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Previous work examining the role of antecedent accessibility in pronominal 
coreference has often linked coreference to prominent structural positions that in 
turn are linked to information structure statuses such as topic. Three experiments 
examine the influence of topichood independently of structural prominence by 
exploring the influence of the pragmatic notion of aboutness on the written pro-
duction of pronominal coreferring expressions. The results show that being men-
tioned in an about-phrase increases the likelihood that a referent will be selected 
as the future topic of a following sentence as well as increasing the proportion of 
responses with early, pronominal coreference to that referent, at the expense of 
coreference with the subject. These results suggest that coreference is sensitive to 
the status of other, structurally non-prominent referents in discourse, and that the 
pragmatic notion of aboutness influences pronominal coreference. 
 

 
 
 

1 Introduction 

Pronominal coreference poses a number of questions for language researchers, 
in large part because of the underspecified nature of the pronouns themselves. 
For example, because pronouns carry little in the way of semantic information 
compared to fuller forms of reference (e.g., descriptive noun phrases or names), 
one might expect pronouns to be more difficult to interpret and thus dispreferred 
as a reference form. Yet, this does not appear to be case and in fact under certain 
discourse conditions they appear to be strongly preferred, if not required, for co-
herence. This raises the question of what these discourse conditions are and 
what determines when a speaker or writer chooses to refer to something using a 
pronominal form. One potential influence comes from the information status 
that referents in a sentence hold: for example, a referent may be interpreted as 
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what the proposition expressed by a sentence is about given the current dis-
course, in which case it is considered to be the topic of the sentence. This paper 
examines the influence of topic status and in particular this pragmatic notion of 
aboutness on the production of pronominal coreference.  

 
2 Background 

Many factors appear to be involved in processing pronominal coreference (see 
Garnham, 2001 for an overview), including the nature and position of the ante-
cedent in the discourse (e.g., recency, frequency, grammatical role parallelism, 
structural prominence), the relationship between sentences containing the ante-
cedent and the anaphor (e.g., coherence relations) and the type of predicates in-
volved in the coreference (e.g., implicit causality). Focusing on the first type of 
factor, many studies have found a preference for pronominal coreference to an-
tecedents that are mentioned prominently, either syntactically as the subject 
(Crawley, Stevenson & Kleinman, 1990) or in a clefted phrase (e.g., Cowles, 
Walenski & Kluender, in press), or linearly by being first-mentioned (e.g., 
Gernsbacher & Hargraves, 1988; Gernsbacher, Hargreaves & Beeman, 1989, 
but cf. Gordon, Hendrick & Foster, 2000; Cowles et al. in press). It is important 
to note that in many languages subject position is easily confounded with being 
first-mentioned, and in studies that have untangled these positions, there have 
been mixed results, with either a preference for subject antecedents (Cowles et 
al., in press; Kaiser & Trueswell, 2003) or indications that both factors influence 
pronoun interpretation independently (Jarvikivi, van Gompel, Hyona & Ber-
tram, 2005).  

The generalization made by many researchers is that pronouns are used to 
corefer with highly accessible antecedent referents, and these different ways of 
mentioning antecedents can be seen as influencing referent accessibility. A 
number of proposals (e.g., Ariel, 1990; Garrod, Freudenthal & Boyle, 1994; 
Gundel, Hedberg & Zacharski, 1993) have tied reference form to the status of 
antecedent referent in the cognitive representation of the discourse in this way, 
arguing that pronouns are used when referring to prominent or discourse-
focused antecedent referents. A clear prediction of such approaches is that it is 
not subjecthood or first mention per se that is an attractor for pronominal 
coreference, but rather the effect that subject position or first mention has on the 
referent of the antecedent expression. This is in contrast to other approaches that 
emphasize the structural status or thematic role of the antecedent (e.g., Smyth, 
1994; Chambers & Smyth, 1998). However, while the notions of cognitive 
status and accessibility have featured in many approaches to pronoun resolution, 
they are often tied to syntactic (e.g., Grosz, Joshi & Weinstein, 1995) position. 
If it is indeed the cognitive status of the antecedent referent that is one of the de-
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termining factors in pronoun resolution, then non-syntactic manipulations of 
cognitive status should also influence pronoun resolution.  

