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A Working Memory Explanation for Recency Effects in
Mandarin Second-language Sentence Processing

Jerome L. Packard"  Zhiying Qian’
! University of Illinois, Urbana, Illinois, USA

2 College of Charleston, Charleston, South Carolina, USA

Abstract This research investigates the role of Working Memory(WM)—including the
Focus of Attention(FA) component of WM—in Mandarin L2 sentence processing.
Participants evaluated stimulus sentence content by responding to a post-sentential true/false
probe. Both the complexity of probed information and its distance from the probe were
manipulated in the stimulus sentences, to determine whether participants perform better
when probed information occurs close to (recent) or far from (non-recent) the probe. Results
show that low-WM L2 learners are more affected than high-WM learners by distance and by
the complexity of information in FA, findings that are supported by eye movement data. We
propose that access to WM is limited in L2 processing, with L2 learners experiencing
degraded performance when the capacity of the FA component of WM is exceeded.

Keywords working memory, focus of attention, sentence processing, recency, L2
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