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Introduction

It may be difficult to single out only one language skill as more important
than others, but if we have to make a choice, comprehension would be a
“prime contender for the honor” ( Reed, 1982: 257), because much of
what people learn depends on their ability to comprehend or understand
written material. That is why Carrell (1988 ) claimed that the most important
purpose to learn a foreign language is to read. Given the paramount importance
of reading in daily life as well as in classroom, there should have been
enough understanding on the nature of reading. Unfortunately, however, as
many works have revealed, too much has been said in the field of reading
without knowing exactly what reading is.

What is reading? According to American Educators’ Encyclopedia
( Dejnozka & Kapel, 1991 469 ), reading comprehension refers to the
“process of discriminating visual features that appear on a printed page and
inferring meaning there from. " From this definition, it can be said that
reading is composed of two interrelated stages: (1) The recognition of the
graphic words in the print, which is only the first step to comprehend a text;
(2) For the understanding of meaning, there must be the extraction of
meaning from these graphic words, which, inevitably, will involve the effort
of comprehenders.

However, for rather a long time, ignorant of these two interrelated
stages, scholars of traditional teaching methods held two improper assumptions
of reading: (1) They tended to equate reading to the visual process of
identifying the graphic words in the print, thus explaining reading as merely a

perceptual process; (2) As for the emergence of meaning, they preferred to
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take it as the natural consequence of the recognition of the input, thus
neglecting the role of comprehenders. In other words, in the traditional view,
mastery of the linguistic forms of a text would guarantee the comprehension of
the text.

Guided by these assumptions, the common practice in traditional
teaching was to fragment the whole passage into isolated components and make
a detailed analysis of them and then stopped at that. Reading, in this way,
was reduced to a means of language acquisition, leaving the main purpose of
reading-to extract meaning or to understand the content of the text-neglected.
When it came to the 1960s, this view got even enforced, with the influence
of behaviorism and structuralism and the ensuing T = G Grammar, which all
laid great stress on language itself and took text as an autonomous entity.

It should be admitted that the acquisition of language is one important
purpose of reading, especially for readers of a foreign language. However, as
Goodman and Niles (1982: 103 ) have pointed out “language is always a
means, and only rarely an end in itself” . So the acquisition of language in
reading should serve as a means of attaining information at last, not an end in
itself.

However, where is meaning from? Does it reside in the medium-the
language, as the second assumption implies? If it were, with the detailed
analysis of the vocabulary and grammar of the text, students should have got a
rather full understanding of the text. Contrary to the expectation of some
scholars, even with the full competence of the words and structures, most
students fail to read adequately in the foreign language as Alderson (1984,
1) has reported. Very frequently, students reading in a foreign language
seem to read with less understanding than one might expect them to
have. Obviously, language itself does not generate meaning automatically for
readers. Besides the problem of knowing words and grammar of the language,
there must be other causes of difficulties learners would confront.

What are the other factors? As is known, in the reading process, there
are no more than two factors in play: one is the text, the other being the

reader. If there are difficulties apart from language, they are from the reader.



After the 1970s, especially with the development of cognitive psychology,
scholars gradually realized that reading is Neither simply a language problem,
nor a mere visual process, but a cognitive one as well.

Cognitive psychology views reading in light of readers and acknowledges
that the cognitive readiness or the prior knowledge of readers will exert great
influence on the reading process as well as on the reading product. By
adopting a cognitive perspective, more attention is paid to what goes on within
the internal recesses of the readers’ mind where lies the sense of the printed
page, instead of merely examining the events external to individuals as
traditional teaching has done. This shift represents a marked divergence from
the traditional form or text centered teaching to a content or meaning oriented
reading and is expected to bring about great improvement in the teaching and
learning of EFL reading.

In this study, the author would adopt two theories-meaningful learning
theory and schema theory-to highlight the influence of readers’ prior cognitive
structure, or schemata in helping readers’ meaning acquisition and meaning
retention. Meaningful learning theory stresses the importance of readers’ prior
cognitive structure in acquiring new knowledge and schema theory stresses the
process that learners actively use the cognitive structures in reading. These two
theories both conform to the cognitive and constructivist view and they are
complementary to each other.

To summarize, in view of the negative effect of traditional assumptions
on the current teaching, this study is an attempt to explore where meaning
comes from and how readers acquire and retain meaning by adducing
meaningful learning theory and schema theory. The purpose of this study is
two-fold: (1) To reveal the nature of reading from meaningful learning
theory and schema theory so as to enhance teachers’ as well as students’
understanding; (2) To testify the effectiveness of meaningful learning theory
and schema theory by carrying out a survey. The outline of this book is as
follows :

Apart from Introduction and Conclusion, this book includes the following

parts H
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Chapter 1 is an exploration on the nature of reading. In this part, the
study is first concerned with some dichotomies in teaching and learning of
reading. Then further explorations on the nature of reading from psychological ,
cognitive and interactive perspective are reviewed, and finally the nature of
reading was concluded from these perspectives.

Chapter 2 is a full account of meaningful learning theory. The following
topics were covered in this chapter: what meaningful learning is, how
meaningful learning helps in meaning acquisition and meaning retention, how
forgetting happens in meaningful learning, the implication of meaningful
learning and review of previous studies on meaningful learning theory abroad
and at home and the shortcoming of meaningful learning theory.