Another way to think about the issue of antecedent cognitive status and 
reference form is to consider the information structure of the utterance that con-
tains the antecedent. For example, subjecthood is often a signal of topic status 
while clefts often signal (contrastive) focus status (e.g., Kiss, 1999). Word order 
variation, too, often has significant consequences for information structure, with 
fronted elements either having topic or focus status, depending on the construc-
tion used. Topic status is argued to be tied to prominent cognitive status (e.g., 
Lambrecht, 1999) and so is a good candidate for influencing pronominal resolu-
tion, and in fact has been included as one factor influencing pronominal corefer-
ence (Ariel, 1990). However, as we shall see below, topic status is also often as-
sociated with prominent syntactic positions, and so in order to investigate the in-
fluence of topic status while avoiding confounds with subject status or first-
mention, we now turn to the pragmatic notion of aboutness, which can help 
tease apart topic status from structural prominence and primacy.  

The notion of aboutness is considered to be a defining aspect of topic 
status by many researchers (e.g., Gundel, 1976; Reinhart, 1982, Lambrecht, 
1994). In this view, the topic of a proposition expressed by an utterance is what 
the proposition is about, given a particular situation. That is, the topic is that part 
of the utterance that is the central interest or concern, and to which new informa-
tion is being added (cf. Strawson, 1964). As just mentioned, topic status has 
been associated cross-linguistically with reduced forms of coreferring expres-
sions, including pronouns (e.g., Ariel, 1988, 1990; Gundel et al., 1993).  

Structurally, the precise mechanisms for encoding topic status differ 
cross-linguistically, but may involve both prosody and particular syntactic posi-
tions or constructions. In English, subject position is often associated with topic 
status, and may be seen as the unmarked topic position in canonical SVO sen-
tences (Lambrecht, 1994). One classic diagnostic for topichood is the “about X” 
test in which a sentence is paraphrased such that the potential topic X is placed 
in an about-phrase and the felicity of this new paraphrase is determined (Gun-
del, 1976; Reinhart, 1982). This test is unfortunately not perfect, but suggests 
that mentioning a referent in an about-phrase may be a good way to signal (at 
least potential) topic status for a comprehender without using subject position, 
and thus it provides a way to examine topic status without confounding it with 
subject or other prominent syntactic positions. 

Cowles (2003, Cowles & Ferreira, in prep) tested the influence of refer-
ents mentioned in about-phrases on the syntactic structure of spoken utterances. 
In one experiment, participants listened to sentences containing a target noun 
mentioned either in a post-verbal about-phrase (A nurse noticed something 
about the lightning.) or as the object of an embedded sentence complement (The 
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nurse noticed something as she watched the lightning.). After each sentence, 
they saw a theme-experiencer verb (e.g., frightened) followed by two nouns, one 
of which was the target (e.g., baby, lightning) and needed to verbally produced a 
sentence that used these three words and fit with the sentence that they just 
heard. Responses were coded according to whether the target noun was men-
tioned before (and in a higher syntactic position than) the other target noun. 
Crucially for present purposes, participants were instructed to use the nouns as 
they were presented with them, thus implicitly instructing them to not use other 
forms of reference to refer to the targets. Participants largely obeyed this con-
straint, and responses were only scored if they contained the full form of the tar-
get nouns (e.g., lightning). Cowles (2003) found a topic-mention advantage in 
which about-phrase targets were more likely to be produced early in an utter-
ance compared with non about-phrase targets. Also, this effect was larger for 
theme targets than experiencer targets. These results support the idea that ma-
nipulations of topic status via about-phrases can have an impact on sentence 
production at a structural level, but do not provide evidence about whether ref-
erence form may also be affected. It is exactly this question that is addressed in 
the experiments that follow. 

