The Relative Contributions to Foreign Language Reading

Comprehension of the Selected Individual-difference Variables

Thesis submitted to the
Institute for Graduate Studies in Social Sciences

in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of

Master of Arts
in

English Language Education

by

Neslihan Aslan

BoJazici University

2006



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

This thesis is a result of a long-lasting study which has

required non-stop working. I owe special thanks to a number of

people who have helped and encouraged me along the way.

First and foremost, I would like to express my heartfelt
gratitude to my thesis advisor, Prof. Dr. Ayse Akyel, whom I
have been privileged to work with. I can never thank her
enough for the tremendous time she devoted in providing
profound advice, invaluable guidance, and constructive
criticisms at all stages throughout the preparation of this
study. Without her guidance, this thesis could not have been
completed.

I am also greatly indebted to Assist. Prof. Dr. Gilcan
Ercetin, who has been immensely helpful and encouraging
throughout the course of this study. She has always been
supportive and patient in answering my endless queries on
statistical matters in spite of her intensive academic
schedule. With her expert tutoring and constructive feedback,
all those numbers in the statistical analysis made sense to
me.

I am also grateful to Prof. Dr. Zulal Balpinar for the
time she has devoted to reading and commenting on my thesis.

My extended gratitude also goes to my professors, Assist.
Prof. Dr. Ayse Glurel, Assist. Prof. Dr. Belma Haznedar, Prof.

Dr. Cem Alptekin, Assist. Prof. Dr. Sumru Akcan, and Assist.



Prof. Dr. Yasemin Bayyurt, who have contributed greatly to my
academic and professional development, and thereby built my
background in the field.

I would also like to thank Prof. Dr. Eser Erguvanli Taylan
for letting me conduct the present study at the BoJazici
University School of Foreign Languages, the students who
participated in this study, and their teachers for their
generosity with their time.

My sincere thanks also go to my colleagues and friends
Filiz Cele, Yavuz Gosterigsli, Emine Kunduz, and Deniz
Ortactepe for their constant support and encouragement
throughout the preparation of this thesis. In particular, I
owe special thanks to my officemate Nazik Ding¢topal, who
kindly helped me with the scoring of recall protocols despite
her demanding academic schedule. Special thanks also go to
Assist. Prof. Dr. Yesim Ozek and Zeynep Sunkar Kocodlu, who
proofread several parts of this thesis.

Above all, my love and deepest gratitude go to my mother
and dearest friend Selma Aslan, for being most understanding,
encouraging, and supportive when I had to stay up late at many
nights, my sister Elif, and my brother Emrah, for bearing with
me and for keeping my spirits up when I felt down, and my
fiancé Gazi, for always being there to cheer me up and also

for helping me with the proofreading of this thesis.



ABSTRACT
The Relative Contributions to Foreign Language Reading
Comprehension of the Selected Individual-difference Variables
by
Neslihan Aslan

This thesis has two main goals. First, the relative
contribution to foreign language reading comprehension of the
following individual-difference variables is explored: the
reader’s prior knowledge on the text content, topic interest,
linguistic proficiency in English, gender, motivation to read
in English, and metacognitive awareness in English. Second,
the relationship between the contribution to foreign language
reading comprehension of these individual-difference variables
and text difficulty is investigated.

66 students studying English for academic purposes at the
Bogazic¢i University School of Foreign Languages took part in
the study. Data for the study were collected through topic
interest and prior knowledge tests prepared for each text (one
intermediate, one advanced-level text), a reading motivation
questionnaire, and a metacognitive awareness questionnaire.
The participants’ level of reading comprehension was assessed
through recall protocol. Data were analyzed through
hierarchical multiple regression procedures.

