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Abstract

The e nergence of cogniti ve psychol ogy sheds new |ight on the expl anati on of readi ng process Maningis
no | onger regar ded as self containedinthe graphic words onthe print butis viewed as fromtheinteracti on
bet ween readers prior knowedge and words printed on the page Readers prior knowedge accordingly
plays asignificant roleinreadi ng comprehension Based onthisrationae thisresearch designed astudy ai mng
toinvestigatetherole of backgroundinfor nationin neaning acquisition and neani ngretention 50 highschool
students of t wo parallel classes Oneserved asthe control group the other asthe experi nental group from
Jinan No 6 Vocational and Technical School participatedinthis experi ment Both groups were askedto read
the same passage The control group withlittle or no prior knowedge onthetopic wasrequiredtoreadthe
text directly the experi mental group on the other hand would be provided wth pertinent background
knowedge beforereadingthesanetext Both groups wereaskedtorecall thetext al mosti mned ately afterthe
readingin order to explorethe effect of background know edge on neaning acquisition A week later both
groups were askedto recall thetext againin order toexploretheeffect of background know edge on neani ng
retention Quantitati ve anal ysis based on SPSS11 5 and qualitative analysis based on the students recall
protocols revealedthat students wth more background know edge nade si gnificantly more coherent and correct
recall and elaborations and at the sanmeti me fewer omssions and distortionsthan those wth less background
knowedge in both recalls This indicates pertinent background knowedge could facilitate both neaning
acquisition and neaning retenti on
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1 Introduction

WWat isthe nature of reading or whereis meaning from Schol ars of variousfields have approached
this questionfromdifferent perspectives wthlinguistsfromasemantic point of view physiologistsfrom
the eye movements etc Though these studies have to different extent made great achievements onthe
explanation of the reading process most of them have centered onthe analysis of the reading material
separate fromreaders or on readers external behaviors It was not until the 1970s withthe devel op ment
of psychology especially cognitive psychol ogy that more and more research turnedto the exploration of
theinternal recesses of readers mndin reading process

According to cognitive psychology a discourse has never been complete Alderson 1984 45 and
meani ng does not resideinthetextitself for meaningto occur the wordsinthetext must beintegrated
intoreaders prior knowedge Viewedinthislight readers prior know edge receivedits due recogniti on
and was acknow edged as ani mportant factor in meani ng construction
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The role of background know edge has been broady explored both theoretically and empirically
abroad and at home Intheory thecognitive perspective of reading can betracedto Smth Accordingto
him meaning came fromthe” reduction of uncertainty” 1971  which could only be achieved t hrough
the functioning of readers prior know edge of |anguage itself as well as their world know edge
Rumel hart suggested clearly t hat readi ng was* at once a perceptual and a cognitive process” 1977 573
Goodman 1982 also pointed out that to treat reading as the perception of a series of words was the
si mplification of the process In his opinion reading was a psycholinguistic guessing game” 1982 33
Bar nett argued what was printed on the page was“ morethan meetsthe eye” 1989 In China scholars
for example Zhuang 1988 etc had realized the i mportance of cultural know edge in facilitating
reading comprehension as early asin 1980s Zhang Li 1994 put forwardthat readi ng process wasin f act
t he process of activatingthe background know edge and of integrating what was printed onthe pageinto
this background knowedge @Q Zonghai 1998 systematically analyzed the role of background
know edge in deepening readers comprehension arousingtheir interest and broadening their view Du
Jinbang 2000 adopted a philosophical view and expounded the relationship between meaning and
background know edge

WWen t heoretical explorations were carried out empirical studies were also conducted The rol e of
readers prior know edge was first examnedin L1 reading Bransford Johnson 1972 1973 etc and
recent studies of L2 ESL EFLreadersalso demonstratedthe effect of background know edge on readi ng
comprehension Steffensen Joag Dev 1984 examned 19 | ndians and 20 Americans matchedin various
aspects whenthey processed and recall edt wo passages about weddingin each of thecultures It wasfound
t hat subjects accurately recall ed more of the native passage andless of the foreign Alderson U quhart