 
3 Experiments 

3.1 Experiment 1 

3.1.1 Methods 

The goal of Experiment 1 was to examine whether about-phrases have an im-
pact on the identification of the topic in the current sentence or influence predic-
tions about the likely identity of the topic of the following utterance. To do this, 
materials were taken from Cowles (2003) and adapted for a questionnaire study 
in which participants were asked to indicate the topic of the current sentence and 
choose whether the target non-subject referent or something entirely new was 
most likely to be the topic of an immediately following sentence. 

 
3.1.1.1 Participants  

Forty members of the University of California, San Diego community partici-
pated.  
 
3.1.1.2 Design and Materials  

Setup sentences from experimental and filler items in Experiment 4-1 of Cowles 
(2003) were used. Experimental items consisted of 40 sentences that were con-
structed by crossing two factors: Target type (experiencer vs. theme) and infor-
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mation status (given vs. about), for a total of four experimental conditions. An 
example is given in Table 1 below. 
 

Table 1: Example of materials from Experiment 1 

Target Type Information Status Setup Sentence 
Experiencer Given The passenger realized something 

when he saw the driver. 
 About A passenger realized something 

about the driver. 
Theme Given The passenger realized something 

when he saw the traffic. 
 About A passenger realized something 

about the traffic. 
 
Cowles (2003) asked participants to produce sentences using theme-experiencer 
verbs and following this target type refers to whether the target argument in the 
setup sentence (underlined in Table 1) could be assigned the role of experiencer 
(e.g., driver) or theme (e.g., traffic) in the sentences that participants produced in 
that experiment. In all but one item target type also corresponded to a difference 
of animacy in which the experiencer arguments were all animate and the theme 
arguments were inanimate. The about condition was constructed by placing an 
indefinite noun in subject position followed by a verb followed by the word 
something and then the about-phase. The target argument was given as the ob-
ject of the about-phrase. The given condition was constructed by using the same 
subject noun, but with a definite determiner, followed by a verb followed by the 
word something and then followed by a sentence complement. In this condition 
the target argument was always given as the object of the embedded verb. 

Experimental items were divided into four lists using a Latin square de-
sign such that each item was given exactly once in each list and each list con-
tained equal numbers of items from each condition (i.e. 10 of each condition). 
Forty filler items from Cowles (2003) were added to each list and then lists were 
pseudorandomized such that no two consecutive items were from the same con-
dition and no more than three experimental items ever appeared in a row. Two 
versions of each list were created with different orders of items and fillers. This 
was to help prevent any spurious effects of item order within the lists. 
 
3.1.1.3 Procedure 

After giving informed consent, participants were seated in a quiet room and 
given the experimental materials in the form of a printed packet. All test items 
in the packet were presented as a sentence followed by two nouns. In experi-
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mental trials, participants were given the setup sentences followed by the two 
possible target arguments (the theme and the experiencer). They were asked to 
do two things for each item in the packet. First, they needed to circle the part of 
the sentence that they considered to be the topic of that sentence. Then, they 
needed to choose one of the two following target arguments as the most likely 
topic of the next sentence2. Because of the design of the setup sentences, one of 
these target arguments was always previously given in the setup sentence (either 
in the about or given condition) and the other argument was not previously men-
tioned at all. 
 
3.1.2 Results 

Two measures of participant responses were calculated: the proportion of times 
the target argument was chosen as the topic of the setup sentence (the current 
topic) and the proportion of times that the theme argument was chosen as the 
most likely topic of the next sentence (the future topic). Table 2 shows the re-
sults of these measures. 

 

                                           
2  Participants were given the following instructions:  
 In linguistic theory, most sentences are considered to have “topics”. The topic of a sen-

tence is its central element, the part that any new information conveyed by the sentence is 
added to. For example, if you had a sentence like “As for the milkman, he noticed the yo-
gurt had gone bad,” the milkman would be the topic because he’s the thing that the sen-
tence has new information concerning, that is, that he noticed something. But, if the sen-
tence was “As for the yogurt, the milkman noticed that it had gone bad,” then the yogurt 
would be the topic because it is now the yogurt that is having new information added to it 
– the fact that it had gone bad. 

