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Spatia l  Situatio n M o d e l s a n d Stor y Act ion s 

Christi e Mannin g (christie@turtle.psych.umn.edu ) 
Cente r  fo r  Cognitiv e Sciences ;  Universit y o f  Minnesot a 

21 2 Elliot t  Hal l 
Minneapolis ,  M N 5545 5 U S A 

I n t r o d u c t i o n 

Onl y unde r  rathe r  contrive d experimenta l  condition s hav e 
reader s bee n show n t o buil d spatia l  situatio n models . 
Readin g norma l  texts ,  an d give n norma l  readin g 
instructions ,  reader s d o no t  for m spatia l  menta l  model s o f 
th e describe d scen e (Zwaa n &  va n Oostendorp ,  1993 ; 
Zwaan &  va n Oostendorp ,  1994 ;  Zwaan ,  Radvansky , 

Milliard ,  &  Curiel ,  i n press) . 
Zwaan an d va n Oostendor p (1993 ,  1994 )  hav e suggeste d 

tha t  whe n spatia l  informatio n i s relate d t o on e o f  th e othe r 
dimension s o f  th e situatio n describe d i n th e text ,  suc h a s 
th e causa l  o r  motivationa l  dimensions ,  the n i t  i s  mor e 
likel y t o b e encode d i n th e situatio n model .  Thi s appear s 
t o b e th e case :  Zwaan ,  va n de n Broek ,  Truitt ,  an d 
Sundermeie r  (1996 )  looke d a t  ho w th e causa l  relatednes s 
of  spatia l  informatio n affecte d th e spatia l  situatio n model . 
They foun d tha t  reader s ar e mor e likel y t o encod e spatia l 
informatio n i n thei r  situatio n model s i f  thi s informatio n 
i s potentiall y  causall y relevant .  A  furthe r  reaso n tha t 
detaile d spatia l  informatio n migh t  b e encode d i n a  spatia l 
situatio n mode l  i s tha t  i t  i s  relate d t o a n actio n i n th e text . 
Thi s i s slightl y differen t  tha n bein g relate d t o on e o f  th e 
othe r  dimension s o f  a  situation ,  becaus e th e actio n i n th e 
tex t  tha t  th e spatia l  informatio n i s  relate d t o migh t  no t 
hav e an y causal ,  motivational ,  o r  protagonis t  relevance , 
howeve r  i t  ca n stil l  influenc e th e likelihoo d tha t  th e 
informatio n i s encode d int o a  spatia l  situatio n model .  Fo r 
example ,  a  piec e o f  spatia l  informatio n i n a  stor y suc h a s 
th e fac t  tha t  th e recycl e bi n wa s locate d nex t  t o th e doo r 
migh t  hav e n o causa l  o r  motivationa l  relevance . 
However ,  i f  i t  i s  mentione d i n th e stor y tha t  a  characte r 
thre w a  bal l  o f  pape r  acros s th e roo m bu t  i t  misse d th e 
recycl e bi n an d lande d o n th e othe r  sid e o f  th e door ,  the n 
thi s spatia l  informatio n suddenl y become s functionall y 
meaningful ,  becaus e o f  th e action .  Th e pape r  woul d no t 
lan d o n th e othe r  sid e o f  th e doo r  i f  th e bi n wa s no t 
somewhat  clos e t o th e door .  Th e questio n addresse d i n 
thi s researc h was :  h o w d o action s i n th e tex t  influenc e 
memory fo r  spatia l  information ? 

Method 

The experimen t  examine d memor y fo r  spatia l  informatio n 
relate d t o action s i n th e text .  Participant s rea d tw o shor t 
( 5 page )  narrativ e texts .  I n thes e stories ,  spatia l 
environment s wer e briefl y describe d a s th e scen e i n whic h 

a serie s o f  action s too k place .  Som e version s o f  th e 

storie s containe d onl y descriptive ,  scene-settin g spatia l 
information .  Othe r  version s o f  th e storie s containe d 
spatia l  informatio n specifie d withi n statement s o f  action s 
and event s takin g place .  Spatia l  informatio n give n a s par t 
of  action s describe d i n th e stor y wa s eithe r  state d 
explicitl y  o r  ha d t o b e inferred .  Severa l  differen t  kind s o f 

action s wer e described ,  an d wer e carrie d ou t  b y differen t 
character s i n th e texts .  Afte r  readin g bot h stories , 
participant s wer e aske d comprehensio n questions , 
includin g question s regardin g specifi c  actions .  Afte r 
answerin g th e comprehensio n questions ,  participant s dre w 
top-dow n view s o f  th e environment s describe d i n th e 
stories . 

Results and Discussion 

Result s indicat e tha t  spatia l  informatio n associate d wit h 
action s i n th e tex t  i s  generall y bette r  remembered . 
However ,  thi s i s  influence d b y th e typ e o f  actio n an d als o 
i n par t  b y whic h characte r  (protagonis t  vs .  other )  carrie s 
out  th e action . 
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