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ABSTRACT

This study investigates cross-linguistic differences in temporal direction between Chinese and English by
contrasting cognitive reference frames. We found that L1 Chinese speakers prefer the sequence reference frame, whereas
L1 English speakers prefer the ego reference frame. These cross-linguistic differences can cause negative transfer for
L1 Chinese learners of English. Two questionnaire experiments tested 278 adults: 94 L1 Chinese, 90 L1 English, and 94
L1 Chinese learners of English stratified by proficiency. Responses were scored dichotomously and analyzed with chi-
square tests. Native speakers displayed clear, divergent preferences: L1 Chinese participants overwhelmingly employed
a sequence reference frame, whereas L1 English participants favored an ego reference frame (y*> = 184, p < 0.001).
L2 learners exhibited substantial L1 transfer: when English items required an ego interpretation, 63.8% of L2 learners
selected a sequence reference response (y*> = 85.24, p < 0.001). Transfer declined with higher English proficiency
(significant differences across proficiency groups, p < 0.001). When Chinese and English expressions conveyed the
consistent temporal direction, negative transfer disappeared. These results indicate that apparent oppositions between
Chinese and English arise from differences in dominant reference frame selection rather than from opposite observer
orientations. Increased proficiency and targeted instruction that highlight reference-frame contrasts facilitate frame
switching and reduce L1-based errors. These findings have implications for theories of temporal cognition and for L2
pedagogy.
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1. Introduction

The temporal orientations of Chinese and English—
and the similarities and differences between them—have
long been debated in the scholarly literature. Time is often
conceptualized metaphorically in spatial terms; when indi-
viduals comprehend the flow of time, they project spatial
dimensions onto temporal ones, employing spatial frame-
works to structure their understanding of temporal phe-
nomena. Drawing on the time-space metaphor, researchers
have extensively examined how the concepts of “front”
and “back” map onto temporal axes in both Chinese and
English. In both languages, the terms F (qian) and “for-
ward” can denote either past or future, while 5 (hou) and
“back” likewise may refer to temporal direction ""*. More-
over, the alignment of “forward” and “back” with past or
future in Chinese and English may converge or diverge de-
pending on context. Therefore, the conditions and under-
lying mechanisms for the consistency and inconsistency of
temporal direction in Chinese and English warrant system-

atic investigation.

2. Literature review

Clark " distinguished two principal metaphoric per-
spectives on time: the “time-moving” metaphor and the
“ego-moving” metaphor. In the time-moving view, time
itself advances toward a stationary observer, such that
“forward” signifies past and “back” signifies future. Con-
versely, the ego-moving view posits a traveler self that
moves along a fixed timeline from past to future, rendering
“forward” as future and “back” as past.

McGlone and Harding ! provided empirical sup-
port for these distinctions, demonstrating that participants
adopting an ego-moving perspective interpret “move
forward” as postponement, whereas those adopting a
time-moving perspective interpret it as advancement. Sub-
sequent studies by Boroditsky ¥, Nifiez et al. ¥, and Guo
and Zhu ' examined cross-linguistic preferences for these
metaphoric perspectives among native English and Chi-
nese speakers. Li and Zhang " compared these preferences

directly, showing that native Chinese speakers exhibit a

stronger propensity for the time-moving metaphor, where-
as native English speakers favor the ego-moving meta-
phor—one principal driver of cross-language differences
in temporal orientation. Lai and Boroditsky " further
explored whether Chinese-English bilinguals shift their
metaphorical perspective in accordance with the language
of response; their findings revealed a cross-language con-
sistency for bilinguals, despite divergent tendencies among
monolingual speakers.

Despite the centrality of ego-moving and time-mov-
ing perspectives within the time-space metaphor theory,
framing temporal cognition exclusively as a binary oppo-
sition between observer movement and time movement
is limiting. Such a binary model neglects the full range of
referential frameworks and cognitive strategies that inform

»1% Metaphors that emphasize move-

temporal judgment |
ment of either the ego or the time are widespread in both
Chinese and English, yet the conditions under which each
language deploys one metaphor over the other, and the
way referential frames are selected and transformed, re-
main unresolved.

Chen ™' argues that movement-based metaphoric
models oversimplify the directional cognition between ob-
server and time, overlooking the critical parameter of ref-
erence-frame selection. Beyond notions of self-movement
or time-movement, temporal orientation is also shaped by
the relative configuration between observer and temporal
events, varied modes of attentional deployment, and en-
trenched reference-frame biases.