  In the following pages, we’re going to show you the first sentence in a story. It will 
look something like this: 

 
    Current Topic?                  Next Topic?         . 
 1.  As for the milkman, he noticed that some yogurt 
    had gone bad.                o milkman   o mold 
 
 We want you to do two things with each sentence: First, we want you to determine what 

you think the topic of each sentence is, and then circle it in the sentence. Second, imagine 
that another sentence is going to be written that continues the story. We want you to de-
cide which of the two things listed next to the sentence is most likely to be the topic of 
that next sentence, and check the box next to your choice. 
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Table 2: Results from Experiment 1: Proportions of responses with the target argu-
ment selected as the current topic and proportions of responses in which the theme ar-
gument was chosen as the most likely future topic. Standard errors are given in paren-
theses 

 Information status 
Current Topic  
Argument type Given About 
 Experiencer .031 (.013) .114 (.045) 
 Theme .056 (.027) .089 (.034) 
Theme as Future Topic   
Argument type Given About 
 Experiencer .292 (.039) .181 (.038) 
 Theme .647 (.045) .817 (.039) 

 
As Table 2 shows, for the current topic measure there was an overwhelming 
dispreference for the target argument, with the target circled only an average of 
7% of the time (the subject of the main clause was chosen instead in all other 
cases). However, despite this overall dispreference, the target was still chosen 
relatively more often in the about condition compared to the given condition 
(10% vs. 4%). This effect appeared to be larger for experiencers (with an in-
crease of 8%) than for themes (3%). 

In the future topic measure there was an effect of given vs. new: partici-
pants showed a greater preference for the theme when it was previously men-
tioned in the setup sentence (selecting it as the most likely future topic 73% of 
the time) compared to when the experiencer argument had been mentioned in-
stead (selecting the theme 24% of the time instead). There was an additional 
preference for the theme when it was mentioned in an about-phrase, which is re-
flected in the increase in theme selection in the theme-about condition compared 
to the theme-given condition. The decrease in theme selection in the experi-
encer-about condition compared to the experiencer-given condition also reflects 
a preference for selecting the about-mentioned argument as the future topic: 
greater experiencer selection in this condition is reflected as a decrease in theme 
selection.  

Statistical analyses confirm these observations. For the current topic 
measure, two-factor (target type x information status) repeated measures 
ANOVAs with participants (F1) and items (F2) as random variables revealed a 
main effect of information status, such that target arguments were more likely to 
be chosen when they were mentioned in the about-phrase condition (F1 (1,35) = 
4.971, p < .032; F2 (1,39) = 6.67, p < .014). There was no main effect of argu-
ment type, reflecting the fact that experiencers were no more likely to be chosen 
overall than themes (Fs < 1). However, there was an interaction of type and 
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status, reflecting the fact that the effect of status was larger for experiencers than 
themes (F1 (1,35) = 4.565, p <.04; F2 (1,39) 5.315, p < .027). Planned pair-wise 
comparisons show that the effect of information status was significant for ex-
periencers (t1(1,35) = 2.47, p < .02; t2(1,39) = 2.78, p < .01) but only marginal 
for themes (t1(1,35) = 1.78, p < .08; t2(1,39) = 1.86, p < .07).  

For the future topic measure, two-factor (target mention x information 
status) repeated measures ANOVAs with participants (F1) and items (F2) as ran-
dom variables revealed a main effect of argument type (F1(1,35) = 48.01, p < 
.001; F2(1,39) = 230.6, p < .001) reflecting the preference for theme when it was 
previously mentioned in the setup sentence. There was no effect of information 
status (F1 (1,35) = 2.36, n.s.; F2(1,39) = 1.78, n.s.) but there was an interaction 
of mention and status (F1(1,35) = 25.93, p < .001, F2(1,39) = 36.33, p < .001), 
reflecting the fact that themes were chosen more when previously mentioned in 
the about condition and less when it was the experiencer that was mentioned in 
the about condition. Planned pairwise comparisons showed that the effect in in-
formation status was significant in both the theme-mentioned (t1(1,35) = 4.29, p 
< .001; t2(1,39) = 5.26, p < .001) and experiencer-mentioned (t1(1,35) = 4.26, p 
< .001; t2(1,39) = 3.67, p < .001) conditions. 

