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ABSTRACT

Based on Gernsbacher’s Structure Building Framework (1990), the
present book is aimed at investigating how Chinese EFL (English as a
Foreign Language) learners manage their mental representations during
L2 (Second Language) narrative comprehension. We shall demonstrate
how the three general cognitive processes (laying a foundation, mapping,
and shifting) and two cognitive mechanisms (suppression and enhancement)
as formulated in the Structure Building Framework work to allow
comprehenders to keep track of the “causal path” existing in an L2
narrative story when comprehending it. Several other important cognitive
and linguistic factors closely related to the management of Chinese
EFL learners’ mental representations of L2 narratives are also taken into
account, including their L2 working memory (WM), L2 proficiency, and
L2 comprehension skills.

In order to answer the research questions, we altogether conducted
two sets of experiments, Experiment One and Experiment Two.

Experiment One explores how Chinese EFL learners maintain the
relevant story characters in focus in order to keep track of the “causal
path” existing among events in L2 narratives. Specifically, it investigates
how the three general cognitive processes (laying a foundation, mapping, and
shifting) and two mechanisms (suppression and enhancement) are involved
in Chinese EFL learners’ management of their mental representations
of the L2 narratives. The role of their L2 WM, L2 proficiency, and L2
comprehension skills involved was also assessed in their comprehension.
Altogether 138 freshmen from a key university took part in this
experiment. Data elicited from the experiment were analyzed by using
both the subjects and the probe words as random effects.

Experiment Two is designed to investigate how Chinese EFL learners
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keep track of the most relevant character goals so as to understand the
“causal path” existing in L2 narratives. Specifically, it investigates how
the three general cognitive processes (laying a _foundation, mapping, and
shifting) and two mechanisms (suppression and enhancement) are utilized
as precious cognitive resources in Chinese EFL learners’ management
of their mental representations of the narrative stories. Moreover, it also
explores the role of Chinese EFL learners’ L2 WM, L2 proficiency, and L2
comprehension skills in this complex psychocognitive process. Two sets
of experiments were conducted. A group of 163 sophomores attended the
first set of experiments (within-subjects design), while another group of
140 sophomores participated in the second set of experiments (between-
subjects design).

Experiment One and Experiment Two are complementary in
the sense that the former adopts a very concrete construct (i.e., story
characters) whereas the latter adopts a very abstract construct (i.e., story
character goals) in order to probe into Chinese EFL learners’ L2 narrative
comprehension. By including both a concrete construct and an abstract
construct in the experiments, the present research rules out the possibility
that the results obtained from Experiment One are dependent on a specific
probe word (the story character name) rather than the subjects’ mental
representations of that character. In this way, it arrives at important reliable
and generalizable findings, and ofter insights into their management of
mental representations during L2 narrative comprehension.

Experiment One demonstrates that, when the original story character
is rementioned in a narrative, Chinese EFL learners’ access to the original
character becomes enhanced (reaping “benefits”). On the other hand,
Chinese EFL learners’ access to the original character becomes weakened
when a new character is introduced. It can be seen that a mechanism of
suppression 1s adopted by Chinese EFL learners to modulate the activation
of story characters (key concepts in narrative comprehension). In order
to understand L2 narrative events, Chinese EFL learners keep track of
multiple, changing story characters by using the cognitive mechanism
of suppression. Besides, it also demonstrates that Chinese EFL learners’
L2 WM plays a significant role in their management of their mental
representations of story characters.
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Experiment Two including both the within-subjects design and the
between-subjects design indicates that, when it is rementioned in an
L2 narrative story, the original character goal becomes more accessible
(reaping “benefits”) in Chinese EFL learners’ mental representations of
the L2 narrative story. On the other hand, when a new goal is introduced,
the accessibility of the original goal becomes suppressed (paying “costs”)
in Chinese EFL learners’ mental representations. In addition, it also
shows that Chinese EFL learners’ L2 proficiency plays an important
role in their managing mental representations of character goals. More
proficient Chinese EFL learners are more skilled at suppressing irrelevant
information during their narrative comprehension, demonstrating a
“threshold effect”.

Findings above have demonstrated that suppression is exerting
very important effects on Chinese EFL learners’ managing mental
representations of the text they are reading. In line with the predictions of
Gernsbacher’s Structure Building Framework, the present book concludes
that Chinese EFL learners laid a foundation by using the initial story
characters or story character goals at the beginning of the narrative. They
would map consistent incoming story character or story character goal
information onto that foundation or shift to build a new substructure if
the incoming information is inconsistent. Besides, the results have also
shown that Chinese EFL learners’ L2 proficiency, L2 comprehension skills
and L2 WM are important in advanced cognitive activities such as narrative
comprehension. However, when dealing with specific cognitive tasks,
those cognitive and linguistic factors would compensate for each other and
would coordinate in their effects on comprehension.