1988 studied four groups of students of different majors and found out the famliarity with specific
academc field influenced the students performance in their comprehension of the text Kintsch
Franzke 1995 selected 51 students from university of Colorado and randomy assigned themto three
experi ment conditions —wth full partial and no backgroundinfor mati on about arecent political event
This study revealed that there was statistically significant difference of overall proportional recall scores
among the three groups of subjects —subjects with full background infor mation recalled moreidea units
t han subjects with partial backgroundinfor mation whointurn outperfor medthose wthout background
infor mation In China Q Wing 1988 studied 84 sophomore students of homogeneous background
from Quangzhou Foreign Language I nstitute toinvestigate the different affecting degree of background
know edge and complexity of language on reading comprehension and revealed that the rol e of readers
background know edge was more deter mnant than that of thelanguage Yu Peiwen 2006 studiedthe
correlation among cultural background know edge English proficiency and reading comprehension and
found out that the more cultural background know edge students were equipped wth the higher
proficiency and better comprehension they would achieve Zhang Li 2007 exploredtherelationship of
culture specific background know edge and EFL ESL reading and concluded that the absence of
appropriate culture specific background know edge greatly hindered readers readi ng comprehension

Al the studies cited above from different perspectives reveal that readers prior know edge woul d
exert great influence onreading comprehension However their studies have someli mtations

1 ©Mbst researches abroad were carried out with ESL students assubjects Asit is known dueto
the difference of the i mmediate |earning environment bet ween ESL and EFL students some results
attained from ESL st udents may not apply to EFLstudents

2 Some of the research for example Q Wdngs 1988 and Yu Peiwens 2006 adopted
multi pl e choice questions asinstruments which would showsome cluesfor studentsin comprehension and
provide more chancesfor themto guessthe answer thus affectingthe reliability of their achievements

3 Mbst of thestudies Alderson Urquhart 1988 Q  \WWing 1988 Yu 2006 etc focusedonthe
effect of background know edge on the reading product VMat happens or what is going onin readers
mndinthereading processisleft unexplored

4 Al 'most all of thestudies either abroad or at home only manifestedtheinfluence of background
know edge on reading comprehension and few had been conducted to explore the influence of prior
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know edge on meaningretention except Bartlett 1932  whose analysis however wasonlyrestrictedto
the rough qualitative description of the recall protocols duetotheli mtation of histi me

In view of theli mtations of the previousstudies this author will design an experi ment toinvestigate
the influence of background know edge on EFL students reading comprehension as well as neaning
retenti on by quantitatively and qualitatively analyzing the recall protocols made al most i mmediately after
reading and therecall after a period of ti me respectively

2 Research Design

2 1 Research Questions
Two research questions will be addressedin thisstudy

Research Question One W/I students with more background know edge perfor m better in neaning
acquisitionthan those withless background know edge

Research Question Two W students with more background know edge perfor m better in neani ng
retention than those wthless background know edge

2 2 Participants

50 high school students of t wo parallel classesin their second year fromlJinan No 6 \Vocational and
Technical School participatedinthis experi ment neclassserved asthe control group andthe other as
t he experi mental group wth each class consisting of 25 students Accordingtothe examscore whenthey
were first enrolledinthisschool and numeroustestsinthefollowing year thesetwo groups were thought
t o possessthe same level of English proficiency Al the subjects had been taught by the same English
teacher sincetheir enroll ment

2 3 Instrunents

Five data coll ection instruments were used in this study — one passage for both the control and
experi mental groups a questionnaire for the control group background know edge provided for the
experi mental group arecall made al most i mmediately after reading and a del ayed recall after a week s
interval