The results support the hypothesis that about-phrases influence the topic 
status of their referents, with about-phrase referents being more likely to be cho-
sen as topic, especially as the most likely future topic. For current topic selec-
tion, there was an overwhelming preference to select the subject of the main 
clause. However, aboutness still had an effect and in this case theme arguments 
showed a larger influence of about-phrase mention than experiencer arguments. 
Because theme arguments were inanimate in all but one item (and experiencers 
were always animate), this may reflect an interaction with animacy in which in-
animate referents are most influenced by about-phrase mention, at least with re-
spect to their information status in the current sentence. These results are similar 
to those reported in Cowles (2003), in which theme arguments were also more 
influenced by about-phrase mention than experiencer arguments.  

 
3.2 Experiment 2a 

Experiment 1 established that the materials from Cowles (2003) influence both 
current and future topic preferences, but with a much larger influence on future 
topic preference. Experiment 2 was designed to see whether this topic interpre-
tation for the about-phrase referent would influence pronominal coreference 
production in a written sentence production task. Participants were given the 
theme setup sentences along with a theme-experiencer verb and asked to create 
a sentence using the verb that followed from the setup sentence.  
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3.2.1  Methods 

3.2.1.1 Participants 

Twelve members of the University of Florida community participated.  
 

3.2.1.2 Design and Materials 

This experiment had two conditions: About (when the target argument was men-
tioned in an about-phrase) vs. Given (when it was mentioned as the object in an 
embedded clause). The theme-given and theme-about conditions of all forty ex-
perimental items were taken from Experiment 1, as well as all filler items. Each 
setup sentence was paired with a theme-experiencer verb, also taken from 
Cowles (2003). Theme-experiencer verbs were chosen both here and in Cowles 
(2003) because they have been shown to be roughly equally biased in their use 
between passive and active voices (Altmann & Kemper, 2006; Ferreira, 1993). 
This was important in Cowles (2003) because the principle interest of that study 
was the role that topic status plays in the online production of syntactic struc-
tures, but is also useful for our present purposes because such verbs should not 
bias any particular argument toward subject position in the written responses 
elicited in these experiments.  

Experimental items were divided into two lists using a latin-square design 
such that each item was given exactly once in each list and each list contained 
equal numbers of items from each condition (i.e. 10 of each condition). Forty 
filler items from Cowles (2003) were added to each list and then lists were 
pseudorandomized such that no two consecutive items were from the same con-
dition and no more than three experimental items ever appeared in a row. Two 
versions of each list were created with different orders of items and fillers. This 
was help prevent any spurious effects of item order within the lists. Each list 
was formatted so that items appeared in a numbered list. Each item consisted of 
the setup sentence followed by the theme-experiencer verb in parentheses, pre-
sented in past tense/participle form. The verb was preceded by an arrow to help 
remind participants that they needed to use it in the sentence that they produced. 
Under each setup sentence there was a blank line for their response. 

 
3.2.1.3 Procedure 

After giving informed consent, participants were seated in a quiet room and 
were presented with the experimental materials in the form of a printed packet. 
Participants were given a set of written instructions in which they were told that 
they should read each sentence and following verb and then write down a sen-
tence that used the verb and naturally followed and fit with the sentence they 
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had just read. They were also told that they could add new information in their 
sentence, but should try to keep the sentences relatively short.  

 
3.2.2 Results 

All 480 responses to experimental items were entered into a computer data file 
and coded in the following way. First, responses were excluded if they were un-
grammatical, did not contain the given verb, or failed to use the verb appropri-
ately (i.e., as a verb). This removed 16 responses (3% of the data) from further 
analysis. Next, each response was coded (yes or no) for whether it contained 
coreference to the target noun in the setup sentence as well as whether it con-
tained coreference to the subject. If it did contain coreference to either of these, 
then the form of the coreferring expression was coded (pronoun, repeated, 
other). Finally, each response was coded for whether the first-mentioned entity 
in the sentence corresponded to the subject or target in the setup sentence (or to 
something else). The results are given in Table 3 as proportions out of all ana-
lyzed responses3  
 

Table 3: Results from Experiment 2a: Proportions of responses with coreference of 
subject and target arguments, both in any form as well as specifically in pronominal 
form, as well as proportion of first mention for subject and target. Standard errors are 
given in parentheses.  

