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The Effect of Chinese Bisyllable Supra-Segmental Information
on Semantic Activation

Tang Hao', Han Yuchang®, Yu Aihua’
(' China Criminal Police University, Shenyang, 100854) (2 Psychology Apartment of Liaoning Normal University, Dalian, 116029)
(3 Education Apartment of Dalian, Dalian, 116021)

Abstract Chinese is a tone language; the semantic information of Chinese is attached with segmental information ( vowel, consonant)
and also supra-segmental information (tone). Although we have known the effect of the phonological information, what is not clear to us
is the specific relationship between the two. We used the eye tracking method, and conducted two experiments to examine the effect of
the Chinese bisyllable supra-segmental information on semantic activation.

Experiment 1 investigated the effect of Chinese bisyllable tone information on semantic activation. The task for the participants was
to choose one word, which is related in meaning to the word they heard. There were four Chinese bisyllable words on the screen, the
four words were in the four comners, one of them was related in meaning with the announced word, one of them was changed its tone of
both the initial character and the last character, the rest of the two words were the same as the afore — mentioned words except that their
frequency was controlled, the announced words and the screen words were presented at the same time. The eye tracking data showed
that the tone — changed word had more fixations and gaze time than its controlled words. It means that the tone really affects semantic
activation. But it is still unknown in terms of which effect is greater. We designed Experiment 2 to investigate this problem. In Experi-
ment 2, the tone —~ changed word had two levels: level one only changed the tone of the initial character, and level two only changed the
tone of the last character. We found that the effect of the tone of initial character as greater than that of the last character. The results
showed that the initial tone had a more important effect than the last tone on semantic activation. In the two experiments, we did not find
the word frequency effect. Word frequency effect can make learners react to the high frequency word with a shorter time, and the low
frequency word can make the reaction time longer. We believe that the factor of word frequency in this research is very complicated, be-
cause it is related to the task and the personal habit of word use, and we also did not control the inner word frequency between the two
characters. Many factors may contribute to the results, in which we did not find the word frequency effect.

Based on the above results, analysis and discussions, the main conclusions are drawn as follows: (1) In semantic activation of
Chinese bisyllabic words, changing the tone of initial character or last character limits semantic activation, and the initial character tone
changed has a greater effect than the last character tone change. This result supports the Cohort Theory. (2) There are more fixation
count and fixation time than the control words. (3) The process of Chinese tone is similar to the Chinese vowel and consonant, impac-
ting the semantic activation isolation.

Many studies of the phonological coding of words were done. But there are still controversies over the problem of cerebral hemi-
sphere processing lateralization for the language function. Future research should investigate the time course of Chinese segmenta] infor-
mation and supra-segmental information by using eye movement recording and ERP technique, and analyze its source in the cerebral
neural activity.

Key words tone of initial character, tone of last character, semantic activation, eye movement