The passage in the experi ment was about Halloween celebration from The U S A Custons and
Institution Edttion 1990 and it is the narration of a typical scene happening on the evening of
Halloween for detail see Appendix A Understanding of the passage is assumed to involve some
background know edge especially some background know edge about Hall oween According to the
teacher of the subjects the new words of the article were no more than 5 which was regarded as
appropriate for the students by Schmmt  Carter 2000 After examned by ot her students of the same
level withthe Likert scale 75 of thestudents agreedthatthere was no difficulty for themto understand
the structure of the sentencesinthis passage

A gquestionnaire designed by modifying Levine Haus 1985 would be assignedtothe control group
in order to check whether the control group had preexisting know edge about the passage for detail see

Appendi x B

Pertinent background know edge about Halloween would be provided for the experi mental group
beforethereading for detail see Appendix C

Bot h groups would do the recall task al most i mmedi ately after readingthe same passage withinthe
sameti me A weeklater both groups would be asked to recall the passage again Both recalls could be
done either in English or in Chinesein view of the students English proficiency

2 4 Procedure

Inthe experi ment the experi mental and control groups were tested separately in their regularly
schedul ed cl ass periods which fortunately bothfell onthefirst periodinthe morning

For the control group a questionnaire see Appendix B was first assigned to examne whether
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relevant background know edge was availabletothem The questionnaire consisted of 5 questions with
each counting 2 points Students who achieved above 6 points woul d be excluded fromthe control group
Consequently 21 subjects were left for the control group As several subjectsin both groups did not
followthe requirements andthus were excluded at last thereleft 19 subjectsinthe control group and 23
inthe experi mental group

To test whether there was significant differencein|anguage proficiency bet ween the 19 studentsin
the control group and 23 students in the experi mental group the author adopted the academc
achievements of their final examnation at the end of their first year and had Mann Witney Test and it
resultedinsig 535 0 05 indicating nor mal distribution of the achievements of two groups Thenthe
aut hor empl oyed | ndependent Samples T Test and found sig 978 0O 05in Levenes Test for
Equality andsig 539 0 05int test for Equality of Means Fromthisstatistic analysis we cansafely
conclude there was nosignificant difference bet ween these t wo groupsinlanguage proficiency

After the collection of questionnaire the control group was giventhe experi ment text and was asked
t o understand the passage as well as they could within 5 mnutes After the ti me set for reading the
passage was taken back To avoid short term memory effect onthe passage theteacher carried on wth
their regular | essons for about 10 mnutes after thereading Then subjects were askedtorecall thetext as
wWell as possiblein wittenformeitherin English orin Chinese aslong asthey could express out what they
had understood wthin 10 mnutes

For t he experi mental group theteacher first taught themsome perti nent background know edge on
thetopic see Appendix C and at the sameti me avoi dedteachingthemthe content of t he passageto be
read and then assigned themto read and recall the texts with exactly the same requirements as the
control group

A week |ater both the control and experi mental groups were asked to recall the passage again
Duringthisinterval the control group was persuaded not to consult any reference onthetopicthey had
read

To avoi d“ Hawt hor ne effect” the whole process was carried out by their regular Englishteacher in
t heir nor mal class environ ment

2 5 Scoring

The passage for the experi ment was parsedintoidea units For ease of scoring an effort was made
to establish a unit in which there was only one bit of infor mation expected to be significant for the
analysis The passage was 174 wordsinlength and was parsedinto 53 idea units

Exampl es of i dea units
M Brown wassitting in herlivingroom reading 4ideaunits

The recall protocols were scored against the total idea unitsinthe original text Anidea unit was
deemedto have been recalledif it was reproduced verbatim orif intherater sjudgment the essential
meani ng of that particular idea unit was present intherecall Apart fromtheinformationin the text
subj ects mght expand the text either correctly or incorrectly The correct expansion was classified as
el aboration and the wong expansion as distortion Steffensen Joag Dev 1984 And t hose i dea units
that were not recalled at all were classified as omssions Since this method of scoringis subjective by
nature atest of inter rater reliability was conducted over a randomsample of 10 percent of the recall
protocols andthe correl ation bet ween t he t wo judges onthissample wasr 98

