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Abstract: This study was carried out to find the effect abpknowledge questions on Iranian
Pre-Intermediate English Language Learners’ perfante in reading comprehension. Two
English Institute were used for the study. Sixtg-Ptermediate Learners in two thirty-learner
groups were used for the study. A pre-test was r@dtared on both groups of learners before
the commencement of teaching. A post-test was &lenad after six weeks of teaching. Data
was analyzed using mean, standard deviation arebtt-tThe findings revealed significant
difference in the performance of learners tauglatdiag comprehension using prior knowledge
guestions. Based on the findings, teachers areweaged among others, to use prior knowledge
guestions to motivate and stimulate learners to tie#r relevant background knowledge to
interpret and understand new information in the@ading comprehension texts. Curriculum
planners and textbook writers are encouraged tduthe prior knowledge questions as part of
the activities learners should be exposed to durgsgling comprehension lessons.
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Introduction and Background

Reading plays an important role in the life of théividual and the society. The main purpose of
reading is for understanding, interaction and cahension of the author's experiences
represented in symbols. Reading becomes meaningfylif a reader identifies and evaluates
symbols and ideas. For learners to achieve theeabm@ntioned intellectual tasks, it is important
to develop reading strategies as an aspect okduiirg process.

In recent years, many studies have been carriedr@&FL reading strategies and skills. Most
researchers in their findings have attributed leeg'npoor performance to lack of appropriate
methods of teaching reading. For instance, Oyetf88689) recognized the fact that the root
cause of poor reading in the schools and institstédse method of teaching reading.

Copyright © International Journal of English and Education | www.ijee.org



International Journal of English and EducationjiEt

ISSN: 2278-4012, Volume:4, Issue:1, January 2015

Hence, in his words, “a comprehensive examinatiotm® teaching of reading is required”. The
research is also motivated by the observation magéhis researcher during one of her visit to
some institutes in Iran, to conduct a trial testsofme instruments for assessing academic
achievement. This researcher discovered with disthay majority of the pre-intermediate
English learners could not read the passages govéimem let alone answer the questions. The
situation was so bad that this researcher feeslsbeld investigate the cause of this problem. By
assessing the influence of prior knowledge question learners’ reading comprehension
perhaps this researcher will be able to advisehexacon possible ways of improving the
teaching of reading comprehension in the foreigigleage context.

Experimental background has been shown to hava &eimendous influence on reader’s ability
to understand meaning as intended by the autharvimitten communication. Adams & Bruce
(1982), Moon (1981), Smith (1978) have all, to wagydegrees, stressed by importance of
experimental background d to a reader’s successth§i0O73) and Stervens (1977) say a
student’s apparent reading problem is often a pralf insufficient background. Smith (1973)
argued that comprehension and learning proceedtadghing the ‘new’ to the ‘old’. In the word
of Adams and Bruce (1982:37). Comprehension isuse of prior knowledge. Without prior
knowledge, a complex object such as a text, igusdtdifficult to interpret, strictly speaking,ig
meaningless.

The above has clearly shown that experiential backyl is indispensable in the comprehension
of a text. It has also shown that researchers peed knowledge to be able to comprehend a
given text. It is against this background that ttasearcher seeks to find out the influence of
prior knowledge questions on EFL pre-intermediatarers’ performance in reading
comprehension in Iran.

This, however, is often not the case. Most Iramiestintermediate EFL learners, are deficient in
a basic reading skills and there is ample evidéimaea high proportion of learners are at a stage
when they need further developmental reading ingtm. Unfortunately, at this level there is no
reading instruction, except for the ‘comprehendessons’ in their English classes which is
related to the ministry of education plan which@gentude (1987), and Umolu (1991, 1996)
observe serve as a test of reading compressioprréthn instruction. Teachers at this basic
foundation level unfortunately lack training in d&ag and reading instruction.

State of the problem

In general, many factors influence the comprehensiaextbooks. These include socio-cultural
factors such as home background or experiencenaé hpeer influence such as the absence of
reading by the society. There are also influenoeh as the absence of reading culture; linguistic
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factors such as the level of vocabulary and theéasyic and semantic difficulty of the textbooks;
psychological factors such as motivation, inteeesd prior knowledge and pedagogical factors
such as teacher training, methods used in teachadjng and instructional materials.

Studies in the first language (Devine, 1981, Cart8l72) regarding the influence of different
factors on reading achievement and comprehensioa fevealed that the situation is not same
in the second or foreign language situation. Factwhich have been found to be significant in
the first language situation, may not necessaghoant for reading difficulties in a second or
foreign language situation. For instance, manyistuth the first language have emphasized the
importance of home background, family size andateconcern for their children’s progress in
school (Douglass, 1964; and Thorndike, 1973). beeond or foreign language situation, there
are additional factors such as cultural factorsictvimpede the learners’ reading achievement.
Unoh (1980) identifies the reading problems of seewy school students as slow, poor
comprehension, poor recall, inadequate vocabutany,inadequate reading interest.

