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B Foreword

Under the influence of traditional linguistic views, especially
structuralism, language is referred to as a separate and independent
system. Consequently, the study of language often focuses on
linguistic elements while neglecting non-linguistic ones. The
process of reading comprehension is usually viewed as a mechanical
process deprived of psychological or cognitive factors. According
to the traditional view, reading comprehension is no more than
a one-way flow of information from the writer to the reader.
Therefore, people tend to simply pay attention to the language
knowledge such as pronunciation, vocabulary, grammar, etc.
during the process of reading. A system of teaching approaches
is correspondingly generated, which mainly stress the language
units such as phonemes, words, phrases, sentences, etc. These
approaches do facilitate the reading comprehension process;
however, they have also restricted people to the literal meaning
of the discourse, which may disturb a profound understanding
of the whole text.

Given the rising status of cognitive science, linguists have
started to resort to the cognitive approaches and reconsider
some linguistic issues. Such an effort has brought forth several
new perspectives to the study of language. The Schema Theory

is an influential concept, which has made considerable
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contribution to the study of reading comprehension in particular.
Schema refers to a complicated and well-organized network of
information stored in the human mind, which contains both
linguistic knowledge and encyclopedic knowledge. According to
this theory, language is an open system associated with many
non-linguistic elements. Background information, which
corresponds with encyclopedic knowledge in our schemata, is of
great significance. The process of reading comprehension is a
two-way interaction between textual information and schematic
information.

Compared with the traditional views, this theory is
apparently an evolutionary step to raise our consciousness about
the background information during reading comprehension.
However, although we are sometimes equipped with the relevant
schemata, comprehension still turns out to be mistaken. In such a
case, we propose a hypothesis that the failure of comprehension
may not only result from the lack of relevant schemata but also
be caused by the lack of timely and effective schema activation,
which involves the active participation of Working Memory
(WM).

Our work focuses on the special function of WM in activating the
language schemata and content schemata while constructing new
cognitive structures. The three coauthors, Jing ZHENG, Lan WEI
and Tianjun KANG from the School of Foreign Languages,
Shanghai Institute of Technology, have been working vigorously
for years on investigating the co-relations between WM and

language reading comprehension, as well as searching for
N




Chapter 1 Introduction

relatively long period of time in the past. Scholars from these
neighboring countries also tried to create their own writing
systems based on the Chinese characters by means of imitation. For
example, the friendly exchanges between China and Japan reached
prominence during the Sui and Tang Dynasties. Since the
Golden Governance of Zhenguan Years (627—649 A. D.,
under the prosperous ruling of Li Shimin, the second emperor
of the Tang Dynasty), Japan had continuously sent 13 groups of
Emissaries to the Tang Dynasty, as well as escorted Chinese
emissaries back to China for six times. These emissaries included
overseas students and monks, who had made indispensable
contributions to the political, economic, cultural, educational, and
religious exchanges between China and Japan. The above examples
in human history demonstrate that foreign language learning and
teaching is associated with cultural and social exchanges, and is
an inevitable and necessary activity of mankind.

Foreign Language Teaching (FLT) and FLT research in
China have a relatively shorter history compared with the
counterparts in other emerging countries. Against the
background of China’s Reform and Opening-up Policy initiated
in the late 1970s, exchanges between China and the rest of the
world began to flourish. Having become aware of the
advancement of other nations, Chinese people hoped to
participate in the international arenas of various fields and
desired so much to catch up with those developed countries
economically. As a result, FLT in China began to enjoy

increasing popularity. The national enthusiasm for foreign