3 Results and D scussion

Bot h t he al most i mmediate and the del ayed recall protocolsfromthe experi ment were collected and
analyzedintoidea units of correct recall elaborations distortions overt errors and omssions The data
were analyzed quantitatively by SPSS11 5 and qualitatively based onthetranscript of thestudentsin both
recalls
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3 1 Quantitative and Qualitative Analysis of Research Question One

3 1 1 Quantitative Results of Research Question One

Mean units as well as | ndependent Samples T Test of the above 5 categories correct recall
elaborations distortions overt errors and omssions were compared between the control and the
experi mental group which yielded the foll owing results

Table 1 Mean comparison of t he al most i mmediate recall bet ween t wo gr oups

correct recall el aborations distortions overt errors 0mssions

Control group 7 789 1 000 4 526 1 842 43 211
Experi mental group 25 608 4 086 1 000 2 261 25 349

Table 2 I ndependent Samples T Test for the al most i mmediate recall of t wo groups

T Df Sg 2taled Mean Dfference
Correct recall 7 864 40 000 17 819
El aborati ons 3 276 25 706 003 3 086
Dist orti ons 2 750 18 888 013 3 526
Overt errors 1 132 40 264 4187
Qmssions 7 918 40 000 17 862

Table 1 showed a clear comparison bet ween the two groups in their recall of correct idea units
elaborations distortions overt errors and omssions It was revealedthat the experi mental group made
more correct recall elaborations and overt errors and the control group made more distortions and
0 mssi ons

It can beseenfrom Table2thatthere wassignificant difference betweentwo groups Intherecall of
correct idea units and el aborations the significancelevels were 000 0 01 003 O 01 respectively
indicatingthat the experi mental group perfor medsignificantly better thanthe control groupinthe correct
recall and elaborati ons

Simlarly |ndependent Samples T Test of distortions and omssions also manifested significant
difference between two groups sig 013 0 05 sig 000 O 01 respectively The mean
difference reveal ed that the control group distorted and omtted 3 526 and 17 862 more idea units
respectively thanthe experi mental group

As for thel ndependent Samples T Test of overt errors bet weent wo groups there was nosignificant
difference asthe datashowed sig 264 0 05

The qualitative results will be mentionedinthe follow ng discussion part

3 1 2 Dscussion of Research Question One

Results from SPSS11 5 and t he anal ysis of students protocolsclearlyindicatethat students with more

background know edge perfor med significantly better than those wth less background know edge in
meani ng acquisition

1 Discussion about correct recall and omssions

Figuresin Table 1 showthat t he experi mental group made 17 819 more correct recall and at t he same
ti me the control group made 17 862 more omssions That means the students with more background
know edge reme mbered moreidea unitsthanthose withless background know edge Qualitative analysis
confirmed thisresult Subjects of the experi mental group not only recalled far more i nfor mation t han
t hose of the control group but arranged theideas of thetextin a more logical and coherent way with
mor e detail ed infor mation of thetext The control group however not only recalled fewer idea units
but organized the recall poorly For example some students of the control group only recalled some
wor ds or phrases of the text and then piled them together other students though they could recall
consi derableidea units could not arrange their recall in a coherent way
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Wt h other things being equal the different perfor mance of two groups to a large extent is
attributed to the different accessibilitytorel evant background knowledge Goodman 1982 heldthatthe
extraction of meaning can only be obtained through the integration of infor mation on the page wth
readers prior know edge For the experi mental group background know edge about Hall oween in the
process of meaning acquisition offered a cognitive context for themto processthe explicit informationin
thetext orin Anderson Pearsons word 1988 a“ mental home” for the graphic wordsto attachto
Wt h such a mental home more details would beintegrated and more meani ng acquired

