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W
ords sharing initial segm

ents are briefly activated during the recognition
of spoken w

ords. For exam
ple, given the input panda, E

nglish listeners
w

ill initially activate panda
and panic

am
ong other candidates, w

hich w
ill

then com
pete against each other for recognition. H

ow
ever, in a non-native

language, listeners m
ay be less accurate in processing phonem

es. T
his m

ay
in turn influence com

petitor activation in nonnative listening.
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D
o non-native listeners consider

candidates for
spoken-w

ord
recognition that w

ould not feature in the native listeners' set of
candidate w

ords?

E
X

P
E

R
IM

E
N

T

20 D
utch participants follow

ed spoken instructions in E
nglish to click on

pictures of objects using a com
puter m

ouse. A
target picture (e.g., the

picture of a panda) w
as alw

ays presented along w
ith distractor pictures.

T
he nam

e of a distractor picture either shared initial segm
ents w

ith the

nam
e of the target picture (e.g., target panda, /p

Q
n
d
´/ and com

petitor

pencil, /p
Ensl) or not (e.g., straw

berry or dice). H
alf of the target-

com
petitor pairs contained E

nglish vow
els that are often confused by

D
utch listeners (e.g., /Q

/ and /E/ as in panda-pencil), the other half

contained vow
els that are unlikely to be confused (e.g., /Q

/ and /a
I/ as in

parrot-pirate).

D
utch listeners fixated distractor pictures w

ith confusable E
nglish vow

els
longer than distractor pictures w

ith distinct vow
els. T

his dem
onstrates that

the sensitivity of nonnative listeners to phonetic contrasts can result in
spurious com

petitors that should not be activated for native listeners.
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Insufficiently precise phonetic discrim
ination by non-native listeners

leads to the spurious activation of lexical com
petitors that w

ould not

feature in the native listeners' set of candidate w
ords.

N
on-native spoken-w

ord recognition is im
paired by phonetic

discrim
ination behavior

that is m
ore appropriate to the native than to

the non-native phonem
e inventory.
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Participants' eye m
ovem

ents are m
onitored w

hile they listen to spoken
sentences. O

n a com
puter screen they click on pictures of objects w

hose
nam

es are m
entioned in the sentence. T

he probability of fixating a picture
is determ

ined by lexical activation of the nam
e of the picture. E

ye tracking
provides a continuous m

easure of w
ord-activation level, since the process

of com
prehension can be m

onitored as spoken language unfolds over tim
e.

It takes about 200 m
s to program

 a saccade. W
hen this latency is taken

into account, fixation probabilities in the eye-tracking paradigm
 are closely

tim
e-locked to presented speech.

“C
lick on the panda. N

ow
 put it on top of the circle.”
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indistinct vow
els

distinct vow
els

target:
panda /p

Q
n
d
´/

parrot /p
Q

r´
t/

distractor:
pencil /p

En
sl/

pirate /p
a
Ir´

t/

unrelated distractor:
straw

berry /strç
˘b

´
ri/

key /k
i˘/

dice /d
a
Is/

flow
er

/fla
U
´/
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Indistinct vow
els for D

utch listeners

D
istinct vow

els for D
utch listeners

D
istinct vs. indistinct com

petitor activation