Results indicated that the following individual-difference
variables, in order of significance, accounted for 54% of the

variability in the English reading comprehension of the
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participants: linguistic proficiency in English, motivation to
read in English, prior knowledge of the text content. Besides,
it was found that the relative contribution to foreign
language reading comprehension of individual-difference
variables (i.e.: prior knowledge, topic interest, gender,
motivation to read, and metacognitive awareness) was

influenced by the difficulty level of the text.
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KISA OZET
Secilen Bireysel Farklilik Dediskenlerinin Yabanci Dilde
Okudugunu Anlamaya Goreli Katkilari
Neslihan Aslan

Bu tezin iki amaci vardir. Ilki, asagida belirtilen
bireysel-farklilik degiskenlerinin yabanci dilde okududgunu
anlamaya goreli katkisinin incelenmesidir: metnin iceridi
hakkinda sahip olunan énbilgi, konuya duyulan ilgi, Ingilizce
dilbilgisi yeterliligi, cinsiyet, Ingilizce’de okuma gidisii,
ve bilis bilgisi farkindali§i. Ikinci amac ise, bu bireysel
farkliliklarin yabanci dilde okududunu anlamaya goreli katkisi
ile metnin zorluk diizeyi arasindaki iliskinin
arastirilmasidir.

Bogazici Universitesi Yabanci Diller Yiksek Okulu’nda,
akademik amacli Ingilizce &Jrenmekte olan 66 dJrenci bu
calismaya katilmistir. Veriler, biri orta, digeri ileri-diuzey
iki metin ig¢in hazirlanmis, metnin iceridi hakkinda sahip
olunan Onbilgiyi ve konuya duyulan ilgiyi &lcen testler,
Ingilizce’de okuma gudiisi ve bilis bilgisi farkindaliga
anketleri yoluyla toplanmistir. Katilimcilarin okududunu
anlama dizeyleri hatirlama protokoll yontemiyle olcilmistir.
Veriler, hiyerarsik coklu regresyon yordamiyla incelenmistir.

Sonuclar, katilimcilarin Ingilizce’de okudugunu
anlamasindaki varyasyonun %54’inlin, asadida belirtilen
bireysel-farklilik de§iskenleri tarafindan aciklandiginzi

gostermistir: acikladiklari varyasyonlarin onem sirasina gore
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degiskenler; Ingilizce dilbilgisi yeterliligi, Ingilizce’de
okuma gidisi, ve metnin igcerigi hakkinda sahip olunan
6nbilgidir. Ayrica, incelenen bireysel farkliliklarin yabanci

dilde okududgunu anlamaya godreli katkisinin metnin zorluk

diizeyine gore faklilik gbsterdigi saptanmistir.
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CHAPTER 1- INTRODUCTION

Second language (L2) reading is a multifaceted, complex
process in that it involves the interplay of a wide range of
components. As a result, although most of the reviews on L2
reading research start with an attempt to answer the question
‘What is reading?’, nearly all of them go on to state that
reading is such a complex concept that no definition of
reading, which is clearly stated, empirically supported, and
theoretically unassailable, has been offered to date (e.g.
Aebersold, & Field, 1997; Alderson, 2000; Bernhardt, 1991;
Grabe & Stoller, 2002; Urquharté&Weir, 1998). In the most
general terms, it can be stated that reading is a process that
involves the reader, the text, and the interaction between the
reader and the text (Rumelhart, 1977). The attempt to explain
how the reader and the text components interact, and how this
interaction results in reading comprehension has paved the way
to the conceptualization of a number of reading models, each
focusing on different aspects of reading.

The present study focuses on readers as individuals, and
attempts to better understand the way individual differences
contribute to foreign language reading comprehension. In more
specific terms, the effect of the following individual-
difference variables on foreign language reading comprehension
is studied: prior knowledge, topic interest, linguistic
proficiency, gender, motivation to read, and metacognitive

awareness. In addition, the relationship between the



contribution to foreign language reading comprehension of
these individual-difference variables and text difficulty is
investigated.

In this respect, the theoretical background of the study
originates from the following fields: L2 reading theory, and
L2 reading research on individual differences.

Theoretical Background of the Study
L2 Reading Theory

Reading models are broadly classified into two categories:
1) Process models, and 2) Componential models. While the
process models attempt to describe the actual process of
reading as a cognitive activity operating in real time
according to temporal sequence (Weir, C. & Yan, J., 2000), the
componential models merely describe what components are
thought to be involved in the reading process, with little or
no attempt to say how they interact, or how the reading
process actually develops in time (Urquhart & Weir, 1998). In
the past two decades, three types of process models have
emerged: 1) Bottom-up models, 2) Top-down models, and 3)
Interactive models.

