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Preface

With China’s fast economic growth, many people in China need to read at
reasonably high levels of English proficiency to further their personal and
professional goals and to better their lives. This book aims to explore the reading
process of Chinese adult EFL learners and to provide useful information for those
who want to improve their English reading abilities. Specifically, this book is
intended to explore how the selected Chinese tertiary EFL readers utilize
metacognitive knowledge in their academic reading process, to discover the
possible differences between successful readers and less successful readers in
utilizing metacognitive knowledge in their reading and to map out the
relationships among metacognitive knowledge, vocabulary size and EFL reading
comprehension ability. This book should be of value to researchers, teachers and
graduate students who are interested in second language reading teaching and
research.

The study reported in this book consisted of two phases. Phase One was
designed to elicit and identify the types of metacognitive knowledge utilized by
the Chinese tertiary EFL readers and to capture, if any, the possible differences
between successful and less successful readers. Five less successful and five
successful Chinese tertiary EFL readers participated in the think-aloud reading
task and the interviews in Phase One study. Twenty-nine types of metacognitive
knowledge were identified and categorized into nine subcategories under two
major categories of person knowledge and strategy knowledge following Flavell’s
metacognitive framework (1979). Differences between the selected successful
and less successful readers were discovered on the motivational and affective
characteristics such as reader role, goal of reading, interest and self-efficacy
between the two groups. The successful readers were more actively engaged in
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reading and provided interpretations of the text on their own authority. They also
demonstrated an accurate self-knowledge and higher levels of task-mastery goal
and interest toward reading.

Phase Two further explored the relationships among metacognitive
knowledge, vocabulary size and EFL reading comprehension through a
large-scale survey that based itself on the metacognitive types identified in the
first phase and from the existing literature. A total of 548 non-English major
sophomores participated in the survey. The instruments included Questionnaire on
the Metacognitive Knowledge of EFL reading comprehension, Vocabulary Levels
Test (Nation, 1990) and EFL Reading Comprehension Test. The findings revealed
that Chinese tertiary EFL readers had a good command of 2,000-word level and
approached 3,000-word level. Vocabulary size did not only exert direct influences
on EFL reading comprehension ability, but also played a significant moderating
role in regulating the effect of metacognitive knowledge on EFL reading
comprehension ability. When their vocabulary size reached above the threshold of
3,000 words, metacognitive knowledge played an increasing role in EFL reading
comprehension ability.

[ am much indebted to many people who have contributed to this piece of
work. First of all, I would like to express my heartfelt thanks to my Ph.D.
supervisors, Professor Cecilia Chun and Professor Yujing Ni for their constant
encouragement, insightful advice, patient listening, enthusiastic emails and
delicious meals when I was a research student at the Chinese University of Hong
Kong.

Hearty thanks also go to Professor Peter Skehan who not only inspired me
with his most interesting lectures on second language acquisition and
psycholinguistics, but also gave me many invaluable comments as well as
suggestions at each stage of my research; to Professor Wai-ock Chan who gave
me detailed comments on Chapter Four, Chapter Five and Chapter Six; to
Professor David Qian for offering me the research instruments on second language
vocabulary testing; to Professor Christiane Dalton-Puffer for her kind advice on the
interpretation of my research findings; to Professor Nikolaus Ritt who helpfully
invited his colleagues to discuss my research difficulties; to Dr. Xihua Zeng who
patiently discussed with me the research design at the initial stage of my research;
and to Mr. Xiang Li who kindly helped me edit the references and proofread the
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manuscript.

I would like to thank Dr. Qishan Chen, Dr. Jimei Dong, Dr. Regina Ko,
Dr. Helga Linhart, Dr. Huanv Xu, Ms. Esther Wu and Dr. Yongping Zhang for
their warm help and encouragement at different stages in my writing.

Special thanks should go to Professor Jianglin Zhou for his tremendous help
in my data collection. I also appreciate cooperation from all the participants in my
study.

Finally, I dedicate this book to my parents. Their love always encourages me

to achieve higher in my academic career.
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Introduction

The role of reading in our life and education goes uncontested. The
vast majority of our education and information has been received in
the written form. Reading is the major source of learning and practice
for L2 (second language) learners, foreign language learners in
particular, due to their limited opportunities to contact the target
language. At the tertiary level, readers are expected to read extensively
in the L2 for their academic purposes. Comprehending written texts
becomes even more conspicuous.

