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Preface

Lexical ambiguity is a common phenomenon in human language. Since
the 1970s, research on lexical ambiguity has made great progress, such as
the explanation of the ambiguity effect in language processing. Nevertheless,
in previous research, lexical ambiguity was treated as a homogeneous
phenomenon, which largely ignored the lexical properties of different types
of ambiguous words, and monolingual adult participants were adopted, which
made it unlikely to investigate the developmental and interactive nature of
the bilingual mental representations of ambiguous words in second language
learning.

Lexical ambiguity can be divided into homonymy and polysemy based
on their degree of meaning relatedness; polysemy can be further divided into
metaphorical polysemy and metonymical polysemy, respectively based on
similarity and contiguity among their meanings. Previous research showed
that ambiguous words are processed more efficiently than unambiguous
words, and that the relatedness of their meanings can influence the processing
efficiency. For adult second language learners, they have got a mature first
language conceptual system before learning a second language. Therefore,
lexical processing in a second language inevitably involves the interaction of
the two conceptual systems. Based on related theories on lexical ambiguity and
bilingual mental lexicon, the present study intends to address the following
three questions through three psycholinguistic experiments: (1) Is there
any ambiguity advantage in the processing of English ambiguous words by
Chinese EFL learners? (2) With increased English proficiency, what are the
developmental features of different types of ambiguous words? (3) Viewing from
the interaction of two languages, what developmental features of the mental
representations of English ambiguous words can be revealed in the learners’

cross—language lexical processing?



Preface 5

Experiment 1 is a simple lexical decision task set to investigate the
ambiguity advantage in the processing of English ambiguous words by
Chinese EFL learners at different proficiency levels, and the representational
development of different types of ambiguous words. The results indicate
that: there exists an ambiguity advantage in lexical processing by Chinese
EFL learners, which differs for different types of ambiguous words; the two—
way interaction between the ambiguity type and the learners’ proficiency is
significant, that is, the ambiguity effect for the same type of ambiguous words is
modulated by the learners’  English proficiency.

Experiment 2 is a translation recognition task, which is sel to investigate
the ambiguity advantage in cross—language lexical processing by Chinese EFL
learners at different proficiency levels, as well as the role of directionality.
The results indicate that: there exists an ambiguity advantage in translation
recognition by Chinese EFL learners; there is a significant difference in the
efficiency of translation recognition by high and low proficiency learners, in
that the high proficiency learners are significantly more efficient than low
proficiency learners; under the influence of the competition among meanings
and the inhibition of the activated non—target mental representations, the main
effect of directionality is not significant.

Experiment 3 is a semantically primed lexical decision task, which
is set to investigate the representational development of different types of
ambiguous words through the semantic priming effect of different types of
associative words. The results indicate that: The semantic priming effect for
different types of ambiguous words is significantly different between the two
proficiency groups; for within—language semantic priming, the priming effect
of English dominant associative words is significantly more robust than that of
English subordinate associative words; for cross—language semantic priming,
the priming effect of Chinese dominant associative words is significantly larger
than that of Chinese subordinate associative words in the low proficiency group,

whereas the priming effects of the two types of Chinese associative words
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Preface 7

vocabulary learning strategies and improve their metaphorical awareness.
Nonetheless, the present study just takes a small step towards understanding
the internal mechanisms driving the development of L2 representations, and
awaits further study to deepen our understanding of the representation and
processing of lexical ambiguity in second language acquisition.

This book is based on my doctoral dissertation. In the course of its
compilation and publication, | owe my gratitude to many people who helped me
so much along the way. My deepest gratitude goes to my supervisor Professor
Wang Tongshun who gave me valuable insights and helpful suggestions on
learning and life, and gladly wrote preamble for the book. My heartfelt thanks
go to my teachers and fellow students in the School of Foreign Languages
of Shanghai Jiao Tong University, and to my colleagues in the School of
Applied Foreign Languages of Zhejiang International Studies University. |
am also grateful to Ms. Wang Heng from China Social Sciences Press for her

professional assistance in getting the book published.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

In the realm of linguistics, ambiguity is defined as “a word or phrase
susceptible of more than one meaning, or an equivocal expression” by
The Oxford English Dictionary (Murray, et al., 1978: 270). As linguistic
ambiguity i1s common in human language, resolving such ambiguity is
essential for people to communicate effectively with each other, and
interpreting pun-phrases or guessing riddles also helps people’s cognitive
development. As a result, research on ambiguity has gained momentum
since linguistics emerged as an independent discipline. Though linguistic
ambiguity 1s ubiquitous, relatively little is known about how such equivocal
expressions are comprehended or acquired by children or adults. Researchers
have proposed many theories to varied degree of success, and many
unresolved issues still require more in-depth research in this respect.

Generally speaking, linguistic ambiguity is comprised of syntactic ambiguity
and lexical ambiguity. Garden-path sentences, which consist of an example
of syntactic ambiguity, are sentences that people tend to interpret initially
with a different structure than the structure they actually have. For example,
the sentence The horse raced past the barn fell means “the horse that was
raced past the barn fell”. Research in this respect helps to ascertain whether
people employ serial or parallel parsing strategies when comprehending
this sentence. Lexical ambiguity occurs when a word form can have more
than one meaning. For example, the word bug can either refer to “a small
insect™" or “an error in a computer program or system”. Previous research
indicated that the presence of multiple meanings facilitated the processing of
ambiguous words (i.e., the ambiguity advantage). The theme of the present
study is to investigate the representation and processing of lexical ambiguity

1 Unless indicated otherwise, the definitions of the lexical words mentioned in this book are cited
from The Oxford English Dictionary (Murray, et al., 1978).