Chinese and English use spatiotemporal metaphors
to express temporal direction through the ego perspective.
Ego reference of figure preference is a cognitive strategy
for perceiving temporal direction based on the orientation
or movement of the ego, subject or observer. The direction
of the ego’s facing or movement is projected onto the tem-
poral scene, making time determined by the ego’s direction
and orientation """, Thus, as shown in Figure 1, the tem-
poral direction behind the observer or moving towards the
observer’s back is considered back, while the temporal di-
rection in front of the observer or moving towards the front

of the observer is considered forward.
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Starting Point

Destination

Figure 1. Ego reference frame.

In certain expressions, however, the mapping be-
tween motion and temporal direction is less transparent.
For instance, in English “a few days back,” “back” denotes
the past despite no implied self-movement. Similarly, in
Chinese JL K i (ji tian gian, “a few days before”), “be-
fore” refers to the past without invoking temporal motion;
time simply extends from the present to an earlier interval.
How, then, do speakers cognitively represent these direc-
tional metaphors?

The prevailing consensus is that native English
speakers typically adopt a future-facing orientation in tem-
poral representation"'?. Debate persists regarding wheth-
er the apparent contrast in Chinese reflects a past-facing
ego orientation "' Alverson ", Guo et al. "), and Li
and Zhang"" propose that, unlike English, Chinese empha-
sizes the past, orienting both time and observer toward it.
Han and Liu " report that native Chinese speakers more
frequently adopt a past-facing perspective—coherent with
a time-moving view that positions the past in front of the
body. Experimental evidence from Li and Zhang " cor-
roborates this past-facing tendency in Chinese, contrasting
with the future-facing bias of English speakers.

The perspective of Chinese as future-facing and
its tendency toward sequence reference frames proposed
by Yu "', along with related theoretical frameworks,
has gained extensive support. Yang, Sinha, and Filipov-
ic ™ empirically validated that Chinese speakers prefer
sequence-based temporal representations (D-Time and
S-Time), rather than past-facing. From this vantage, the
use of Hi (qian) to denote earlier times reflects an abstract
sequence-based reference frame, dissociated from the ob-

server-centric perspective. Chen further emphasizes that

Al qian
Earlier

both sequence and ego reference frames function as com-
mon modes of temporal direction representation in Chi-
nese and English. Scholars have further raised the question
that if Chinese were indeed future-facing like English, why
then do analogous spatiotemporal expressions yield osten-
sibly opposite directional connotations across the two lan-
guages?

Prior research has often assumed a binary choice
between past-pointing and future-pointing temporal meta-
phors, thus obscuring the nuanced role of sequence-based

B2 acknowledge se-

frameworks. While some scholars
quence reference frames—where spatial positions in front/
back map onto event order—systematic cross-linguistic
empirical evidence remains sparse. Beyond the ego-ref-
erence frame, Moore *” identifies a time-reference-point
frame, representing events as early or late. This frame ac-
counts for English “before”/ “after” and Chinese “ Z Fif ”
(zhi qian, “before”) and “ Z J7  (zh1 hou, “after”).
Through spatiotemporal metaphors, both Chinese
and English can represent the sequence of events in time
based on the spatial sequence of front and back. Sequence
reference of ground preference according to the universal
cognitive principle, as shown in Figure 2, Hj (qidn) and
front (early) is near the beginning and f5 (hou) and back
(late) is near to the end, in a sequence of two events, the
event that occurs first, positioned at or closer to the begin-
ning of the time series, is at the front in time. The event
that occurs later is at the back of the sequence. This refer-
ence frame is based on the intrinsic sequence of time itself
and is not influenced by the presence or perspective of an
observer '), adhering to the ground-preference temporal

sequence direction .

J& hou
Later

< ———— S—

Figure 2. Sequence reference frame.
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In summary, while English predominantly exhibits a
future-oriented (ego-moving) framework, Chinese tempo-
ral orientation has been variably characterized as past-fac-
ing, future-facing, or sequence-based. Many scholars have
noted the existence of sequence reference frames, yet few
have empirically investigated cross-language differences
in reference-frame selection and conversion. Do native
Chinese speakers convert English-style ego references to
sequence references when representing time? Under what
conditions does such a conversion occur, and when is it

unnecessary?