Ausubel  Novak Hanesians 1978 124 assi mlation theory offers a more specific explanation
According to this theory if there is relevant background know edge in the reading process this
preexisting know edge structure can be defined as* A” andthe newinfor mation as* a” WWen a newidea
“a”is meaningfullylearned andlinkedto relevant establishedidea“ A” inthereading process bothideas
are modified and* a” isassi mlatedinto establishedidea® A” creatingthe newideational product® A & ”
with new meaningthroughtheintegration Inthis way the newy learned meaning becomes anintegral
part of the particular ideational system and thus meaning is acquired In this experi ment general
know edge about Hall oween celebration served as* A” to assi mlate specificinformation“ a” inthetext
Wt hthis cognitive context itis easy for students of the experi mental group to understand not only what
Is wittenin the text but why it is witten and thus they would regard every sentence of the text
meaningful inthereading Further more background know edge prompts readersto edit their outputin
the process of recall Anderson Pearson 1988 Infor mation matching wth readers prior know edge

can be more easilyinterpreted as coherent thus more accessibleto readersin recall

Onthe contrary subjects of the control group wth no specificinfor mation about thetopic could
only draw upon t he explicit li nguistic sy mbols onthe page It s possible for themto know each word and
structure of thetext but difficultto understand what happened bet ween the children and Ms Brown
It s hard for themto understand why such infor mation asinthetext is put forward and even harder to
I magi ne what has been deli berately deleted so few connections wll be built among propositionsto make
thetext coherent |f readers can not make what is being read coherentintheir reading they wouldtend
not torecall it Singer 1990 eventhoughthey seemto remember that infor mati on

In qualitative analysis the two groups recall of two sentences draws the author s attention Inthe
passagethere aretwo sentences “ Ms Brown put the safety chain on her door Then she openedit a
little and | ooked out ” 15 of the 23 subjectsin the experi mental group could recall thesetwo sentences
whereas only 2 of the 19 subjectsinthe control group rememberedthisinfor mation The understandi ng of
these t wo sentences in fact involves some background know edge — robbers someti mes take the
advantage of the casual open door Halloween spirit to gain accesstostrangers homes so adultsshould be
very careful Bearingthis background know edgein mnd the experi mental group woul d full y understand
why t he author had witten these two sentences and would attach more i mportance and thus more
attention tothese two sentences which accordingly would be more accessible tothe readersintheir
recall

Qualitative analysis also showed more coherence in the recall of the experi mental group The
coherence of a text accordingto Carroll 2000 168 has a“ greater association with the unitary
I mpression of a passageinthe comprehenders mnd” than withthe words printed on page That means
coherence comes more fromtheinteraction bet ween readers prior know edge andthetext thanfromthe
text itself Reading with more background know edge readers wll concentrate onthe gl obal meaning of
thetext by reasoning the connections bet ween the isolated words phrases and sentences and | ogically
linkingthemto forma whole picture thus achieving more coherenceintheir retrieval of the text

2 Discussion about elaborations and distorti ons

The recall showed that both groups made expansions of thetext wththe experi mental group giving
3 086 more elaborations and the control group 3 526 more distortions El aborations madethe text more
coherent and distortions distorted the meaning of the original text

Differenceinthe expansions made by both groups has a better reflectionin the qualitative study of
some recall protocols For example intheexperi mental group onestudent recalled
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t wo studentsrecall ed another one wrote
tolist just afew

Al these elaborations showed the traces of readers prior know edge Wth some general world
know edge and the prior know edge about the spending of Hall oween as a cognitive context readers

for med a coherent andintegrated mental representation about why the children dressed up t hat way and
what Ms Brown was doinginthelivingroom