In bottom-up models (e.g., Gough 1972; La Berge & Samuels,
1974), reading is seen as a decoding process of reconstructing
the author’s intended meaning. It is argued that the reader
constructs the text from the smallest textual units at the
bottom (e.g., letters and words) to larger units at the top

(e.g., phrases, clauses, sentences). Roles of general world



knowledge, contextual information or other higher order
processing strategies have not received much attention in
accounting for reading comprehension in this approach. Hence,
the focus is on the language to be comprehended rather than
the comprehender.

In contrast to bottom-up approach, the focus is on the
reader component in top-down models (e.g., Goodman, 1973;
Smith, 1971). It is argqued that readers bring a great deal of
knowledge, expectations, assumptions, and questions to the
text. The reader is characterized as someone who has a set of
expectations about text information and samples enough
information from the text to confirm or reject these
expectations (Grabe & Stoller, 2002). Top-down models are
criticized on the grounds that they emphasize several higher-
level skills, such as the prediction of meaning through
context clues or certain kinds of background knowledge at the
expense of several lower-level skills, such as the rapid and
accurate identification of lexical and grammatical forms
(Eskey, 1988).

Interactive models of reading, on the other hand, argue
that both bottom-up and top-down processes are occurring,
either alternately or at the same time, depending on the type
of the text, the reader’s background knowledge, language
proficiency level, motivation, strategy use, and culturally
shaped beliefs about reading (Aebersold & Field, 1997).

However, Grabe and Stoller (2002) argue that taking useful



ideas from a bottom-up perspective and combining them with key
ideas from a top-down view would lead to a self-contradictory
model since the key processing aspects of bottom-up approaches
(e.g., automatic word recognition) are incompatible with
strong top-down controls on reading comprehension.

As opposed to process models, componential models attempt
to model the reading ability rather than the reading process,
and to understand reading as a set of theoretically distinct
and empirically separable constituents (Hoover and Tunmer,
1993). In other words, while componential models limit
themselves to arguing that such and such a factor is actually
present in the reading process, process models attempt to
describe how the factor operates (Urquhart & Weir, 1998).
Besides the distinctions, it should be noted that there are
inescapable overlaps between these two classes of reading
models since all models must make reference to both
‘processes’ and ‘components’ to a certain extent in explaining
the reading process. However, each model emphasizes some
aspect of reading. Hence, as Urquhart and Weir (1998) put it,
both classes of reading models provide valuable insights in
explaining the reading process.

The focus of the present study, on the other hand, is on
componential models of reading. The objective of componential
approach, as indicated by Carr and Levy (1990), is to identify
specific individual differences influencing reading, exploring

their functional interdependence, and in so doing, determining



their relative contributions to the overall reading ability.
Hence, as Koda (2005) points out, the componential approach to
reading is particularly well suited for examining individual
differences in L2 reading

Individual Difference Research on L2 Reading

Individual difference research on L2 reading has been
influenced by second language acquisition (SLA) research to a
great extend. Although there are several studies in SLA (e.g.,
Altman, 1980; Ellis 1994; Larson-Freeman & Long, 1991;
Lightbown & Spada 1999; Skehan, 1989) that include discussions
of individual differences, these studies do not specifically
examine the individual differences thought to contribute to
variations in L2 reading comprehension.

Koda (2005) reports two traditions of individual
difference research in reading: 1) Single-focus studies, and
2) Component-skills studies. In single-focus studies only one
or two individual-differences are investigated. Although
single-focus studies identify many factors directly associated
with successful reading comprehension, most are primarily
correlates of reading ability. Thus, they offer little direct
explanation of reported performance variations. Component-
skills studies, on the other hand, explore the
interconnections between the components to determine their
conjoint effect on successful reading performance. Therefore,
it is argued that component-skills approach to individual

differences has more explanatory power in providing insights



into reading comprehension. In this respect, Koda (2005)
points out the needed work in this area.
Purpose of the Study

The present research is an exploratory study examining the
way individual-difference variables contribute to foreign
language reading comprehension. More specifically, this study
has two main goals. First, the relative contributions to
foreign language reading comprehension of the following
individual-difference variables will be examined: prior
knowledge, topic interest, linguistic proficiency, gender,
motivation to read, and metacognitive awareness. Second, the
relationship between the contribution to foreign language
reading comprehension of these individual-difference variables
and text difficulty will be investigated.