3. Aims and Hypotheses

This study aims to clarify the cognitive and linguis-
tic mechanisms underlying temporal direction represen-
tation, thereby contributing to cross-linguistic and cog-
nitive research. Drawing on the theoretical constructs of
ground-preference sequence and ego reference frames, it
employs empirical methods to investigate whether Chinese
A (gian) denotes a past-facing orientation or simply indi-
cates an earlier point in time.

The research has three specific objectives: (1) to
compare, in unmarked contexts, the dominant use of se-
quence reference (ground preference) and ego reference
(figure preference) by L1 Chinese and L1 English speak-
ers; (2) to examine whether, and to what extent, L2 En-
glish speakers with L1 Chinese backgrounds transfer their
native reference frame when interpreting English temporal
expressions; (3) to identify the contextual conditions that
prompt a shift between sequence (ground) and ego (figure)
reference frames.

On this basis, three testable hypotheses are proposed:

H1. L1 Chinese speakers will prefer sequence reference
(ground preference) in unmarked contexts, interpreting
“HJ /gian” as “earlier” in a temporal sequence and “ J5
/hou” as “later,” whereas L1 English speakers will prefer
ego reference (figure preference), mapping “forward” to

the future and “back” to the past relative to the observer.

H2. L2 English speakers (L1 Chinese) will exhibit transfer
of their L1 reference frame, tending to interpret English
temporal expressions according to the Chinese sequence
reference frame. This transfer effect will be stronger

among lower-proficiency learners.

H3. Higher L2 English proficiency will correlate with en-
hanced ability to convert between sequence and ego refer-
ence frames. When the appropriate frame is applied, this
will result in more accurate temporal interpretation and

fewer errors attributable to reference-frame differences.

These aims and hypotheses inform the question-
naire-based experiments reported below, which contrast
sequence-based and ego-based interpretations in both un-
marked and contextually marked stimuli, and compare
responses from L1 Chinese, L1 English, and stratified L2
English groups.

4. Study 1
4.1. Methodology

4.1.1. Participants

A total of 278 adults participated in this study, com-
prising 90 native English speakers, 94 native Chinese
speakers, and 94 second language speakers of English (L2
English speakers) whose first language was Chinese. The
L2 English group was distinct from the native Chinese
group in order to minimize any potential carry-over effects
related to cognitive inertia, learning strategies, contrastive
awareness, or unequal language exposure.

Macao SAR was renowned for its cultural diversity
and multilingual environment. In Macao, multiple languag-
es were commonly used, including Chinese (both Canton-
ese and Mandarin), Portuguese, and English. L2 English
participants were recruited from the University of Macau,
where English serves as the medium of instruction.

To ensure rigorous proficiency validation, all L2
participants submitted official IELTS test reports. Their
reported proficiency was cross-verified against multiple
independent measures, including academic enrollment
status (English-major vs. non-major), national English en-
trance examination scores for undergraduates, and College
English Test Band 6 (CET-6) results for graduate students.
Consistency across these indicators confirmed that the
IELTS scores provided an accurate and reliable reflection
of the participants’ English proficiency.

Participants were divided into three L2 proficiency
groups: the undergraduate group (n = 34) achieved a mean
IELTS score of 6.0 (range: 5.5-6.5), the non-English-ma-

jor graduate group (n = 30) attained a mean of 6.8 (range:
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6.0-7.0), and the English-major graduate group (n = 30)
reached a mean of 7.7 (range: 7.0-8.5), reflecting near-na-
tive command of English.

The recruitment period for this study was definitive-
ly scheduled from October 7 to 11, 2024. Written informed
consent was obtained from all participants prior to their
involvement, ensuring their voluntary agreement to partici-
pate in the experiment and complete the questionnaires. To
uphold participant confidentiality, no personal identifying
information was collected. Instead, each participant was
assigned a unique identifier, used solely for data analysis
and reporting purposes. This protocol ensured strict adher-
ence to privacy and anonymity standards throughout the
study.

The study received ethical approval from the Re-
search Services and Knowledge Transfer Office at the
University of Macau (Ethics Assessment ID: SSHRE24-
APP047-FAH). All procedures were conducted in compli-
ance with established ethical guidelines and regulations
governing research involving human participants, thereby
ensuring the highest standards of research integrity and

participant protection.