But fromthe control group more distortions were found “

etc

These expansions though distortingthe original meaning revealedsome rationalization of readersto
thetext beingread But wthout the relevant background know edge the control group could either fall
back upon some general know edgeto create so me connecti ons among propositi ons or t hey woul d draw on
some ot her schema for example the spending of the Spring Festival perhaps to make the text seem
reasonable both of which would bringsome distortionstothetext

3 Discussion about over errors

As for overt errors there was no statistical significance between two groups Figuresin Table 1
revealed that the experi mental group even made more overt errors than the control group The
explanation for thisresult may come fromthe fact that the experi mental group produced far more idea
units than the control group thus more chancesto make overt errors

In a word fromthe quantitative and qualitative analysis of Research Question One it can be seen
t hat background know edge demonstrated great i mpact on readers reading process and on t he al most
I mmediaterecall Thatis students with more background know edge as anchorage coul d assi mlate more
ideasto for ma coherent mental representati on and establish coherence bet weenideas thus morereadly
acquiring the meaning of atext
3 2 Quantitative and Qualitative Analysis of Research Question Two

3 2 1 Quantitative Results of Research Question Two

Mean comparison and I ndependent Samples T Test for the delayed recal generatedthe following data

Table 3 ©Mean comparison of the delayed recall bet ween t wo groups

correct recall el aborations distortions overt errors omssions
Control group 4 263 0 526 2 474 0 632 48 737
Experi mental group 21 391 5 390 1 131 0 956 31 044

Table 4 | ndependent Samples T Test for the delayed recall of two groups

T Df Sg 2taled Mean Difference
Correct recall 8 918 40 000 17 128
El aborati ons 4 765 22 845 000 4 864
Dist orti ons 4 069 40 000 1 343
Overt errors 1 183 40 244 324
Qmssions 8 977 40 000 17 693

Mean comparison of t he delayed recall asshownin Table 3revealedsi mlar resultstothat of the first
recall —the experi mental group recalled more correct idea units and elaborations and made fewer
distortions and o mssi ons

| ndependent Samples T Test showed there was significant difference between two groupsin their
recall of correct idea units and el aborations sig 000 0 01 sig 000 O 01 respectively

At thesameti me the control group significantly produced more distortions and omssionsthanthe
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experi mental group sig 000 0 01 sig 000 O 01 respectively

Liketheresultsinthe first recall there wasstill nosignificant difference between the control and
experi mental groupsin overt errors sig 244 0 05

Qualitative results of the delayed recall wll be mentionedin the discussion part

3 2 2 Discussion of Research Question Two

One finding about the delayed recall is that both groups made more interpretations of the ideas
instead of usingthe exact wording of thetext This phenomenon revealedthat what wasremembered by
readers was the meaning of a passage and seldom the exact wording of the passage Another more
I mportant result from quantitative and qualitative analysisis that both groups suffered some forgetting
during theinterval but there was ani mportant difference between forgetting that occurred amongthe
students with more background know edge and t hose with less background know edge

1 Discussion about the correct recall and omssions

Simlar totheresultsinthefirst recall there were more correctidea units and fewer omssionsinthe
recall of the experi mental group the mean of correct idea unitsin the experi mental groupis 21 391
whereasthe mean of correctidea unitsinthecontrol groupis4 263 Qualitative anal ysisshowedt hat t he
protocols of the experi mental group though not so detailed astheir first recall could still keep the main
idea of thetext and remain the coherence of the wholetext In contrast the control group could only
recall some general or isolated or vague ideas of the text and some part of their recall could not keep
coherent

Thisresult may be explai ned by the assumptionthatintegratedinfor mation wll gain morestabilityin
readers mnd andthuslonger duration and|ess forgetting For students of the experi mental group the
meani ng of the text —* a” after acquired would beintegratedintothe general understandi ng about
Hall oween“ A” and for m a new mental representation® A & ” which would bestoredinthelongterm
memory A newidea acquired by assi mlationto a well establishedrelevantidea wll become oneintegral
part of readers cognitive structure and tend to gain some of theinherent stability of the original idea