Chapter 3 is the introduction to schema theory. The origin of the theory,
the theory itself, what roles it plays in the reading process and how it
enhances comprehension and retention are first analyzed. After the theoretical
justification of this theory, relevant empirical studies abroad as well as at
home are reviewed.

Chapter 4 is the methodology of this empirical study. Theoretical and
empirical rational for this study is analyzed and then research questions are
put forward. What follows is the research design, in which the participants,
instruments, procedures, scoring are all given concise but detailed descriptions.

Chapter 5 is concerned with the results and discussion. Results from these
two experiments analyzed by SPSS are shown and explained. Quantitative as
well as qualitative analysis is carried out in detail to answer the three research
questions.

Chapter 6 explores the pedagogical implications drawn from this study

and puts forward some suggestions for the current teaching of EFL reading.



Chapter 1 Exploration on the
Nature of EFL Reading

1.1 Disputes on the Nature of EFL Reading and

Manifestations in Practical Teaching

Behaviorism and structuralism together with the ensuing T — G Grammar,
with their prevalence and dominance in the linguistic field from the turn of the
20th century to the 1960s and 1970s, had exerted great impact on various
aspects of language teaching. Reading teaching was no exception. Manifested
in reading practice, the basic point of this trend was that text itself contained
meaning and meaning was in the text. Under the influence of this view, there
have arisen many misconceptions in teaching practice. In fact, these
misconceptions have such a far-reaching influence on reading teaching that
they have not only affected teaching practice of the structuralism and the T - G
Grammar time, but also produced an influence on the current teaching and
harmfully impeded the development of the learning and teaching of reading.
These disputes can be summarized (though maybe not exhaustive) as mainly

due to the following six pairs of confusion among scholars.
1.1.1 Form or Meaning

Driven by the misconception that reading was a matter of recognizing or

identifying a series of words and phrases, traditional teaching viewed the
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meaning of a sentence as the sum total of discrete words, and paragraphs the
sum of sentences, thus in practical teaching segmenting whole paragraphs into
discrete sentences, and sentences into discrete words or phrases. Reading
problems, accordingly, were regarded solely from deficiency in language and
the teaching of reading was reduced to mainly an instrument of language
instruction. Manifested in teaching practice, rather than offering a mix of
comprehension based instruction, textbooks were unduly overemphasized,
the idea that mastery of textual vocabulary and structures was the requisite for
reading in a foreign language was promoted, and exercises were designed to
treat vocabulary and grammar as entities in themselves, distinct from
functional use. Rarely is attempt made to connect grammar with meaning.
Consequently, learning the formal properties of language has become the
priority in traditional teaching.

However, as Goodman (1982a: 127) has put it, too much emphasis on
formal properties of language and the practice of segregating the process into
constituent bits or skills for the purpose of research or instruction “qualitatively
changes not only the process, which through its interrelationships is much
more than the sum of its parts, but also changes the nature of the parts,
since they normally function as part of a complex process. ” In fact, “words
in isolation or sentences out of context are hard to determine what meanings
they have” (Goodman, 1982a: 127). Words only get meaning as a virtue of
occurring in sentences ( Smith, 1971: 36), and sentences, in context. To
separate words or phrases in sentences for the convenience of analysis is no
different from breaking up a table into logs. Even students can understand the
isolated forms, what they get is not a picture of the whole table, but pieces of
logs used to structure the table.

Therefore, word for word emphasis is an unsuccessful strategy if meaning
extraction is the goal ( Barnett, 1988b). This emphasis will divert the focus
of students’ attention to surface details rather than communicative substance
and condition learners to think of foreign language reading as a mechanical
activity in which the task is to fit in with all the parts of the puzzlement

together rather than using the pieces to create a picture.
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1.1.2 Focus on Form or Focus on Forms

Followed the dispute between form and meaning comes the debate
between “focus on forms” and “focus on form” . Focus on forms is the
traditional and older method, which calls for exclusive focus on the linguistic
forms when teaching a target language, often consisting of drill-type exercises
such as conjugation exercises. The sole application of this teaching method
leads to students’ learning of words, phrases or structures in isolation and
their inability to use in larger context.

In view of the drawbacks of this method, Long (1991) put forward
another contrasting term-focus on form. Different from focus on forms, focus
on form entails bringing linguistic elements (e. g. , vocabulary, grammatical
structures, and collocations) to students’ attention within the larger context of
a meaning-based lesson in order to anticipate or correct problems in
comprehension or production of the target language.

The distinction between the two, according to Ellis (2001 ), has
something to do with how students view themselves and the language: In a
“focus on forms” approach, students view themselves as learners of a
language and the language as the object of study; while in “focus on form” ,
on the other hand, learners view themselves as language users and language

is viewed as a tool for communication.

1.1.3 Recoding or Decoding

This is a distinction made by Goodman. According to Goodman (1982b;
53), “decoding” implies that one is going from code to something other than
code-that is meaning or message in reading, while “recoding” refers to a
process from code to code.

Reading, as its definition implies, should undoubtedly be a process of
decoding rather than one of recoding, because anything, as Goodman (1982b.

52) has put it, short of meaning extraction is not reading at all. Evident as the