4.1.2. Materials and procedures

A pilot test was conducted to validate the experi-

mental materials prior to the main study. 30 L1 English

speakers and 30 L1 Chinese speakers were presented with
10 sentences drawn from the Corpus of Contemporary
American English (COCA) and the BLCU Corpus Center
(BCC). These sentences replicated the temporal framing
structure employed in the main experiment. Results indi-
cated that 95% pilot participants correctly identified the
intended temporal direction in their native languages, with
no significant variation in accuracy across the ten items (p
> 0.05), confirming that the materials elicited consistent
comprehension of the target construct.

On the basis of the pilot results, a single, unambig-
uous paper headline was selected for use in the main ex-
periment: “Fossils push back origin of key plant groups
millions of years.” The headline format was deliberately
chosen to remove potential contextual influences, ensuring
that participants could infer temporal direction solely from
the target sentence without relying on extended discourse.

The paper-based questionnaire was distributed to the
participants on-site, ensuring a hands-on and immediate
engagement with the survey material. Clear instructions
were provided on how to complete the questionnaire. Any
identifying information was removed to ensure confidenti-
ality. Participants completed the questionnaire in their re-
spective target languages: 94 native Chinese speakers filled
out the Chinese version, while native English speakers and
L2 English speakers completed the English version.

The task of the questionnaire proceeded as Table 1:

Table 1. Task structure of Study 1 questionnaire.

Task Description
Question 1 A discovery of fossils has provided evidence that the origin of key plant groups occurred millions of years earlier.
Option A Fossils push back origin of key plant groups. (correct response)
Option B Fossils push forward origin of key plant groups. (incorrect response)
Question 2 Fossils push back origin of key plant groups millions of years.
Option A The origin occurred earlier than previously believed. (correct response)
Option B The origin occurred later than previously believed. (incorrect response)

Responses were scored dichotomously (correct/in-
correct) based on native-speaker consensus norms estab-

lished during piloting.

4.2. Results and discussion

Following a debriefing on this study’s true purpose,
post-interview assessments indicated that no participants

were aware of this purpose prior to debriefing. Interviews

confirmed that all participants clearly understood the ex-
perimental tasks and did not infer the study’s underlying
objectives. All 278 questionnaire responses were complete
and valid, with no exclusions.

Table 2 presents the choices made by L1 English
speakers and L2 English speakers regarding the tempo-
ral direction of the sentence “the origin occurred earlier”
along with the corresponding results of the Chinese ver-

sion question answered by L1 Chinese speakers.
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Table 2. Understanding earlier among L1 and L2 groups.

Participant AT (qian) /forward J& (hou) /back
L1 Chinese 100% (N=94) 0% (N=0)

L1 English 0% (N=0) 100% (N=90)
L2 English 63.83% (N=60) 36.17% (N=34)

The responses from both native English speakers
and native Chinese speakers demonstrate a clear and un-
ambiguous understanding of the temporal direction in their
respective L1. Among the L1 Chinese participants (N=94),
100% utilized the term “ H * (qgian, forward) to convey
the temporal direction, while among the L1 English partic-
ipants (N=90), 100% employed the contrasting term “back”
( J5 , hou). Notably, there was a significant difference in
the expression of temporal changes from the past to an ear-
lier time between Chinese and English using a chi-square
test, Pearson y* = 184, p <0.001. Furthermore, 63.83% of
L2 English speakers (N=60) selected the incorrect word

35
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“forward” to express temporal direction. There is a signifi-
cant difference between L2 English speakers (L1 Chinese)
and L1 English speakers in their representation of temporal
direction, Pearson y* = 85.24, p <0.001.

Based on the results obtained from three English
level groups of L2 English speakers (L1 Chinese), as in-
dicated in Figure 3, it can be observed that undergraduate
students (N=33, 97.06%) and non-English major gradu-
ate students (N=22, 73.33%) preferred using the incorrect
word “forward” in English sentences, whereas English ma-
jor graduate students (N=25, 83.33%) are more inclined to

use the correct temporal direction “back”.

B Forward

& W Back

&
)

<<5\(§

Figure 3. Understanding earlier among different L2 proficiency groups.

With a chi-square test, there was a significant differ-
ence between English proficiency level and English tem-
poral direction, Pearson y? = 46.34, p <0.001. Specifically,
there was a significant difference in English temporal di-
rection between undergraduate students and non-English
major graduate students, Pearson y? = 7.42, p <0.01, be-
tween non-English major graduate students and English
major graduate students, Pearson y* = 19.46, p <0.001, as
well as between undergraduate students and English major
graduate students, Pearson y? = 42.70, p <0.001.