The influence of some of the factor may be greeteral terms today, given the condition of
educational institutions in today’s Iran. Thesetdeg include, lack of qualified teachers, poor
classroom condition, and lack of reason materatgge class size and little or no encouragement
from parents, home, teacher and peer group. A rfagtoch perhaps could contribute to this
persistent reading problem and which has not redemuch attention is the method used in
teaching reading and this is the focus of thisystibst studies in reading comprehension so far
conducted in Iran and other countries have conattron examining reading difficulty of
learners at the pre-intermediate and intermediatel$ with focus on the texts being used.
However, there are reasonable grounds to suspbats ather non-text factors, such as
pedagogical factors, affect reading comprehensisnwall. Literature search reveals that
pedagogical factors have relieved little or no raten in Iran. The absence of such crucial
information constitutes a problem. This has mo&date present study. The study is also based
on the premise that the comprehension of a reap@asgage depends on the interaction of a
number of factors, which can be broadly categoribet® four: socio-cultural, linguistic,
psychological and pedagogical factors. The infleeraf these factors on the reader’s
comprehension especially in a second/foreign laggsituation is uncertain. There is, therefore,
the need to ascertain the extent to which pedagbtactors influence reading comprehension.
To this end, this study will focus on the influerafeprior knowledge questions on Iranian pre-
intermediate EFL learners’ performance in readioiggrehension.

Review of related Literature

Research findings have shown that learning procpedsarily from prior knowledge, and only
secondarily from the presented materials. Priorwkadge can be at odds with presented
material, and consequently, learners will distogspnted material. Neglect of prior knowledge
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can result in the audience learning something oggbds the educator’s intentions, no matter
how ell those intentions are executed in an exHioiok, or lecture.

To help people make the most of a new experiendecagors need to understand how prior
knowledge affects learning. To the child who doesyet understand heat and temperature, for
instance no quick explanation can possibly restiteecontradiction between the hot desert and
the warm wool; it takes weeks or years for thisarathnding to emerge (Lewis, 1991).

Prior knowledge forces a theoretical shift to viegviearning as “conceptual change.” (Strike &
Posner, 1985; West & Pines, 1985). Previously legrrwas considered a process of
accumulating information of experience. Prior kneslde is the bane of transmission-absorption
models of learning. More absorption cannot accéamthe revolutionary changes in thought that
must occur. The child simply can’t absorb knowleddmut wool, because prior knowledge
about heat renders incoming ideas nonsensical.

Prior knowledge exists not only at the level of ricepts,” but also at the levels of perception,
focus of attention, procedural skills, modes ofsomrang, and beliefs about knowledge.
Trowbridge and McDermott (1980) studied perceptdbmotion. Learners perceive equal speed
at the moment when two objects pass, whereas stgeabserve a faster object passing a slower
one. Anzai and Yokohama 91984), Larkin (1983), @hd Feltovich, and Glaser (1990) studied
how students perceive physics problems and foumy thften notice superficial physical
features, such as the presence of a rope, whesiessists perceive theoretical-relevant features,
such as the presence of a pivot point. Larkin, Moit, Simon and Simon (1980) studied
students’ solutions to standard physics problenasfannd that students often reason backwards
from the goal towards the known facts, whereassisis often proceed forward from the given
facts to the desired unknown. Similarly, Kuhn (Kubxmsel, & O’Loughlin, 1988) studied
children’s reasoning at many ages and found thiddrehn only slowly develop the capability to
coordinate evidence and theory in the way scientist Finally, Songer (1988) and Hammer
(1991) studied students’ beliefs about the nat@iseientific knowledge. They found that student
sometimes have beliefs that foster attitudes amiagto science learning.

In summary, prior knowledge comes in divers’ fornis.affects how students interpret
instruction. While it may not prevent them from rgamg out procedures correctly, it frequently
leads to unconventional and unacceptable explargtiBrior knowledge is active at levels
ranging from perception to conception to beliefswdearning itself. Moreover, its effects are
widespread through lay and professional populafi@m young children through to adults, and
from low to high ability students.

Implication of Prior Knowledge: Learning as Conceptual Change
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The overwhelming weight of the evidence of the imgace of prior knowledge has formed
informed educators to fundamentally change the segnce is taught. Perhaps because learners
are more likely to construct an interpretation thgitees with prior knowledge, and consequently
disagrees with the viewpoint of the teacher. Thhs, effects of prior knowledge require a
change from the view that learning is absorptiortrahsmitted knowledge, to the view that
learning is conceptual change (Resnick, 1983; Clagmg), Gunstone, & Klopfer, 1985). Over
time, learners need to accomplish the rarest fofrehange, a paradigm shift in their basic
assumptions about the natural world, and the acaogipg ways they see, conceive, and talk
about the world. Conceptual change is a processosition from ordinary ways of perceiving,
directing, attention, conceptualizing, reasoningd gustifying. Slowly learners transform prior
knowledge to accommodate new scientific ideas (BoStrike, Hewson, & Gertzof, 1982).