Ausubel et al 1978 And the stability of the integrated organization or the dissociability of new
infor mation fromthe previous know edge makes forgetting more restrained and retention more durable

Anot her advantage of the experi mental group liesin that meaning assi mlated into readers prior
know edge is not randomy stored in readers brain but is combined withthe prior know edge both of
which for m* net wor ks composed of know edge spaces centered on main topics” Beaugrande  Dressler
1981 94  This established cognitive structure wll readily provide readers with some connected outli nes
of relevant conceptsin memory strongconnections and arichness of relati onships thus enablingreaders
to“ retrieveinformationin asystematic way” Reed 1982 203  That means when memory is activated
by some i nput about Halloween in this experi ment readers can spread to other related vari ables and
detailsin the structure thus formng a whole picture of the discourse This explained why subjects
provided wth background know edge coul d recall more and omt feweridea units of t he passage and at t he
sameti me maintained t he coherence of the delayed recall

2 Discussion about elaborations and distorti ons

Quantitative analysis alsoreveal ed that there weresignificantly different numbers of i dea unitsinthe
expansi ons of t he passages withthe experi mental group making5 390idea units of el aboration and 1 131
idea units of distortion on average whilethe control group O 526 idea unit of el aboration and 2 474 idea
units of distortion The same finding was got fromthe qualitative analysis Subjectsinthe control group
fossilized some distortionsthey madein their first recall and made some rati onalization Bartlett 1932
accordingtotheir general know edge or some wongschematathey fell back upon

As cognitive linguists suggest one piece of infor mation about the text wll touch off the entire
situationinreaders brain thus bringing about infor mation bothin readers prior knowedge andin the
text in their recall Subjects supplied wth pertinent background know edge had formed a picture
compatible withthe original meaning of the text so some traces of this background know edge woul d
seemreasonable and | ogical For the control group however oncethe wonginferences were for med
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during the reading process they werelikelyto befossilized before corrected

3 Discussion about the overt errors

Liketheresultsin the first recall there was still no statistical significance in overt errors bet ween
two groups Andit could also be accounted for by the more chances for t he experi mental group to make
errors because of moreidea unitsrecalled by them

Ina word boththe quantitative and qualitative analysis on Research Question Two reveal ed that
readers prior know edge exerted great influence on readers retention of the meaning Thatis students
with more background know edge could remember more meaning of the passage and retain more
coherence of thetext than those withless background know edge

4 |1 mplication and Applicationin Practical Learning and Teaching of Readi ng Comprehension

Quantitative and qualitati ve anal ysis of the two research questions suggests that pertinent know edge
woul d enhance meaning acquisition as well as meaning retention Thisresult offers some enli ghten ment
for the current | earning and teachi ng of readi ng co mprehensi on

4 1 Adopting Student Qiented Teaching

| n cognitive view meaning is viewed as readers reconstruction from the text and their prior
know edge and it has“ no effective existence outside of its realization in the mnd of the reader”
Tompkins 1980 ix Asa matter of fact readingis a highly motivational process rather than a passive
one Viewedinthislight readers should be regarded as being at | east asi mportant asthe text if not
morei mportant Therefore EFL reading should be fully aware of readers involvement in the process
and arouse as much their motivation as possibleinthereading process

4 2 Takingthe Wiole Discourse as Teaching Unit and Emphasizing Contextual Teaching

As thisstudy suggests keepingtheintegrity of passage andrich rel ati onshi ps amongideas wll greatly
enhance readers meaning acquisition and meaning retention So in practical teaching the whole
discourse rat her thanisol ated wor ds or phrases shoul d betaken asthe unit toteach and context should be
brought into play intheteaching of words and phrases

4 3 Teaching Background Knowedge before Reading and Encouraging Students to Draw upon the
Background Know edgein the Reading Process