Overall, the temporal direction judgments of under-

graduate students and non-English major graduate students
in English (L2) were more strongly influenced by their L1
rather than the target language. On the other hand, English
major graduate students demonstrated an understanding of
English preferred temporal direction more similar to that of
native English speakers. The judgments of temporal move-
ment direction by non-English major graduate students fell
between those of undergraduate students and English ma-
jor graduate students, indicating that they performed better
than undergraduate students but were not as proficient as

English major graduate students in the target language.
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Table 3 presents the statistical results of the tempo-
ral direction choices in the sentence “Fossils push back
origin of key plant groups millions of years” by L1 En-
glish speakers and L2 English speakers (L1 Chinese). It
was observed that 43.62% L2 English speakers (N=41)

mistakenly interpreted the phrase “push back” as postpone
in this sentence. Through a chi-square test, we identified a
significant difference in the selection of temporal direction
between L1 English speakers and L2 English speakers,
Pearson y* = 50.51, p <0.001.

Table 3. Understanding push back between L1 and L2 English groups.

Participant Earlier Later
L1 English 100% (N=90) 0% (N=0)
L2 English 56.38% (N=53) 43.62% (N=41)

The results of the responses from L2 English
speakers with different English proficiency levels re-
garding the temporal direction can be found in Figure 4.
In a given specific context with unambiguous semantics,
94.12% undergraduate students (N=32) had judgments

on the temporal direction opposite to native English

35
30
25
20
15
10

@{6\0.
<)
%Q(S

&

speakers, while 80% non-English major graduate stu-
dents (N=24) and 90% English major graduate students
(N=27) had an understanding of the temporal direction
consistent with native English speakers, correctly com-
prehending the direction of temporal movement in En-

glish sentences.

W Earlier

< M Later

O

N

&0
<)

o

Figure 4. Understanding push back among different L2 proficiency groups.

Further, conducting a chi-square test, we found a
significant difference in the selection of temporal direction
based on English proficiency level, Pearson y* = 55.85, p
<0.001. Specifically, there was a significant difference in
the selection of temporal direction between undergraduate
students and non-English major graduate students, Pear-
son’s x> = 36.30, p <0.001, as well as between undergradu-
ate students and English major graduate students, Pearson
> = 45.51, p <0.001. However, there was no significant

difference in the selection of temporal direction between

non-English major graduate students and English major
graduate students (p >0.05).

5. Study 2
5.1. Methodology

5.1.1. Participants

Participants in this study were the same as those in
Study 1.
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5.1.2. Materials and procedures

Similar to Study 1, we ran a corpus-based pilot.
30 L1 English and 30 L1 Chinese speakers judged ten
candidate sentences drawn from COCA and BCC. Pilot
participants unanimously (100%) identified the intended
temporal direction. Based on the pilot, we selected one
high-frequency, unambiguous sentence: “Tomorrow’s wed-
ding has been pushed back several minutes.”

Immediately after Study 1, participants saw this
sentence in their language version (English for L1 and
L2 English; Chinese for L1 Chinese). They indicated
whether the sentence implied the event would occur later
(postponed) or earlier (advanced). Responses were scored
dichotomously (1 = later; 0 = earlier), using the pilot’s na-

tive-speaker consensus as the key.

5.2. Results and discussion

Following a debriefing on this study’s true purpose,
post-interview assessments indicated that no participants

were aware of this purpose prior to debriefing. Interviews

confirmed that all participants clearly understood the ex-
perimental tasks and did not infer the study’s underlying
objectives. All 184 questionnaire responses were complete
and valid, with no exclusions.

As shown in Table 4, 96.67% native English speak-
ers (N=87) and 98.94% L2 English speakers(N=93) be-
lieved that the sentence “Tomorrow’s wedding has been
pushed back several minutes” implies a delay in the wed-
ding. There was a consensus among both native English
speakers and L2 English speakers regarding the temporal
direction indicated by the phrase “push back™ in this sen-
tence, and there was no significant difference between
these two groups (p >0.05). Furthermore, all native Chi-
nese speakers assumed that “{F /5 (wing hou tui, “push
back”) meant the wedding would be postponed, aligning
with the temporal direction of native English speakers and
exhibiting no significant difference (p >0.05).

In this context, where future time points were being
adjusted to a later time, the concept of “pushing back™ in
both English and Chinese corresponded to the same later

and future temporal direction without any ambiguity.