This book is valuable in that it provides insights into L2 narrative
comprehension and L2 reading processes from the perspectives of SLA
and psycholinguistics. It also provides guidelines for both L2 learning
and teaching. However, this book is not exhaustive and more studies
are still needed. For example, studies of the hemispheric differences
for enhancement and suppression mechanisms would be such fruitful
attempts.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Narrative comprehension has received tremendous attention in the
research field of language and cognition on account of its importance in
people’s life and education. Narratives have a privileged status among
various genres (argumentation, exposition, logical reasoning, etc.)
(Graesser, Golding & Long, 1991; Gerrig, 1993; Schank & Abelson,
1995; Goldman, Graesser & van den Broek, 1999). They introduce novel
information, defamiliarize existing information, and provide models for
new behavior, thus influencing the way people perceive and respond to
the world (Strange, 2002). In many countries, story reading constitutes
the early part of education for many young children, largely on the ground
that reading a story helps the development of their cognitive styles. In
general, such reading activities help people, be it young children or adults,
understand the world, for the situations and episodes in narratives are
supposed to be closely related to daily experiences of human being
(Schank & Abelson, 1995; Schank & Berman, 2002).

The process of narrative comprehension is, however, still a mystery
in the research field. Much work and research effort are still needed. As
argued by many scholars, comprehenders are involved in encoding three
psycho-cognitive activities in the process of story comprehension: encoding
the surface features of texts, which is called surface code of the story, their
idea content (or fextbase), and the situations to which texts refer (Graesser,
Singer & Trabasso, 1994; Perfetti, 1989; Radvansky & Copeland, 2000;
Radvansky, Zwaan, Curiel & Copeland, 2001). van Dijk & Kintsch (1983)
and Kintsch (1988) refer to the last one as situation models. According
to them, these are situational representations which are often described
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as mental models (Johnson-Laird, 1983). Successful comprehension of
narratives entails representing a model of the situation described by the
text. During the process of creating a situation model, comprehenders are
able to understand things that are not explicitly stated in the text and hence
comprehend narratives successfully.

The present book is designed to investigate how Chinese EFL (English
as a Foreign Language) learners manage their mental representations
during L2 narrative comprehension. Based on Gernsbacher’s Structure
Building Framework (SBF, 1990), it investigates how the three general
cognitive processes (laying a foundation, mapping, and shifting) and two
cognitive mechanisms (suppression and enhancement) are involved in
Chinese EFL learners’ construction of the mental representations of the
L2 narratives. Several other important cognitive and linguistic factors
closely related to the management of Chinese EFL learners’ mental
representations of L2 narratives will also be taken into account, including
their L2 working memory, L2 proficiency and L2 comprehension skills.

1.1 Need for the Study

The present study is motivated by three concerns: () importance of
L2 narrative comprehension in Second Language Acquisition (SLA),
@ significance of suppression in the research field of language and
cognition, and @ further clarification of problems with previous studies.

In the first place, narrative comprehension, as one of EFL learners’
most common reading activities in L2, is an important psycho-cognitive
activity. Reading in L2, as a significant source of language input, is
especially meaningful for Chinese EFL learners who learn English in a
target-language “poor-input environment” (Zhang, 2000). They have few
opportunities to communicate directly with English native speakers, and
then such an important source of language input acts as causative variable
promoting EFL learners’ advancement in L2 proficiency through either
conscious or unconscious processes (Elley & Mangubhai, 1983; Krashen,
1985).

EFL learners commonly acquire L2 knowledge and enrich learning
experience through their reading of L2 stories. English textbooks,
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magazines, and journals include L2 stories as a means of input to L2
learning. EFL learners acquire vocabulary, develop L2 comprehension
skills, and make improvements in L2 proficiency by reading them. What’s
more, various English tests such as TOEFL (the Test of English as a
Foreign Language) utilize L2 narratives as test materials and have test items
constructed from them. It could be seen that research on reading and
narrative comprehension in L2 is of tremendous value.

In the second place, suppression, defined as a general cognitive
mechanism, plays a crucial role in a variety of cognitive and linguistic
tasks. It functions to dampen mental activation that becomes irrelevant or
inappropriate to a final interpretation (Tompkins ef al., 2000). Suppression
of potential interference of irrelevant information is crucial to any type
of comprehension and cognition (Lavie, 2005). It has been proposed in
various cognitive domains such as visuo-spatial orienting to long-term
memory retrieval. It also plays a crucial role in many aspects of language
comprehension. In language processing, the role of suppression has
been identified in many comprehension processes such as lexical access,
anaphoric reference, cataphoric reference, syntactic parsing, simultaneous
interpreting and metaphor understanding. Few studies, however, have
ever touched upon the role of suppression in narrative comprehension
(Gernsbacher et al., 2004; Linderholm et al., 2004). Still fewer have had EFL
learners as subjects in their empirical research on the role of suppression in
the field of language and cognition.

Thirdly, although narrative comprehension has been widely-studied,
the scope of research in the previous studies is limited in several ways. The
first limitation is that L1 readers were exclusively used as research subjects.
What is it like for L2 learners” comprehension process? Are findings and
conclusions in previous research generalizable to reading in a second/
foreign language? How would the three general cognitive processes (laying
a foundation, mapping, and shifting) and two mechanisms (suppression and
enhancement) be involved in Chinese EFL learners’ comprehension process?
The second limitation is that most previous research touched upon
effects of only one or two factors, and therefore a comprehensive study
is necessary by considering both the main effects and also the covariate
effects of related factors. What is the role of Chinese EFL learners’



