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When language takes ux

down the garden path

Paul Warren
WATCH YOUR LANGUAGE

HANK goodness children aren’t
breaking the speed limits. How-
ever, [ surely remember something
in the road code about driving too
slowly also being a potential hazard.

I spotted the sign in the picture during
a stay at a camp site last summer, and I
wasn’t the only one chuckling at what it
seemed to say. The problem here is that
the sign-writers have chosen the same
colour for the second to fourth lines, con-
trasting with the first line. Even the
slightly larger font size for the word
“children” does not seem to set it apart
from what follows.

Combined with this, there is a com-
mon tendency, well known to researchers
who look at how we understand language,
to group words together into one phrase
or sentence, if the grammar allows. So,
based at least on our initial reading of the
sign, we expect children to be doing the
driving.

In a similar manner, when we first
read “After Pat drank the water was dis-
covered to be polluted,” we expect Pat to

have drunk the water. As a psycho-
linguist, I spend some of my time working
with so-called garden path sentences like
this, where readers get led down the gar-
den path and make the wrong analysis.
They then have to backtrack and do some
careful re-reading. Garden path sentences
show us that the human language com-
prehension system prefers certain analy-
ses over others.

One claim is that this makes the sys-
tem more efficient, less demanding on
memory, and so on. Undoubtedly it also
occasionally backfires.

Sometimes it backfires because we do
not have all the information we need. In
the example of Pat and the water, a
comma after “drank” would undoubtedly
be helpful. In speech, intonation patterns
and phrasing do an equivalent job.

Occasionally punctuation conventions
will not help — consider a sentence like
“The woman left the house was looking
forward to moving in”. At first blush, we
might think that the woman was leaving
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the house. The continuation of the sen-
tence beyond “left” shows us that this is
the wrong interpretation and we need to
backtrack. The sentence is, in fact, a con-
densed version of “The woman who was
left the house was looking forward to
moving in”.

ONDENSING sentences can lead

to difficulty in interpretation in

other contexts too. A few years

ago we were approached by Tran-
sit NZ, which was interested in how
differences in presentation format might
affect drivers’ understanding of emer-
gency and safety messages on illuminated
motorway signs. One issue was where
line-breaks were placed, since many of
the messages were split over more than
one text line.

Our advice included keeping the main
components of messages together on one
line wherever possible. Some of our
informants reported an ambiguity in
“Slow Vehicles / Keep Left” (where /
indicates the line break). Should slow
vehicles keep left (the intended message)?
Or is it a warning that there are slow
vehicles ahead, so that other drivers
should keep left?

This second interpretation is under-
standable when you remember that the
message system also uses warning
messages like “Accident Ahead / Slow
Down”, where the first line gives a situ-

ation and the second presents a desired
response to that situation. Putting the
“Slow Vehicles Keep Left” message on to
one line, or making the meaning more
explicit by adding “must” before “keep,”
may make a difference.

Newspaper headlines also provide
fertile ground for anyone looking for the
effects of condensing sentences. Take, for
example, Eye Drops Off Shelf, Squad Ielps
Dog Bite Victim or Grandmother Of Kight
Makes Hole In One. The first two might be
clearer with a hyphen in the right place
(“Eye-Drops,” ‘““Dog-Bite”), although
hyphens might not ordinarily be found in
these sequences.

The third headline needs something to
tell us if the grandmother made a hole in
one of her eight grandchildren, or made a
“hole-in-one” while playing golf. It seems
that very often with such headlines we
initially prefer what turns out to be the
“wrong”’ interpretation, often with amus-
ing, unintended consequences — Drunk
Gets Nine Months In Violin Case, Police
Begin Campaign To Run Down Jay-
walkers.

B Paul Warren is at the school of linguistics and
applied language studies at Victoria University.
His research interests are the production and
comprehension of spoken language.

W Send your questions about language to
words@dompost.co.nz

 CAUTION
CHILDREN

DRIVE AT WALKING
PACE ONLY

Beware child drivers: Misleading language can often confuse the reader by suggesting

an entirely different message to what is intended.

Photo: PAUL WARREN

PMCA licensed copy. You may not further copy, reproduce, record, retransmit, sell, publish, distribute, share or store this information
without the prior written consent of the Print Media Copyright Agency. Ph +64-4-498-4488 or email info@pmca.co.nz for further

information.

Page 2 of 2

Ref: 58030596