Table 4. Understanding push back and wang hou tuT among L1 and L2 groups.

Participant Earlier Later

L1 English 3.33% (N=3) 96.67% (N=87)
L2 English 1.06% (N=1) 98.94% (N=93)
L1 Chinese 0% (N=0) 100% (N=94)

6. Discussion

6.1. Utilization of Both Frames in Chinese and
English

The experimental results indicate that while the pre-
dominant temporal reference frames differ between Chi-
nese and English, both languages use sequence and ego-
centric reference frames, as shown in Table 5.

In both Chinese “ . 4F H ” (wi nian gian, “five
years ago”) and English “five years ago”, time is con-

ceptualized by counting back five years from the present

moment, following a temporal sequence. The distinction
lies in English’s flexibility, where it can also adopt an
egocentric reference frame, as seen in phrases like “five
years back.” This shift, however, is not applicable in Chi-
nese. Similarly, both Chinese “ 71 4F f§ ~ (wl nidn hou)
and English “five years later” calculate time by counting
forward five years from the present moment. In English,
the temporal sequence can also switch to an egocentric
reference frame, as expressed in phrases like “five years
forward”. These differences are summarized as shown in

Table 6.
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Table 5. Uses of references in Chinese and English.

Direction Sequence reference Ego reference
N o - 2L HE o N A B VN —_ .7 D2
HIK qidn tian. Hi%2 qran b?{‘ L Wi zh gidn., - HTH] B4 gian t. BiFE qidn chéng. Rt gian jing
VS qian mian
Al qian
before, ago, previous, former, prior from this time forward, look forward, (time) ahead of us
Y r— B by N > — \ r .
JAK hou tian. 3 ;g&‘if;n ZJ Zbhou, JETH 43 =7 wing hou kan. JEIE (JL-H4F ) hou tui (i shi nidn)
J& hou
latter, later, following, next, subsequent several years back, think back, (time) behind us
Table 6. References used to indicate a time point in Chinese and English.
Language Sequence reference Ego reference
Chinese FAERT (wi nian gian) / J5 (hou)
English Five years ago/ later Five years back/ forward

Although Chinese temporal representation often
lacks an egocentric reference frame in numerous contexts,
there are indeed egocentric reference frames in other con-

" Hii 3% 7(qidn jing),
both of which mean “prospect” and reflect a subjective and

texts, for example “ Bi[i& 7

(qian t).
personal perspective of the future.

In Chinese, the locative words “ i ” (qian) and “ 5~
(hou) exhibit asymmetry, with “ J5 > being marked terms
and its usage more restricted compared to “ Fi > (qian)
(41 <« {7 » (qian) can represent earlier time in the temporal
sequence reference frame or the future in the egocentric
reference frame. However, lexical items formed with “ /5~
(hou) are limited to denoting a later direction in the tempo-
ral sequence reference frame . Without specific context
and conditions, it is not possible to use an egocentric refer-
ence frame to represent the past.

Using “ f5 ” (hou) to characterize the past in Chi-
nese is a marked usage, as illustrated in example (1), where
the egocentric reference frame is employed to emphasize
the observer’s subjective viewpoint. In this case, the com-
bination of the locative “ {i ” (qidn) with the verb “ & »
(kan, “look”) metaphorically indicates the future, while the
combination of “ J5 ” (hou) and “ 7 ” (kan, “look™) signi-
fies the past. Similarly, in example (2), the expression “ Ji5
iE 20 4 (hou tui 20 nian, “fall back 20 years”) uses the
combination of locative “ 5 (hou) and the verb “3iE” (tui,
“retreat”) to represent movement towards the past, deliber-
ately highlighting the observer’s subjectivity and emotion-

al perspective and obscuring the objective reference point.

(WBANAERIAEE , BOHT T RRERE ;
BA NS ER R , BN G TSR AR SR

méi you rén bu xi huan xiang gian kan, yin wei qidn
fang dai bido zhe x1 wang; méi you rén zong xi huan xiang
hou kan, yin weéi hou fang pt jiu de bu dou shi xian hua.

No one dislikes looking forward, as the future rep-
resents hope; no one always likes looking back, as the past
is not always paved with flowers.

() PERRZE T 2012 AFAH BRI SERER IR 20 47, 2013
S AT

X1 ou ché shi 2012 nian xiao shou ye ji jiang hou tui
20 nian, 2013 nian huo jiang hui nuan.