Research objective

The objective of the study is to determine thectftd prior knowledge questions on Iranian pre-
intermediate EFL learners’ performance in readioigngrehension.

Research question

To what extent does prior knowledge questions hafhkeence on Iranian pre-intermediate EFL
learners’ performance in reading comprehension?

Hypothesis

Prior knowledge questions have no significant ieflce on Iranian pre-intermediate EFL
learners’ performance in reading comprehension.

Methodology

The subjects of the study were sixty (60) pre-imexliate EFL learners from two English
institutes, i.e. 30 learners from Farhang Englisinduage Institute and 30 learners from Safir
English Language Institute. Farhang English Langulmgtitute was used as the experimental
group while Safir English Language Institute wasduas the control group. The learners in both
institutes were taught for eight (8) weeks. Thi®@er¢ading comprehension tests were taken. The
comprehension questions were designed by the odmgaso as to include some literal,
inferential and critical questions.

Research Design
A quasi experimental non randomization control giesvas used. A pre-test was administered
prior to the commencement of teaching in orderstaldish the homogeneity of the learners. A
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post test was administered after eight (8) weekeaxthing to determine any probable changes in
the experimental group. More questions were inadudehe post test since it was felt that by the
end of the eight (8) weeks of teaching the learnerald have been more familiar with the
passage.

Instrumentation

The instruments used for the study were readingpcehension passages from which test items
were drawn demanding learners use of prior knovdeslgperience. Six passages were carefully
selected fronActive Skills for Reading, Book 1 Edition. The passages were selected because
the subject matter were of interest to both gentlee. content of the passage was educative and
informative and adequately provided some of theledaetems for the tests.

Administration of instruments

A pre-test on three passages was administered tto damtrol and experimental groups to
establish the homogeneity of the learners. The raxpatal group was taught reading
comprehension using prior knowledge questions ifgint€8) weeks while the control group had
their normal reading comprehension lessons tauglttidir teacher.

A post-test (on the same three passages) was atiened on the two groups after eight weeks of
teaching to determine the effect of prior knowledgeestions on the performance of foreign

language learners in reading comprehension. Twastused to test for significant difference in

the performance of learners from both groups.

Treatment

The teacher

i) Begins reading activities with what learnerseally know from home, community, and school.
i) Facilitates the reading and understanding ef ¢dbmprehension passage by introducing prior
knowledge questions. Questions such as what deestlid of the passage suggest? What does
the title remind you of? Does it remind you of engar experience?

iii) Designs instructional activities that are memwgiul to learners in terms of local community
norms and knowledge.

iv) Acquires knowledge of local norms and knowledigetalking to learners’ parents or family
members, community members, and by reading pettad@muments.

V) Assists learners to connect and apply theimiegrto home and community.

vi) Encourages learners to utilize their prior kiesge and skills as a foundation for new
knowledge.
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vii) Assists learners to make connections betwebatwhey already know and newly acquired
knowledge in order to strengthen and increase éegrengagement with learning activities.

Table 1. Presentation of test scores for pre-tgstXperimental and control groups.

Test N DF Mean SD
Pre-test experimental Group 30 29 42.5 10.12
Pre-test control 30 29 413 991

A careful observation of table 1 above shows thatlearners’ initial point of entry before the
commencement of treatment is at par. The differemtiee standard deviation of learners’ scores
in the experimental and control group is veryditfDne can therefore say that learners in the two
groups are of equivalent reading ability at thenpof entry.

Table 2. Presentation of test scores for postféedioth experimental and control groups

Test N DF Mean SD
Post-test experimental 30 29 78.50 12.12
Pre-test control 30 29 51.50 7.80

Table 2 shows that the mean and standard deviafidhe experimental group appears to be
higher than that of the control group. This is @iolly because of the prior knowledge questions.
The control group was not exposed to any of sutiviges. Therefore one could say that the
schemata of the control group was not properlyatgd in the reading comprehension passages
as it did for learners in the experimental group.

Table 3. Presentation of test scores for pre-testp@st-test for experimental and control groups.

Test N DF Mean T-cal T-crit Decision
Experimental Group 30 29 42.5
Experimental Group Post test 30 29 78.50 11.273 2.201 Hypothesis
rejected
Control group pre-test 30 29 51.50 7.062 2.069
Control group post-test 30 29 51.50 7.062 2.069

Table 3 shows that the calculated value (7.06rémter than the critical value of (2.201) at
degree of freedom 29 and at 0.05 level of signitea Hence the null hypothesis is rejected,
meaning prior knowledge questions influence lea'rnggrformance in reading comprehension.

