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operate, they do not immediately restrict the listener or reader to the most appropri-
ate “reading” of the words. Instead, for a period of time, all meanings are accessible; 
however, the period is very short.

Three syllables after presentation of the ambiguous word (for most people, about 750 to 
1,000 milliseconds), only one meaning remains active, suggesting that people resolve sen-
tence ambiguity fairly quickly. M. F. Garrett (1990), reviewing these and other results, con-
cluded that sentence comprehension normally occurs with left-to-right processing (each 
word in the sentence is processed sequentially), with each word usually processed once and 
one interpretation usually assigned. Processing results in each sentence’s being assigned a 
“logical structure” so that the reader knows the role of each word in the sentence and how 
the sentence fits with preceding sentences. Garden path sentences, however, demonstrate 
that normal processing can sometimes fail. Still, the rarity of garden path sentences sug-
gests that most of the time we process sentences very rapidly and efficiently.

COMPREHENDING TEXT PASSAGES

We have just examined some evidence of how we process individual sentences. One 
question we can now ask is, how does processing of individual sentences work when 
they are bundled into connected passages such as paragraphs and stories? Much of the 
time, when we encounter text passages, they are in written form. Thus, to examine 
text processing, we will first need to review briefly some findings on how people read.

Just and Carpenter (1987) have conducted a number of studies on how people read. 
They often use computer-driven instruments to measure and record eye fixations on 
parts of the written text. Fixations are brief pauses that everyone makes as their eyes 
scan text. Reading consists of a series of fixations and jumps between fixations. The 
average fixation lasts about 250 milliseconds (about a quarter of a second); the average 

jump lasts 10 to 20 milliseconds.

Just and Carpenter’s model of reading 
assumes that as soon as readers encoun-
ter a new word, they try to interpret it 
and assign it a role. The authors called 
this the immediacy assumption. In addi-
tion, Just and Carpenter (1987) pro-
posed what they called the eye–mind 
hypothesis, which holds that the inter-
pretation of each word occurs during 
the time it is fixated. Therefore, the 
time spent on each fixation provides 
information about ease of interpre-
tation. (Rayner & Sereno, 1994, gave 
reasons against both these assump-
tions or hypotheses, although these 
probably do not undermine the results 
reported next. Tanenhaus, Magnuson, 
Dahan, & Chambers, 2000, presented 
a similar model of eye movements that 
they believed indicate access of stored 
words from memory during spoken 
language comprehension.) Just and 

 Photo 10.2: The language comprehension processes used in reading, although 
complex, are often taken for granted.
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