The Western European car market’s sales perfor-
mance in 2012 will fall back by 20 years, though it may
recover in 2013.

Both Chinese and English employ the temporal se-
quence reference frame and the egocentric reference frame,
reflecting the universality and consistency of these refer-
ence frames across languages. However, it is also evident
that there are significant differences within this universali-
ty, as the two languages exhibit distinct preferences in their

use of reference modes.

6.2. Motivations of Inconsistent Representa-
tion in Chinese and English

These experiments show that the inconsistency in
temporal direction representation between Chinese and En-
glish is due to different perspectives and reference frames.

Chinese predominantly uses a sequence-based reference
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frame, while English uses an egocentric reference frame.
Chinese prioritizes the sequence direction, corresponding
to the egocentric perspective in English, leading to differ-
ences in temporal direction representation ™'

Native speakers of both languages can correctly
choose the temporal direction based on context, despite
the differences in dominant reference frames, which cause
inconsistent representation. However, these opposite tem-
poral directions confuse second language learners, with
63.83% (N=60) of Chinese English learners wrongly be-
lieving that “push forward” should be used to indicate an
earlier time, rather than “push back”. Furthermore, 56.38%
(N=53) of Chinese English learners wrongly interpreted
“push back” as moving the origin time to a later point rath-
er than an earlier one. Some participants even suggested
that the use of “push back” in the question was incorrect,
which means they believed “push forward” should be used
in this context, demonstrating that errors were due to dif-
ferences in reference frames rather than low proficiency.

Second language learners with professional-level
English proficiency can correctly represent temporal di-
rections and acquire the target language’s reference frame.
Our findings show significant differences in accuracy
among groups with varying English proficiency levels.
Most English major graduate students could accurately
choose the temporal direction representation correspond-
ing to both reference frames, with accuracy rates close to
those of native English speakers. Undergraduate students
had low accuracy in converting between reference frames,
often transferring their native reference frame to the target
language, resulting in errors. Non-English major graduate
students had intermediate accuracy, closer to undergradu-
ates but leaning towards the professional group in under-
standing and representing temporal directions in English.

Li and Zhang **, and Han and Liu ™" point out that
the temporal sequence in Chinese aligns with the cogni-
tive subject’s orientation, where the Chinese “ Hi ” (qian)
is consistent with the ego’s orientation toward the past.
This paper similarly suggests that Chinese native speak-
ers less use use “ HJ ” (qian) when conceptualizing the
future. We argue that Chinese tends to represent the past
with “ Fij ” (qidn), not facing towards the past, but rather
because “early” and “past” represent the same temporal

direction in many contexts. While “early” and “past” are

[135=13k 1)

]
tinguished by different reference points.

both expressed with (qian) in Chinese, they are dis-

Despite partial overlap and intertwining in their map-
pings on the timeline, “early” can refer to both past and
future time categories, depending on the specific context
and reference point. Similarly, the temporal representation
of “past” does not always refer to an earlier time; in certain
contexts, it may indicate a time later than a previously es-
tablished past reference point.

When the cognitive subject is not explicitly indicat-
ed in a context, “ B ” (qian) typically represents an earlier
point in time relative to a given temporal reference point
within the temporal sequence reference frame. If the refer-
ence point is the present or a past time, the “carlier” time
it represents falls into the past time category, without im-
plying that the observer is oriented toward the past. In this
case, there is no issue of whether the observer is facing the
past or the future.

When representing time from the observer’s per-
spective, both Chinese and English show cross-linguistic
consistency, with observers facing toward the future ™. In
Chinese, terms like “ Fi[i% ~ (gidn ta, “future”) and “ Hij &5~
(qian jing, “prospects”) use the observer as a reference,
where “ Hij ” (qian) refers to the direction the observer is
facing—the future. Chinese is thus typically future-orient-
ed as English. In the expression * 5 B[] 13 5 4 ~ (qi
yuan shi jian wéang qidn tul, “pushing back the origin”),
“ HI ” (qian) indicates an earlier time and coincides with
the past, which might seem as if the observer is facing the
past, but in fact, the observer is not present. Because the
dominance of the temporal sequence reference obscures
and transcends the subjective perspective of the observer,
the objective sequence is used to represent an earlier point
on the timeline. Similarly, the expression “ HAER]” (wi
nian qgian, “five years ago”) refers to the past, but this does
not imply that the observer is facing the past. Instead, it
uses the temporal sequence reference, calculating back five
years from the current point in time *'".