Discussion of Findings
There is a general increase in the level of involelet and participation of learners in the
experimental group probably because of the actwitearners were engaged in. learners and
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teachers were actively involved in the discussibrthe passages before, during and after the
passages were read. In the lessons that were ebsézarners generally showed keen interest in
the discussion. Each learner was eager to shatieehiswn experiences with the class. The
learners that were taught in the control group weoé exposed to any prior knowledge
guestions. Learners performance in the tests wemerglly low not because they lacked ability
or because they are poor readers but probably beckarners were not exposed to prior
knowledge questions that could stimulate classudisions. They were passive most of the time.

It is also interesting to note that the learnershim experimental group performed very well in
literal inferential and critical questions. Thewoses were higher than those of the control group.
This goes to confirm the studies of Odumuh (19%)tOnde (2009), Smith et al (1993) Simon &
Simon (1980) and Chi,feltorich and Glaser (1990)cWiall point to the fact that the use of prior
knowledge questions helps learners to select irmpbrinformation from the text and also
encourages them to make use of their natural i@silib make and confirm predictions as they
read and perform reading tasks. Teachers shouléftine try as much as possible to design
instructional activities that will require learnets make connections to strengthen newly
acquired knowledge that will increase learners’ agggnent with learning activities. Learners
stand to benefit a lot if they are actively engagedvolved in class discussions/ activities with
their teachers.

Conclusion

Based on the findings of this research the learterght reading comprehension using prior
knowledge questions gained more than those taughowt prior knowledge questions. As a
matter of fact, learners were able to use theewvait background knowledge to interpret and
understand new information in their reading compreion texts.

Recommendations
The following recommendations were made based @findings of the research.

I. Teachers should be encouraged to use prior lauye questions before, during and after
every reading comprehension passage.

II. Curriculum planners should be encouraged ttushe prior knowledge questions as part of the
activities learners should be exposed to in eveagling comprehension lesson.

lll. Textbook writers should include prior knowleglgjuestions as part of learners reading
comprehension exercises. This will help learnerdirio the new information with what they
already know.

IV. Teachers should encourage learners to parteigetively in class discussions by responding
positively to the prior knowledge questions in teirse of reading the comprehension passages.
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V. Teachers should always construct prior knowledgestions that will assist learners in
making use of their relevant schemata to facilitheeunderstanding of the reading texts.

References

Anzai, Y. & Yokohama, T. (1984. Internal modelsphysics problem solving. Cognition and
Instruction, 1, 397-450.

Carroll, J.B. (1972) “Defining Language, comprehenssome speculation” J. F. Carroll and R.
O. Freele (Eds)
Language comprehension and the acquisition of kedgéd. Washington DC: Winston.

Champagne, A.B., Gunstone, R.F., & Klopfer, L.E9§8). Consequences of knowledge about
physical phenomena. In L.H (1985). Consequencési@ivledge about physical phenomena. In
L.H.T. West and A.L. Pines (Eds.), Cognitive

Structure and Conceptual Change. New York: Acadéress.

Chi, M.T.H., Feltovich, P.J., & Glaser, R. (198Qategorization and representation of physics
problems by novices and experts. Cognitive Sciebcg21-152.

Devine, J. (1981). Developmental patterns in nativé non-native reading acquisition. In
S. Hudelson, (Ed.). Learning to Read in Differeahguages, (Linguistics and Literacy Series 1).
(ERIC Document Reproduction Services No.ED 198 744)

Hammer, D.M. (1991). Defying commonsense: Epistegichl beliefs in an introductory
physics course. Unpublished doctoral dissertatibmyersity of Califonia, Berkeley.

Knorr, Karin. (1981). The manufacture of knowledgen essay on the constructive and
contextual nature of science. Oxford: Pergammos®re

Kuhn, D., Amsel, E., & O’Loughlin, M. (1988). Theedelopment of scientific thinking skills.
San Deigo, CA: Academic Press.

Larkin, J,H., McDermott, J., Simon, D.P., & Simdt, (1980). Expert and novice performance
in solving physics problems. Science, H. (1980)péfk and novice performance in solving
physics problems. Science, 208, 1335-1342.

Larkin, J.H (1983). The role of problem represeantatn physics. In D. Gentner & A.L. Stevens
(Eds), mental models.

Lewis, E.L. (1991). The process of scientific knedge acquisition of middle school students
learning thermodynamics. Unpublished doctoral diaten. University of Califonia, Berkeley.

McDermott, J.J. (1981). The philosophy of John Dgwghicago: University of Chicago Press.

Copyright © International Journal of English and Education www.ijee.org