Specifically speaking, the following research questions
are asked:

1. What are the relative contributions to foreign language
reading comprehension of the following individual-difference
variables when intermediate and advanced EFL learners read an
intermediate text for general comprehension: prior knowledge,
topic interest, linguistic proficiency, gender, motivation to
read, and metacognitive awareness?

2. How does the contribution of these individual
difference variables (i.e., prior knowledge, topic interest,
linguistic proficiency, gender, motivation to read, and

metacognitive awareness) relate to text difficulty?



Significance of the Study

As it was noted previously, although individual variations
in SLA have been examined to some extend (e.g., Altman, 1980;
Ellis 1994; Larson-Freeman & Long, 1991; Lightbown & Spada
1999; Skehan, 1989), there is still a need for research
explaining the role of individual-differences in accounting
for the variability in foreign language reading comprehension
(Brantmeier, 2003; Koda, 2005).

In her very recent book “Insights into Second Language
Reading”, Koda (2005) devotes a whole chapter to explaining
the needed work on individual differences in L2 reading. Koda
indicates that studying individual-differences in L2 reading
can provide useful information for both reading theory and
practice. On theoretical grounds, such research can shed light
on to what Koda calls “two fundamental puzzles” in reading
research: 1) What constitutes successful reading, 2) What
precisely distinguishes strong from weak readers. On
pedagogical grounds, on the other hand, individual difference
studies can increase instructional quality by providing L2
teachers with a clearer understanding of individual
variations, and thereby encouraging them to adapt their
instruction to the diverse needs of individual learners.

The present study holds a component-skills approach in
examining individual differences influencing L2 reading since
it aims at exploring the relative contributions to foreign

language reading comprehension of several individual



differences (namely; prior knowledge, topic interest,
linguistic proficiency, gender, motivation to read, and
metacognitive awareness). As noted previously, a component-
skills perspective is argued to be more suitable for examining
individual differences in L2 reading rather than single-focus
studies. In this respect, this study can be considered as an
attempt to provide some insights into this research area,
which ‘has not been fully explored yet, despite its potential
utility’ (Koda, 2005, 195).
Overview of Methodology
Participants

A total of 66 students studying English for academic
purposes at the BoJazig¢i University School of Foreign
Languages took part in the study. The level of the students’
linguistic proficiency had been determined by the BoJazici
University English Proficiency Test (BUEPT) at the beginning
of the semester. While half of the participants were advanced-
level students, the other half was composed of intermediate-
level students. There were 31 female and 35 male students. The
average age was 19 ranging from 17 to 24.

Data Collection

Data come from the results of the following instruments:
Topic Interest Questionnaire

The topic interest questionnaire (Appendix B.01l and B.02)
was adapted from Schiefele, 1996. The test comprised two

parts. In the first part, the participants were asked to



estimate the value of the text’s topic to them personally
while in the second part, they were asked to estimate how they
expected to feel while reading the text in question. All the
items in the questionnaire were rated on four-point rating
scales, “ - completely true” implying complete agreement with
a specific feeling, and “1 - not at all true” implying
complete disagreement with that feeling.
Prior Knowledge Test

Before the participants read the selected texts, a prior
knowledge test developed by the researcher for each text was
implemented (Appendix A.0l1 and A.02). The tests are composed
of multiple choice items and true-false questions. While some
of the questions in both tests are related to information
contained in the text, some questions are asked for domain
knowledge which is not directly addressed in the text.
Reading Motivation Questionnaire