Therefore, the commonality between Chinese and
English in representing time through the egocentric ref-
erence frame lies in the observer’s future orientation. The
difference between how “ H{ij (qi4n)/ forward” and “ J5
(hou)/ back” represent temporal direction in Chinese and

English does not stem from a Chinese orientation toward
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the past versus an English orientation toward the future.
Rather, it results from the distinct dominant reference
frames each language employs when representing time di-
rection.

Therefore, in the process of second language acqui-
sition, understanding the underlying dominant reference
frames and cognitive differences can help reduce negative
transfer from the native language. By comparing the cog-
nitive, cultural, and philosophical differences between Chi-
nese and English, we can mitigate the impact of cognitive
transfer on temporal direction representation in the second

language.

6.3. Pedagogical Implications for L2 Acquisi-
tion

Recognizing the dominant reference-frame differenc-
es between Chinese and English is crucial for enabling L2
learners to acquire the target language’s temporal direction
and to reduce errors from negative transfer. Empirical ev-
idence of cross-linguistic divergence in temporal framing
therefore calls for targeted pedagogical intervention. Neg-
ative transfer occurs when learners automatically apply L1
cognitive schemas to L2 temporal expressions, producing
systematic misinterpretations.

To correct such a transfer, instruction must first
make the mismatch explicit. Contrastive tasks that present
Chinese and English exemplars side by side help learners
notice the gap. This metalinguistic awareness promotes in-
terlanguage restructuring: learners learn to inhibit automat-
ic activation of the L1 frame and to activate the L2 frame
when decoding temporal metaphors.

Noticing must be followed by repeated, contextu-
alized practice so that new mappings become procedur-
alized. Activities should be multimodal and task based.
Timelines with movable tokens render abstract relations
visible and kinesthetic. Role-plays involving scheduling,
reporting, or planning place metaphors in authentic com-
municative contexts. Frame-switching drills that require
converting sentences between sequence and ego reference
build cognitive flexibility. Keep tasks short and scaffolded
so learners can attend to one diagnostic cue at a time. Pro-
vide immediate, explicit feedback that identifies the spe-
cific reference frame error and clarifies why it produced a
wrong inference.

Finally, future research should examine the long-

term effects of frame-aware instruction on interlanguage
restructuring and investigate whether sustained training
yields measurable changes in psycholinguistic processing
or neural indices of L2 temporal cognition.

7. Conclusion

Through a comparative analysis of temporal direc-
tion representation among native Chinese and English
speakers, this study reveals significant differences in domi-
nant reference frames between these two languages. Native
Chinese speakers are more inclined to use the sequence
reference of ground preference, using temporal sequence
itself as a reference for representing time, while native
English speakers prefer the ego reference of figure prefer-
ence, using the observer’s perspective as a reference.

Questionnaire results show that advanced English as
a second language learners are influenced by their native
Chinese cognitive frames in understanding temporal direc-
tion, especially in the absence of a clear context, making
them more likely to adopt the reference frame of their na-
tive language. However, English major graduate students
whose English proficiency is close to native levels can
more accurately use the temporal reference frame of the
target language, demonstrating temporal direction cogni-
tive abilities similar to native English speakers.

This paper emphasizes the importance of understand-
ing the reference frames and cognitive differences behind
different languages for second language acquisition. For
second language learners, correctly identifying and using
the temporal reference frames of the target language and
reducing the influence of negative transfer from the native
language are key to improving the accuracy of temporal
direction representation. By comparing and analyzing the
cognitive differences in time between Chinese and English,
this paper provides useful references for second language
teaching and learning, promoting cross-cultural communi-
cation and understanding.

The study has several limitations. It examined only
Chinese and English, so its typological generalizability is
limited. Data came mainly from written questionnaires and
controlled stimuli, which may not reflect real-time process-
ing or natural discourse. Future work should broaden the

language sample to include typologically diverse languag-
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es to test whether sequence vs. ego dominance generalizes. R eferences

It should also combine corpus work with psycholinguistic
methods (e.g., ERP, eye-tracking, reaction-time paradigms)
to probe real-time processing and cognitive depth. Finally,
longitudinal pedagogical interventions are needed to assess
whether contrastive instruction produces durable changes

in L2 temporal cognition.
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