 Information Status of Target 

Coreference (all forms) Given About 
 Subject .74 (.05) .61 (.04) 
 Target .45 (.04) .60 (.04) 
Coreference (pronominal)   
 Subject .69 (.07) .56 (.06) 
 Target .16 (.03) .30 (.04) 
First Mentioned   
 Subject .45 (.07) .32 (.05) 
 Target .36 (.07) .54 (.05) 

 
The results show that mention in an about-phrase has a clear effect on how the 
target is treated in participants’ responses. First, mention in an about-phrase re-
sulted in more instances of coreference in any form with the target (.60) com-
pared to when it was merely given as part of the subordinate clause (.45). Fur-

                                           
3  An analysis of proportion of pronominal coreference out of only those trials with corefer-

ence in any form was not possible for Experiment 2b due to items with no (esp. target) 
coreference. The measure of pronominal coreference out of all analyzable trials was used 
instead in order to allow better comparison between the experiments.  
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ther, aboutness caused an increase in use of pronouns as the form of coreferring 
expression. Finally, targets were also more likely to be mentioned first in the 
sentence when they had occurred in an about-phrase, in keeping with the results 
from Cowles (2003). 

Turning to effects of target aboutness on the production of the subject, 
there is a similar, complementary effect. Subjects were less likely to be corefer-
enced overall when the theme had been mentioned in an about-phrase and were 
less likely to have coreference in pronominal form. Subjects were also less 
likely to be mentioned first when the target was previously mentioned in an 
about-phrase. 

These observations are supported by statistical analyses. Paired-sample t-
tests were used to compare proportions between the given and about conditions, 
with both participants (t1) and items (t2) as random factors. These analyses 
showed a significant difference for aboutness in all target measures: Overall 
coreference (t1(1,11) = 4.84, p < .001; t2(1,39) = 3.36, p < .002), pronoun 
coreference (t1(1,11) = 5.04, p < .001; t2(1,39) = 4.46, p < .001), and first men-
tion (t1(1,11) = 4.55, p < .001; t2(1,39) = 2.5, p < .02). The analyses also showed 
a significant difference for overall coreference to subjects (t1(1,11) = 3.37, p < 
.006; t2(1,39) = 3.36, p < .002) as well as pronominal coreference (t1(1,11) = 3.2, 
p < .008, t2(1,39) = 2.95, p .007) but only a marginal difference for subject first 
mention (t1(1,11) = 1.89, p < .09; t2(1,39) = 1.53, n.s.).  

 
3.3 Experiment 2b 

The results of Experiment 2a suggest that aboutness influences coreference and 
the form of coreferential expressions. However, it is possible that the difference 
between the given and about conditions is not being driven by the about-phrase 
per se but rather by other differences between the conditions. There are two sys-
tematic differences in particular that are likely candidates: the difference in sub-
ject definiteness (subjects were always definite in the given condition and al-
ways indefinite in the about condition) and the extra coreference (always pro-
nominal) to the subject in the given condition compared to the about condition. 
To examine this possibility, materials from the given condition in Experiment 2a 
were modified to make them more similar to the about condition and another 
sentence production experiment was conducted.  
 
3.3.1 Methods 

3.3.1.1 Participants 

Twelve members of the University of Florida community participated. These 
participants did not take part in Experiment 2a. 
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3.3.1.2 Design and Materials 

The materials were identical to those in Experiment 2a except for two changes 
in the given condition. First, the subject was made indefinite by using the de-
terminer a instead of the. Second, the embedded clause was altered by removing 
the subject pronoun and inflecting the verb with the progressive –ing. Some 
verbs needed to be altered in order to keep the sentences as natural sounding as 
possible. In these cases, the verb was changed in the both the given and topic 
conditions. An example of the modified materials is given in Table 4 below. 
 