Asisrevealed by thisstudy readingis not a mere perceptual process but more a cognitive one So
when we deliberately attempt to“ influence the cognitive structure of readers so as to maxi mze
meani ngful leaning and retention we cometothe heart of the educative process” Ausubel et al 1978
164 To provide the EFL readers wth the appropriate background know edge is as this study
demonstrates one feasible way to influence readers cognitive structure especially when such
infor mation is specific to the foreign language culture and may not be part of EFL readers prior
experience or know edge In this case the teacher must be prepared to engage in“ building new
background know edge as well as acti vati ng existi ng background know edge” Carrell 1988 248

Various ways can be adopted to provide and activate students relevant background know edge
Teachers can empl oy pictures videos or questions and whatever to havestudentsthink wite discussand
predict everything about thetopic before the reading and guide studentstointeract with the text during
the reading process

5 Conclusion

Cognitivetheory diverges peoples attentionfromthe examnati on of events external toindividualsto
what goes on withintheinternal recesses of thereaders mnd andthuscometothe nature of the reading
process and retaining Meaning as cognitive theory suggests does not reside in the text but is
reconstructed by readers through the interaction bet ween the text and their prior knowedge It isthis
interactionitself that becomesthelocus of meaning Mewed fromthis perspective the extent to which a
reader can get meaningfrom wittenlanguage depends heavily on his cognitive readinesstointegratethe
graphic words Therefore areader ssuccessincomprehendingislargely afunction of the concept ual and
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experiential background he bringstothetask and of what his processing of the witers language evokesin
him Goodman 1982

Quantitative and qualitative analysis of the study clearly shows the traces and involvement of the
readers prior knowedge The mainfinding of thisstudy can besummarized asfollows 1 Students with
mor e background know edge would do better in meaning acquisition than those wth less background
know edge 2 Students with more background know edge would do better in meaning retention t han
t hose withless background know edge Inview of theresultsfromthis experi ment ashift fromform or
text based reading to meaning or reader oriented reading is highly recommended in the teaching and
|learning of EFL reading and more emphasis should belaid ontherole of thereaders and more attention
totheteaching and activating of background infor mation

Of course there aresomelimtationsinthis experi ment First thesample of this experi mentis not
hig enough to generalizethe effect of background know edge on reading for students of all levels second
theresult fromthisexperimentisfar fromcomprehensive asthe aut hor only empl oyed the readi ng of one
articleto demonstrate t he eff ect of background know edge third if aninterviewi mmediately foll ow ng
both recalls was conducted the result would bear more reliability fourth whether the background
know edge has different effect onstudents of different proficiencylevel isalso an areato beinvestigated
Nevert hel ess the purpose of this experi ment isto offer someinsightsintothe process of reading Mre
attentiontothe study of readers internal recessesin the reading processis much desiredin the future
st udy

Not e

Inthe qualitative analysis all examples are what subjects exactly wrote 1In the anaysis of subjects recall
protocols informationin refersto el aborations andinformationin refersto distortions
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Appendix A

Passage for the Experi nent

It was a cool autumn evening Ms Brown wassittingin herlivingroom Suddenly there was aloud
knock on her door thentwo or more knocks Ms Brown put the safety chain on her door Then she
opened alittle and looked out Therestoodthree children wearing masks and costumes WWen they saw

her they all shouted Trick or treat Mbney or eats ”

Ms Brown dropped a candy bar into each child s bag Then she said to one boy who was
wearing a big hat high boots and a holster with atoy guninit “ \VWat are
you ”

“ A cowboy ” he answered

“1 maghost ” shouted anot her child under a white sheet

“ And | maskeleton "saidthethird child “ My bonesshineinthe dark ” The" skeleton was
wearing a black suit with white bones painted onit

“ Thanks for the candy ” shoutedthe children asthey ran off toring another door bell

“ Youre welcome ” said Ms Brown “ Havefun And dont play any pranks "

Appendi x B

Questionnaire for the Passage

Continued on p 126
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