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Research in the past 50 years has shown that the initial stage of visual word recognition requires an
EARLY DECOMPOSITION PROCESS, where real complex words like teacher, pseudocomplex words like
brother, and morphologically structured novel words like gasful are decomposed into possible mor-
phemes (see [1] for a review). This suggests a mental lexicon where morphologically complex words
are represented as morphological units. The majority of the evidence for this comes from masked
morphological priming, where the prime and the target share the same morpheme with overlapping
form and grammatical function (e.g., teacher-TEACH share the same stem; teacher-BUILDER share the
same agentive suffix -er). It therefore remains an empirical question whether masked priming can be
obtained when the morphological relationship between prime and target is independent of form and
grammatical function. We address this question by looking at partial reduplication in Tagalog, which
is a type of morphology with no consistent orthographic or phonological surface form. In partial redu-
plication, the first consonant-vowel (CV) cluster of the stem is copied and placed before the stem to
indicate contemplative aspect. For example, the verbal stems tawag ‘call’, lundag ‘jump’, and tinda
‘sell’ become ta-tawag ‘will call’, lu-lundag ‘will jump’, ti-tinda ‘will sell’, respectively. Partial redu-
plication can also indicate plural agreement when combined with the ma- prefix. For example, the
adjectives ma-ganda ‘pretty’ and ma-sipag ‘hard working’ become ma-ga-ganda ‘pretty (plural)’ and
ma-si-sipag ‘hard working (plural)’.

We conducted two masked priming experiments to investigate whether early morphological decom-
position operates on form, grammatical function, or abstract skeletal templates. In Experiment 1, we
tested pairs of partially reduplicated words that either share the same stem (STEM REPETITION: tatakas-
TAKAS ‘will espace-ESCAPE’) or reduplicant morpheme marking contemplative aspect (AFFIX REPE-
TITION: lalabas-TUTULAK ‘will go out-WILL PUSH’). In Experiment 2, we examined pairs of partially
reduplicated words sharing a reduplicant morpheme either with same grammatical function (SAME
GRAMMAR: mapipigil-NABABALIW ‘can be stopped-was going crazy’, where the reduplicant marks
aspect) or different grammatical function (DIFFERENT GRAMMAR: magaganda-NATUTULOG ‘pretty
(plural)-WAS SLEEPING’, where the reduplicant marks plurality in the prime and aspect in the target).
80 native Tagalog speakers were recruited for each experiment.

Using linear mixed-effects modelling, Experiment 1 demonstrated significant priming effects for both
STEM REPETITION and AFFIX REPETITION conditions (see Figure 1A). Critically, Experiment 2 further
revealed robust priming effects for both SAME GRAMMAR and DIFFERENT GRAMMAR conditions (see
Figure 1B). These priming effects cannot be attributed to the orthographic and semantic overlap be-
tween prime and target (see Figure 1), thereby suggesting that the effects obtained are morphological
in nature. Findings from both experiments have shown that early morphological processing is much
more abstract than what has been previously observed in masked priming studies, such that morphemes
with no consistent orthographic or phonological surface forms and even two morphemes with different
grammatical functions, that share an abstract phonological template can facilitate each other’s activa-
tion. Specifically, native Tagalog speakers were able segment partially reduplicated words like maga-
ganda ‘pretty (plural)’ and natutulog ‘was sleeping’ into {ma-}+{-ga-}+{ganda} and {na-}+ {-tu-}+{tulog},
respectively, and connect the reduplicants {-ga-} and {-tu-} to the same abstract CV skeletal morpheme,
consistent with Marantz’s (1982) proposal. We support formal linguistic models that argue that the
mental lexicon encodes more abstract morphological patterns and templates at a level beyond surface
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forms and morphosyntactic features [2-4].
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Figure 1: Masked priming effects across experiments. (A) Reaction time (in ms) across conditions in Experiment 1. (B)
Reaction time (in ms) across conditions in Experiment 2.
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