Table 4: Example of materials from Experiment 2b 

 Setup sentence (prompt verb) 
Given A nurse mentioned something while watching the lightning. 

(frightened) 
About A nurse mentioned something about the lightning. (frightened) 

 
3.3.1.3 Procedure 

The experimental procedure was identical to Experiment 2a. 
 
3.3.2 Results 

One item was dropped from analysis due to a typographical error for that item in 
the printed packet. All 468 responses to the remaining 39 experimental items 
were entered into a computer data file and coded in the same way as in Experi-
ment 2a, with 9 responses (2%) removed from further analysis as a result of 
coding procedures. The results are given in Table 5. 

 
Table 5: Results from Experiment 2b: Proportions of responses with coreference of 
subject and target arguments, both in any form as well as specifically in pronominal 
form, as well as proportion of first mention for subject and target. Standard errors are 
given in parentheses.  

 Information Status of Target 

Coreference (all forms) Given About 
 Subject .82 (.03) .68 (.04) 
 Target .43 (.04) .53 (.03) 
Coreference (pronominal)   
 Subject .75 (.05) .63 (.04) 
 Target .22 (.03) .33 (.05) 
First Mentioned   
 Subject .74 (.04) .53 (.05) 
 Target .18 (.03) .31 (.04) 
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The results are very similar to those found in Experiment 2a: mention in an 
about-phrase had an effect on how both the target and subject were treated by 
participants in their response sentences. Once again, mention in an about-phrase 
resulted in more instances of coreference in any form (.53) with the target com-
pared to when it was simply part of the subordinate clause (.43). Aboutness also 
resulted in an increase in the use of pronouns as the form of coreferring expres-
sion and targets were more likely to be mentioned first in the sentence when 
they had occurred in an about-phrase. In turn, subjects were less likely to be 
coreferenced overall when the theme had been mentioned in an about-phrase 
and were less likely to have coreference in pronominal form. Subjects were also 
less likely to be mentioned first when the target was previously mentioned in an 
about-phrase. 

These observations are supported by statistical analyses. Paired-sample    
t-tests were used to compare proportions between the given and about condi-
tions, with both participants (t1) and items (t2) as random factors. The difference 
in overall coreference to the target was marginal by participants and significant 
by items (t1(1,11) = 2.12, p < .06; t2(1,38) = 2.10, p < .05) and the same was also 
true for pronoun coreference to the target (t1(1,11) = 2.04, p < .07; t2(1,38) = 
2.62, p < .02). The target was first-mentioned significantly more often when it 
was previously in an about-phrase (t1(1,11) = 4.52, p < .001; t2(1,38) = 3.13,      
p < .003). The analyses showed a significant difference for overall coreference 
to subjects (t1(1,11) = 3.23, p < .008; t2(1,38) = 3.77, p < .001) as well as pro-
nominal coreference (t1(1,11) = 2.40, p < .04, t2(1,38) = 2.65, p < .02) and sub-
ject first mention (t1(1,11) = 4.84, p < .001; t2(1,38) = 4.67, p < .001).  