The instrument used to assess reading motivation in this
study was adapted from the Motivation for Reading
Questionnaire (Wigfield & Guthrie, 1995) (Appendix F). MRQ is
a 53-item questionnaire, which is designed to assess 11
possible dimensions of reading motivations including reading
efficacy, several intrinsic and extrinsic motivations, social
aspects of reading, and the desire to avoid reading.
Metacognitive Knowledge Questionnaire

A metacognitive knowledge questionnaire developed by

Carrell (1989) was used in the present study (Appendix G). The
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questionnaire included 36 items eliciting information from the
participants as to their metacognitive conceptualizations or
awareness judgments about their silent reading strategies in
English as a foreign language.
Recall Protocol

After the participants read the given texts, they were
asked to write down the text content as completely as possible
in their native language. The first step in analyzing the
recall protocols was dividing the original texts into idea
units. Each idea unit produced by students was given ‘27
points when the idea was the complete copy or paraphrase of
the original unit. ‘1’ point was given if the idea unit in
question was incomplete, and ‘0’ point was given when the idea
was wrong, new, or repetition of a previously stated idea. The
comprehension scores were calculated by adding the points
given to each idea unit.
Data Analysis

For each research question, a hierarchical multiple
regression analysis was used to determine the relative
influence of each independent variable on the dependent
variable. More detailed information on the data analysis is
provided in Chapter 3- Methods and Procedures.

Limitations

This study poses several limitations that suggest a need

for caution concerning the results obtained. First, it should

be noted that this study has examined only 66 students.



Further studies can include a larger group of participants to

obtain more generalizable results.

Moreover, this study employed quantitative research
methods to analyze the effects of selected individual
differences on L2 reading comprehension. However, using

qualitative research methods (e.g., interviews with students,

11

classroom observations) besides quantitative instruments would

provide more explanatory insights into the topic, and could
aid at capturing several individual differences in a more
detailed way.

In addition, the present study used recall protocol to
measure students’ comprehension of the texts. Future studies
can support the results gained from recall protocol by other
techniques measuring reading comprehension, such as multiple
choice or short answer questions.

Operational Definitions

The definitions of some key terms as used in the present

study are provided below.
Prior Knowledge
It refers to how much a reader knows about the topic of the
text before reading it.
Topic Interest
It refers to one’s feelings and value Jjudgments towards a

certain topic or domain of knowledge.
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Reading motivation
Individuals’ goals and beliefs regarding reading (Guthrie &
Wigfield, 1999)
Metacognitive knowledge
In the context of this study, it refers to readers' conscious
awareness of strategies while reading silently in English.
Recall protocol
It is a technique in measuring reading comprehension. There is
a general agreement that recall protocol provides the most
straightforward measure of comprehension since test questions
do not intervene between the reader and the text (Anderson,
2000; Bernhardt, 1991; Koda, 2005). In this technique,
students are asked to read a text and write down everything
they can remember from the text in their native language. Then
the recalls produced by students are scored according to a

scoring template developed.
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CHAPTER Z2-REVIEW OF LITERATURE
Introduction

This chapter provides a review of literature on current
theories of L2 reading and individual-difference research in
L2 reading.

Current Theories of L2 Reading

According to Urquhart and Weir (1998) there are two
classes of reading models: process models in which an attempt
is made to model the actual process of reading as it is
thought to take place in the human mind, and componential
models which ‘merely describe what components are thought to
be involved in the reading process, with little or no attempt
to say how they interact, or how the reading process actually
develops in time’ (Urquhart and Weir, 1998, 39). The bottom-
up, top-down and interactive models fall into the former class
of reading models. As opposed to process models, componential
models attempt to model the reading ability rather than the
reading process, and to understand reading as a set of
theoretically distinct and empirically separable constituents
(Hoover and Tunmer, 1993).

As Urquhart and Weir (1998) point out, while componential
models limit themselves to arguing that such and such a factor
is actually present in the process, process models attempt to
describe how the factor operates. In other words, each class
of models focuses on some aspect of reading. While

componential models emphasize components without mentioning
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the interaction between them in a detailed way, process models
focus on the psychological aspects of reading.

The following is a brief review of reading models which
have been frequently referred to in the literature. They are
discussed under