, Fodor, 2002). Alexander and Nygaard (2008) showed 
that after hearing a speaker read a passage quickly, listeners were faster to read a different 
passage aloud if told it was “written” by the fast speaker, and likewise for a slow speaker. 
However, this study primed subjects with a spoken cue to talker speed, so readers did not 
independently generate the prosody.  
 
We investigate whether the semantic content of a sentence affects reading time of an embedded 
quote to see if the speed at which a character is described as saying a quote affects how quickly it 
is read. Subjects were presented with sentences like John walked into the room and said 
quickly/slowly, “I finally found my car keys!” The adverb preceding the quote indicated the 
speed of the character’s speech. Every subject saw each quote once, preceded by either a fast or 
slow adverb, and reading times on identical quotes were compared across conditions.  
 
Analyses of reading times on the quote region revealed that quotes following a fast adverb were 
read significantly faster than those following a slow adverb. This result was significant for go-
past time (time spent reading the region before leaving to the right, including regressions), 
F(1,68)=6.36, p<.05, and total reading time (excluding regressions), F(1,68)=5.61, p<.05. These 
effects are interpreted to reflect the generation of the quote’s prosodic structure, for the following 
reasons. First, the effects do not appear on first-pass measures, as would be expected from 
semantic priming. Secondly, analyses of individual words show that the effect is distributed 
across the entire quote region, rather than being driven by the first word following the adverb, as 
would be expected from semantic priming. Additionally, the fast adverbs were themselves read 
significantly faster than the slow adverbs on gaze duration, go-past time, and total time (all 
p<.05), and marginally so on first fixation duration (p=.051), controlling for adverb length and 
frequency.  
 
This is the first eye-tracking study to show that the semantic content of a sentence can affect 
reading speed on an entire region of text, without priming subjects with recordings of particular 
speakers. These findings have important implications for models of eye movement control 
during reading and sentence processing. They support the view that eye movements are driven 
by cognitive control, consistent with the EZ-Reader Model (Pollatsek, Reichle & Rayner, 2006). 
They also demonstrate that fixation durations are modulated by features of the higher-level 
representation of the text, beyond simple lexical access. Specifically, readers represent prosodic 
features of a text, like the speed at which a character is talking, and these representations can in 
turn affect their eye movements.   
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