From 19-23 March inclusive, I visited Dr Napoleon Katsos at the University of Cambridge.  The visit was originally planned to enable us to discuss new experimental data on presupposition accommodation that was to be gathered as part of the project, to consider how the elicitation materials could be further refined and developed, and to develop a plan for the realisation of publishable outputs from this project.
Our plan for this stage of the project had called for materials to be developed and piloted, either in the lab or using online tools, that would examine whether there was a preference for global rather than local presupposition projection.  Specifically we intended to measure this via reading times for the critical segments.  Our intended methodology involved the construction of minimal pairs using a ‘betting’ context, as exemplified in (1) and (2).  (Here the preceding context and wrap-up sentence are omitted.)
(1) I don’t know whether she has ever been married, but I bet that she is divorcing her husband.
(2) I know that she has been married for years, and so I bet that she is divorcing her husband.

In conditions such as (1), the intended ‘local’ conditions, the speaker first asserts his/her ignorance as to the truth-value of some proposition p, and then announces a willingness to bet on the truth of some proposition r than presupposes p.  In conditions such as (2), the intended ‘global’ conditions, the speaker first asserts a proposition p and then announces a willingness to bet on the truth of some proposition r than presupposes p.  The rationale for this methodology was twofold: first, it would be possible to ascertain whether the hearer achieved local or global accommodation (by presenting the scenario in which the bet is accepted, then specifying that the presupposition failed and asking whether the bet was voided), and second, it would be possible to measure reading times on the critical items in the ‘bet’ clause to determine whether any delay was caused by the accommodation of a presupposition that was not known to be available for projection (i.e. in (1), the existence of ‘her husband’, which is not assumed by the speaker).

Over the course of extensive online discussions, this approach was critiqued in detail by members of the project.  Immediately prior to and during this visit, we examined the discussion trail and considered the validity of the objections that had been raised against this approach.  The most compelling issues appear to be that the naturalism of the materials is seriously in question, in the opinion of native speakers, although this issue may be tied up with the question of the general admissibility of local accommodation of presuppositions; and that the extent to which the presupposition is activated in the context is itself unclear, and renders the issue of accommodation somewhat nebulous in such cases.
Although there were no pilot data arising specifically from this project to consider, we were also able to discuss the relevance of recent, unpublished experimental findings by two of Katsos’s students.  This work used more naturalistic materials, at a cost of a certain degree of precision as to the controlling of contextual variables.  Their findings are potentially constructive and give some indications as to how we may be able to amend our materials and proceed to practical elicitation tasks over the remaining lifespan of this project.

Notwithstanding the disappointing lack of novel experimental data so far, we are of the opinion that the project can still succeed and yield publishable findings.  The detailed theoretical discussions have been a necessary preliminary step, and – taken in conjunction with the work of Katsos’s students, and the related work of Amaral, Cummins and Katsos i.a. – may have obviated the need for some of the intended experimental piloting.  Moreover, although the details of the materials are subject to negotiation, we now have a substantial base of scenarios and presupposition triggers that should greatly facilitate the development of these materials.  Our discussion continues, and our intention remains to run a fully-fledged experiment over the course of the next few months.
