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Using Semantic Frames to Access L2 Word Concepts:
A Case of English Polysemy
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Abstract

This study presents two experiments that investigated the effect of semantic frame
cues on accessing the underlying concept necessary for understanding English
polysemous verbs. In Experiment 1, the semantic frame cue consisted of a sentence
with a cueing verb sharing a semantic frame with the tested sense. Three other types of
cues were also compared: an elaborated context, a meaning chain, and a no-cue control
condition. Forty-nine university students in Taiwan read the cue, completed a
translation and a multiple-choice task, and rated their confidence in their answers.
Results indicated no significant supremacy of the semantic frame cue over the no-cue
condition.

In Experiment 2, the semantic frame cues included a definition of the frame and a
cueing verb. A between-subject design was used along with three levels of cue type
(elaborated context, semantic frames, and control) and two levels of task order
(translation followed by multiple-choice or vice versa). Participants were ninety-eight
Taiwanese university students. Results indicated a significant main effect for cue type
but not for task order. The semantic frame cue elicited significantly better performance
than the no-cue condition, suggesting that a design triggering both lexical access and
conceptual processing worked well in disambiguating English polysemy. However, the
effect of the cue was moderated by factors such as learners’ over-reliance on L1 word
associations in accessing L2 concepts, the processing of cues at the semantic rather
than conceptual level, and different degrees of overlap in concepts activated by L1 and
L2 words.
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