In China, English reading for college courses places high
cognitive processing demands on EFL (English as a Foreign Language)
learners in terms of its extensive reading amount, complex structures
of text materials, wide ranges of topics and differing varieties of tasks
and purposes. Students at the tertiary level are equipped with heavy
reading loads. Freshmen and sophomores are confronted with
extensive reading materials covering a wide range of topics in their
English reading courses. Beginning from the third year, students have
to read English originals in their own academic fields.

In contrast to the extensive reading workloads facing tertiary EFL
learners, reading has not been given sufficient attention in either
research or teaching practice in China. As a research topic, reading
seems to become “Cinderella” among the four basic language skills
(listening, speaking, reading and writing). Reading research in the
Chinese EFL context is quite disproportionate with its large number
of EFL learners (Zhang, 2010). In pedagogical practice, teachers seem
not value reading as highly as the other three language skills. The
invisibility of reading comprehension process makes it hard for
teachers to monitor their students’ reading process and evaluate their
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end products compared with that of writing. Moreover, many teachers hold the
belief that their students who can get higher marks in reading have fewer
problems in reading as compared to listening, speaking and writing,

Different from the scarce research in China, reading research abounds in
the west. Starting from the experimental psychology, reading research focuses on
either the reading processes or the comprehension products. Three process
models including bottom-up, top-down and interactive models have been
applied to both L1 (first language) and L2 reading. The multiple-component
models have identified a series of variables ranging from word decoding,
linguistic knowledge to metacognitive knowledge. The transfer of L1 literacy
into L2 reading comprehension has been recognized as one of the distinctive
features of L2 reading. Vocabulary knowledge contributes significantly to L2
reading comprehension. At the same time, there still remains areas to be further
explored such as comprehension strategies, motivation and interest (Bernhardt,
2005).

This book aims to fill this knowledge gap. The study reported in this book
identifies two variables — metacognitive knowledge and vocabulary size to
denote L1 literacy and 12 language knowledge respectively for a better
understanding of EFL reading comprehension. The study sets out to investigate,
in the Chinese EFL context, how metacognitive knowledge affects Chinese
tertiary EFL learners’ academic reading. It also seeks to understand the
relationships among metacognitive knowledge, vocabulary size and EFL reading
comprehension.

The purpose of this study is twofold. First, the study is intended to
understand the types of metacognitive knowledge utilized by the Chinese
tertiary EFL readers in reading English academic texts. It also aims at
identifying differences between the selected successful and less successful L2
readers in utilizing metacognitive knowledge in their reading. Second, the study
explores the relationships among metacognitive knowledge, vocabulary size and
EFL reading comprehension.

The following research questions were formulated in the present study.

1. What types of metacognitive knowledge do the selected Chinese

tertiary EFL readers use when they read English academic texts?

2. Do the successful and less successful Chinese tertiary EFL readers

-2.
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selected for this study differ in their use of metacognitive knowledge
when they read English academic texts?

3. What is the vocabulary size of the Chinese tertiary EFL readers?

4. How does vocabulary size contribute to EFL reading comprehension for

the Chinese tertiary EFL readers?

5. How does metacognitive knowledge contribute to EFL reading

comprehension for the Chinese tertiary EFL readers?

The present study is the first of its kind to explore the relationships among
metacognitive knowledge, vocabulary size and L2 reading comprehension for
the Chinese tertiary EFL readers. The research data gathered will provide a
foundation for other studies that are interested in investigating 1.2 reading. So
far little research has touched upon the motivational and affective characteristics
of metacognitive knowledge. The clarification of the concept may help clarify
the relationship between literacy and language. The study, situated in the
Chinese EFL context, will contribute to the international literature and
theory-building on metacognition and 1.2 reading comprehension.