 
4 Discussion 

The results from Experiment 1 establish that the about-phrase manipulation had 
an effect on the selection of both the topic in the sentence containing the about-
phrase and the topic of a hypothetical following sentence. While the influence 
on the current topic was significant, the preference for the target was very small, 
reflecting an overwhelming preference to view the subject of a simple, declara-
tive sentence in a neutral context as the topic of the proposition expressed by 
that sentence. When presented with the choice between something previously 
mentioned and something new as the likely next topic of a following sentence, 
there was an unsurprising preference for the previously mentioned argument. 
However, there was an additional increase in preference for the previously men-
tioned argument when it had been in an about-phrase, suggesting that about-
phrases do successfully influence the topic status of future mentions of the 
about-phrase referent. Additional work needs to be done to see how this prefer-
ence stands up against the option of selecting the previous subject.  
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With the results of Experiment 1 in mind, we can turn to the written pro-
duction data from Experiments 2a and 2b. The main goal in these experiments 
was to examine whether there would be an increase in pronominal coreference 
with referents that had been previously mentioned in an about-phrase compared 
to those that were not. In both experiments, the results show that there was such 
an increase, although it was attenuated in Experiment 2b. In fact, there was an 
increase in overall coreference to the about-phrase antecedent as well as pro-
nominal reference. Further, an about-phrase antecedent was more likely to be 
mentioned first in the sentence than the same referent when it was not in an 
about-phrase. The pattern of results from all three of these measures is consis-
tent with the idea that aboutness influences the status of referents in the dis-
course representation.  

Interestingly, the status of the target also had an influence on coreference 
with the subject. In both experiments, the proportions of overall coreference to 
the subject as well as pronominal coreference decreased when the target was 
mentioned in an about-phrase. If the effect of about-phrase mention was only to 
increase the accessibility of the target, then one might expect to find differences 
only in measures of target coreference, because there is no reason why partici-
pants could not use pronouns to refer to both the subject and the target in the 
same response. But, clearly subject and target pronominal coreference in the re-
sponses was not independent: when target coreference increased, subject 
coreference decreased. This is consistent with two possibilities: first, that acces-
sibility is related to attentional processing and thus a finite resource. From this 
perspective, increasing the accessibly of one referent necessarily decreases the 
accessibility of other referents (Arnold & Griffin, 2007) and so if aboutness in-
creases the accessibility of a referent, then the subject referent must become less 
accessible. The second possibility is that about-phrase mention increases the 
likelihood that the target is interpreted as the topic of the next utterance. This 
topic assignment would be at the expense of the subject because there is nor-
mally only one topic in any given sentence. This second possibility, that topic 
status is being assigned to the target instead of the subject more often in the 
about condition, is supported by the fact that in Experiment 2a targets were first-
mentioned more often (.54) than subjects (.32) when the target was mentioned in 
an about-phrase. Combined with the results from Experiment 1, this suggests 
that participants interpreted the target referent as the topic of the next sentence 
more often when it occurred in an about-phrase, and then encoded it as topic 
appropriately, placing it in subject position (and using pronominal coreference). 

However, it is important to note that while aboutness had a significant ef-
fect in these different measures, about-phrase antecedents nearly always had 
lower proportions than subject antecedents. Thus, while overall it appears that 
aboutness influences coreferential form and position within a sentence, it does 
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not completely override the influence of being mentioned in subject position. 
This could be because subject position is a very strong cue to topic status in 
English, or it could be because of an independent structural preference for 
coreference with subject-mentioned antecedents that would not be diminished 
by a shift in topic status or accessibility of the target. That is, it may be that sub-
ject preference is really a combination of two factors: an increase in accessibility 
(due to topic status) and a preference for coreference with the particular struc-
tural position of subject. Further work is needed to tease these possibilities apart. 

 
5 Conclusions  

The results presented here show that the pragmatic notion of aboutness influ-
ences not only pronominal coreference to referents mentioned as objects of 
about-phrases, but also to referents mentioned first and in subject position. Al-
though there is an overwhelming preference to interpret the subject of a sentence 
as the topic, about-phrases nonetheless appear to influence comprehenders’ in-
terpretations of both the topic of the current sentence as well as the most likely 
topic of a following utterance. Taken together with theoretical accounts of 
topichood, these results support the idea that about-phrases serve to guide topic 
interpretation, and suggest that topic status may influence pronominal corefer-
ence production even when it is not signaled via syntactic prominence or pri-
macy. However, both of these latter factors still appear to have an important in-
fluence on the use of pronominal coreference, as the results of all the experi-
ments showed a strong preference for using pronominal expressions to refer to 
subject, first-mentioned referents. Thus, while aboutness has a significant influ-
ence on pronominal coreference, it does not appear to override preferences for 
pronominal coreference derived from syntactic status or linear order.  
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