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The role of exposure to syntactic structures and discourse-driven syntactic
processing in Japanese EFL learners’ text comprehension
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Acquiring fluent ability to understand English texts has become increasingly important for English
education in Japan due to rapid globalization caused by sophisticated communication and transportation
technologies and services. Despite the importance of fluent reading ability in English, there are few EFL
students who can read as fluently as L1 readers. There is a wide range of individual differences in the reading
comprehension performance-among Japanese EFL learners.

As text comprehension is a highly complex cognitive task, successful text processing depends on the

coordinated operation of several cbmponent processes. An incremental interpretation of incoming words
‘must be constructed before. they fade away from immediate memory. Furthermore, according to Just and
Carpenter (1992), the pool of processing resources is limited, so that increasing maintenance or operational
demands impose constraints on the successful operation of all processes when demands exceed available
resources. For L2 readers whose linguistic competence is limited compared with that of L1 readers, forming
a coherent text representation is a task of considerable difficulty. Previous research has demonstrated that
syntactic processing ability is a prerequisite for sentence comprehension. Thué:‘a disruption at syntax level
may undermine text comprehension as a whole.

In this context, investigating the current state of Japanese EFL learners’ text comprehension and
developing methods to improve reading abilities, especially syntactic parsing abilities, could be beneficial for
future English language education. This study aimed to explore the source of individual variability in text
comprehension among Japanese EFL learners and examine whether repeated exposure to a syntactic structure
might facilitate the syntactic processing ability and whether this facilitation leads to efficient reading
comprehension. For these purposes, four experiments were conducted.

Experiment 1-was conducted to examine the effects of proficiency, working memory, and focusing task
on text comprehension and reading behavior among Japanese EFL learners. This experiment consists of four
sessions: a proficiency test, a reading span test, reading session 1, and reading session 2. In reading sessions
1 and 2, participants read an English text and a Japanese text on a computer screen and their eye movements
were monitored and recorded by an eye tracker. In reading session2, participants were’ divided into two
groups, namely, a task group and a without task group. Participants in the task group were required to read
the text.looking for the key words (key word detection task). The resuits of the experiment indicate that
proficiency is one of the major determinants of reading ability in English among Japanese EFL learners.
There were no correlations between reading comprehension scores and reading span test scores in both
English and Japanese. The plausible explanation for this result may be that working memory was not
constrained because the materials used in the experiment were easy for the participants and, furthermore,
participants could reread the sentences at their own pace. The results of reading session 2 demonstrated that
the focusing task improved reading comprehension and reading behavior to some extent. Considering these
results together, the importance of proficiency in text comprehension was confirmed.

Experiment 2 was conducted to examine whether Japanese EFL learners’ syntactic processing affects
their text comprehension performance. Short texts containing two critical sentences that together warrant a
causal inference were used as experimental materials. The syntactic structure of the second sentences was
either more or less difficult to parse. Results from a lexical decision task conducted immediately after critical
sentences suggested that readers formed the causal inferences when the syntactic structure was less difficult
to parse but that inferencing was constrained when syntactic structure was more difficult. These results
support the shared resource assumption (Just and Carpenter, 1992) and demonstrated that Japanese EFL
learners’ text comprehension depends on successful syntactic processing.

Experiment 3 was conducted to examine whether repeated exposure to a construction embedded in texts
facilitates subsequent comprehension of that construction. Specifically, the role of experience in Japanese
EFL readers’ relative clause comprehension was investigated. Two groups, both of which were equally placed
in English proficiency and working memory capacity, were formed. Participants in the Experience group
repeatedly read relative clauses embedded in texts in a training session, while the Control group read the
same number of texts in which no relative clauses were included. The Experience group’s comprehension
accuracy improved significantly, whereas that of Control group did not. Moreover, the Less Proficient group
that scored below average in the pretest improved their comprehension accuracy more than did the Proficient
group. Although participants read more quickly afier the training session, only the Experience group was able
to read object relatives faster than subject relatives in the posttest. This study/ demonstrated that Japanese

. EFL learners’ relative clause processing, especially object relative clause processing, can be facilitated by
repeated exposure to relafive clause structures in naturalistic discourse contexts. ’

It is often argued that priming is weaker in compreliension than in production. Nevertheless, robust
priming effects were observed in Experiment 3. Following this result, Experiment 4 was conducted to
examine whether the robust facilitative effects observed in Experiment 3 were related to discourse factors.
Previous research has demonstrated that object relative clauses are used fo link a new entity to the ongoing
discourse. In Experiment 4, relative clause sentences were presented in is.o]ation. The results showed no
improveinent in object rélative clause comprehension. Accordingly, it was confirmed that discourse context
plays an important role in the processing of relative clauses.

Taken together, the results of Experiments 1 and 2 demonstrated that syntactic processing ability may
have considerable effects on their reading comprehension in English. The empirical results in Experiments 3
and 4 demonstrated that repeated exposure to relative clauses embedded in texts facilitated the processing of



relative clauses constructions, especially of object relative clauses. These results suggest a powerful role of
experience and discourse-driven syntactic processing in language comprehension. The findings of this study
emphasize the importance of frequent exposure to syntactic structures in texts and discourse-driven syntactic
processing to improve text comprehension.
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