At a more practical level, the research findings will inform the practitioners
of how the Chinese EFL readers utilize metacognitive knowledge to read
English academic texts, in particular, how motivational aspects of metacognitive
knowledge might lead to different reading efficiency. It will also provide
valuable information on the vocabulary size of Chinese tertiary EFL readers and
how to improve students’ vocabulary knowledge in both knowledge and skill
dimensions. The understanding of the relationships among metacognitive
knowledge, vocabulary size and EFL reading comprehension will provide
reliable guides for teachers on how they should address the metacognitive and

vocabulary aspects in their reading instruction.
Structure of the book

This book includes seven chapters. Chapter 1 sets a scene for the present
study by a brief introduction to the background, purpose and significance of
the study. Chapter 2 presents the theories of reading in both L1 and L2 reading
and elaborates on the theoretical framework of the present study. Chapter 3

furnishes a review of the literature and empirical work on metacognitive
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knowledge, vocabulary size and 1.2 reading comprehension. Chapter 4 describes
the pilot study and research scope of the main study Chapter 5 presents the
results on how the selected Chinese tertiary EFL readers utilize metacognitive
knowledge in the think-aloud task and discusses the differences between the
successful and the less successful readers. Chapter 6 presents the results on the
relationships among metacognitive knowledge, vocabulary size and EFL reading
comprehension from a large-scale survey. Finally, the last chapter, Chapter 7
summarizes the present study, offers suggestions for the future research and
touches upon the limitations.



Theories of Reading

The interest of reading research has been brought about largely by
cognitive psychologists since the 1960s. Over the past three decades,
researchers conducted research on reading mainly through overt
physical manifestation of the reading process such as eye movements
and eye fixations or by examining the comprehension products such
as verbal recalls and comprehension test results. As such, reading
research can be classified into two categories: process models and
product/componential models (Urquhart & Weir, 1998).

L2 reading research has been largely influenced by the studies
conducted in LI reading research since the 1970s. After 20 years'
exploration, researchers gradually realize that the variables involved in
L2 reading are far more compiicated than that in LI reading.
Text-based features such as word knowledge and conceptual features
such as affect and interest still remain areas of investigation
(Bernhardt, 2005).

This chapter aims to review the major theories of reading in both
L1 and L2 reading. Two perspectives including process and product
approaches are discussed respectively. For each approach theories
pertaining to L1 reading are presented first, followed by L2 reading
research. Strengths and weaknesses of these approaches have been
analyzed. The chapter ends up with a theorizing on the present
research and puts forward the components to be included in the
theoretical framework of the present research.

2.1 Process models

Process models focus on the actual process of reading. This approach
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mainly employs experimental techniques such as eye-movement studies and
computer on-line studies to uncover the psychological process of reading. This
type of models captures how words are decoded, when the syntactic parsing
begins, etc (Urquhart & Weir, 1998). Due to the differing historical contexts and
knowledge base on which the models were developed and changes of the
variables involved in the experiments, conceptualizations and components of
these models may address different aspects of the reading process (Samuels &
Kamil, 1988). In general, three types of reading process models have been
advanced in both L1 and L2 reading. First came the bottom-up models (Gough,
1972; Rayner & Pollatsek, 1989) and then the top-down models (Goodman, 1967;
Smith, 1971), which were replaced by the interactive models at a later stage
(Rumelhart, 1977; Stanovich, 1980).

2.1.1 Process models of L1 reading

Bottom-up models, also known as text-driven or data-driven models, start with
the smallest text unit, either letters or letter features. A bottom-up model
conceptualizes reading primarily as a decoding of the text by the reader (Macaro,
2003). This implies that the meaning of the text is entirely driven by the writer
and the reader accesses the meaning merely through the decoding of the text.
Typical of such an approach is Gough’s model (1972) which claims that the
reading process starts with eye fixation on a point in the printed material. This
sets up a sequence of activities involving the visual system, the phonological
system, the meaning system, the memory system and the vocal system. The
sequence of processing starts from the smallest individual linguistic units,
letters, to words and finally to the largest unit, sentence in a serial manner. It
views reading process as a series of stages, each of which is completed before the
next stage begins.

Gough’s model, though explicit to be tested at various points, invokes some
debates. First, there is doubt about the serial nature at the word-recognition
stage. The experiments have shown that words can be recognized more quickly
than individual letters (Rayner & Pollatsek, 1989). It appears that letters are
processed in parallel rather than serial at the word-recognition stage. Second, if

the sequential nature of the model determines that all the words in a sentence
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