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One important difference between listening and reading is that listeners receive linguistic 

information one word at a time, while a reader’s perceptual span usually contains the 

currently fixated (foveal) word as well as one or more upcoming (parafoveal) words. To what 

extent readers can use this information about parafoveal words has been the subject of 

considerable debate. At this point, it is well-established that readers can preprocess 

parafoveal words before fixating them (Rayner, 1975). However, it is not clear to what 

degree parafoveal information can influence processing of the foveal word. Previous research 

has shown that foveal processing is slowed down by the presence of unusual parafoveal 

information (Blanchard, Pollatsek, & Rayner, 1989).  However, if a word in the parafovea is 

similar to the foveal word – for example, if the foveal and parafoveal words contain the same 

letters – this overlap may facilitate the identification of the foveal word. Inhoff, Radach, 

Starr, and Greenberg (2000) reported that readers were faster at identifying a word (e.g. 

“mother”) when it was repeated in the parafovea (e.g. in the phrase “mother’s mother”) than 

when it was followed by an unrelated word (e.g. “mother’s garden”). However, Inhoff et al.’s 

use of such unusual phrases limits the generalizability of these results. Also, it is not clear at 

which level of processing these effects occurred.  

In order to further investigate this phenomenon, we performed two eye-tracking experiments 

using the gaze-contingent boundary paradigm (Rayner, 1975) to manipulate the parafoveal 

information that subjects received while fixating a target word within a sentence. During each 

experiment, subjects read sentences containing an invisible boundary located to the right of 

each target word (e.g. “news”; see Figure 1 for an example of the experimental conditions). 

While readers fixated on the target word in Experiment 1, their parafoveal preview of the 

next word was manipulated to be a repetition of the fixated word (“news”), a correct preview 

of the post-target word (“once”), an unrelated word that did not fit in the sentence frame 

(“warm”), or a random letter string (“cxmr”). Once subjects crossed the boundary, the 
preview changed to the actual word in the sentence (“once”). We found that fixation 

times on the target word were significantly lower in the parafoveal repetition condition than 

in the other conditions, suggesting that foveal processing can be facilitated if the foveal word 

is repeated in the parafovea.  

These results were replicated in Experiment 2, which contained the parafoveal repetition and 

the correct post-target word preview condition from Experiment 1. Additionally, the preview 

of the post-target word could be a nonword neighbor of the target word (“niws”), a 

semantically related word (“tale”), or a nonword neighbor of that word (“tule”). Again, 

fixation times on the target word were significantly shorter in the parafoveal repetition 

condition than in any of the other conditions, suggesting that the parafoveal facilitation effect 

requires the parafoveal word to be identical to the foveal word. We discuss implications of 

this effect for our understanding of how words are identified during sentence reading. 
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Figure 1: Example item and display change procedure 

 

Experiment 1 

Before readers fixate to the right of the invisible boundary (denoted by | ): 

Identical preview Victor read the news| once this morning. 

Repetition preview Victor read the news| news this morning. 

Unrelated preview Victor read the news| warm this morning. 

Random letter preview Victor read the news| rzmc this morning. 

 

After readers fixate to the right of the invisible boundary: 
Victor read the news| once this morning. 

 

Experiment 2 

Before readers fixate to the right of the invisible boundary (denoted by | ): 

Identical preview Victor read the news| once this morning. 

Repetition preview Victor read the news| news this morning. 

Orthographically related preview Victor read the news| niws this morning. 

Semantically related preview Victor read the news| tale this morning. 

Unrelated non-word preview Victor read the news| tule this morning. 

 

After readers fixate to the right of the invisible boundary: 
Victor read the news| once this morning. 
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