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Abstract

The impact of schema theory on reading comprebemsocess has
been tremendous. Schema theory describes the prbgewshich readers
combine their own background knowledge with the@infation in a text to
comprehend that text. All readers carry differeahesnata (background
information) and these are also often culture-$jmecrhis is an important
concept in ESL teaching, and prereading tasksféea designed to build or
activate the learners’ schemata. This paper suraegsome of the research
into schema theory and its applications to ESLirepdomprehension.

Key words: schema theory, background knowledge, reading
comprehension, EFL.




Schemata (background knowledge) and Reading Coraps@in =

SCHEMATA (BACKGROUND KNOWLEDGE) AND READING
COMPREHENSION FOR EFL STUDENTS

By
Mahfood Al Salmi

Ministry of Education — Administration of Education Taif
English Language Supervisor

Introduction

Most discussions on schema theory have providedhef great
importance of background knowledge in reading cahnension (Anderson
et al 1986).

Schema theory is based on the belief that “every aeic
comprehension involves one’s knowledge of the waddwvell” (Anderson
et al in Carrell and Eisterhold, 1983:73). Thugders develop a coherent
interpretation of text through the interactive msg of “combining textual
information with the information a reader bringsatdext” (Widdowson in
Grabe 1988:56). Readers’ mental stores are tersobgmata’ (after Bartlett
in Cook, 1997:86) and are divided (following CarE83a) into two main
types: ‘content schema’ (background knowledge efworld) and ‘formal
schemata’ (background knowledge of rhetorical $tmag.

Schema-theoretic research highlights reader prableatated to
absent or alternate (often culture specific) schaneas well as no-activation
of schemata, and even overuse of background kngeled

Carrell, Devine and Eskey (1988:4) claim that schdaheory has
provided numerous benefits to EFL teaching andgedd most current EFL
textbooks attempt schema activation through préngadactivities.
However, there may be limits to the effectivenesswch activities and
there may even have been some over-emphasis achiema perspective
and neglect of other areas (see Eskey 1988, Mc;dré91).

Reading Comprehension

Any reader of NL/SL/FL strives to understand whatis reading.
Regardless of his purpose while approaching the tieds usually meaning
extraction which he aims at. Inside a text, thera message encoded by a
writer. The latter directs it to a particular audie of readers. If this
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audience does not get the writer's intended mestiagie will be no sense
of both the writing process and the reading one Whter will not achieve
his goal to be read and understood and the reaiflenat profit from the
writer and consequently, will not gain new insigtadsknowledge. Ur (1996:
138) reports that the essence of reading is uradetstg and that a foreign
language learner who reads the words, but failanerstand them is, in
fact, not reading. He is just about finding souatter correspondences of
the text's words without making any meaning. Thentredity of
understanding while reading was also emphasizedNinyal (1982: 22)
when she states: "understanding is central to theegs of reading...". She
(op.cit.) explains that "...(understanding) musthmee focus of our teaching."
Thus, someone who succeeds to decode the text tisnecessarily
understanding it. Since comprehension is the aiterwhich declares
success or failure with the reading act, readingotiists call for the
necessity of ensuring reading instruction with @gon comprehension.

Reading comprehension is not only a matter of wstdaeding the
print on page but, it is the creation of meaningcbynbining what the print
tells with what the reader already possesses asvlkdge. To achieve
comprehension, it is crucial for the reader to make of his previous
experiences. Wray (2004:14) views reading compr&abaras an interaction
between what the text provides and what the rebdegs to it when he
states:

Understating in reading is exactly like this. It mot simply a
guestion of getting meaning from what is on theepafhen you read, you
supply a good deal of the meaning to the page.pfbeess is an interactive
one, with resultant learning being a combinatioyair previous ideas with
new ones encountered in this text. Vaughn and Tlsom§2004: 99) agree
on the above-mentioned idea. They explain thatingacbmprehension is a
dynamic construction of meaning. This meaning ig tlesult of the
combination of the text's input, the reader's pkioowledge, manipulation
of lexis, making inferences and relating thoughts.

In other words, the reader should be creativelyagad otherwise he
runs the risk of misinterpreting or misunderstagdihe message at hand.
Grellet (1981: 7) points also to this idea when si@ms that the
importance of what the reader brings to the tegréater than what he finds
in it.
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It is worth mentioning that reading comprehensiendifficult to
measure. Reading theorists point out that the amounomprehension is
something which is difficult to be quantified. Thesire no standard criteria
or scales which declare the reader's successlinuntlerstanding the text
or fully failing to comprehend it.

Other reading theorists view that if the readerorep the text's
content orally or in a written way or simply answeuestions about it, he is
likely to be judged as comprehending successfligy text (Swan, 1976:
1).0n his part, Davies (1995: 24) claims "readiogiprehension is usually
measured by means of retrieval rate from memofhis idea establishes
confusion between the nature of comprehension ardary capacities.

It is not a rule of thumb that someone who rememltbe text's
content is necessarily someone who has understeaddaning. A reader
may memorize a Shakespearian soliloquy or a piégrase without even
knowing the meaning it conveys. Thus, memorizat@mnremembering
differs from understanding. For Alderson (2000:régding comprehension
occurs when the reader remembers the input ganoed the text without
being back in it for confirmation but, at the satimee, he explains how this
idea denies the existing difference between reméangand understanding.
In contrast, Smith (2004: 60) defends the idea tbatling comprehension
cannot be measured in all cases. He writes: " Cehgmsion cannot be
measured in the way that some aspects of informa&iam. Comprehension
cannot be measured at all, despite constant edueatefforts to do so,
because it is not a quantity of anything. Comprslen does not have
dimension or weight; it is not incremental. Commes$ion is not the
opposite of uncertainty or even ignorance, andefioee is not quantifiable
as the accumulation of a number of facts or iterhsn@ormation” .
Comprehension is an abstract process. It canndtelagded as a concrete
matter to be counted. Moreover, attempts to measuaee recognized as
relative ones. They fail to report real insights what is judged as
understanding or misunderstanding.

Understanding a text differs from one reader totlao It is
impossible that readers gain an identical meaniom fthe same text. The
writer will not be physically present to explain atthe meant by the point
discussed on a page.

Thus, every reader provides his own meaning acegrtdi his own
previous knowledge. None can judge his own intégpien to be the one
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meant by the writer. Therefore, the meaning deribogdthe reader is a
relative one. There will be no single interpretatidlderson and Urquhart
(1984: 63) point that those who consider understanas a process of
building a given meaning for the text are in fagstaken; for the simple
reason that, there is no sole meaning but a nuofl@ssible meanings.

THE SCHEMA THEORY OF READING

3.1 The definition of schema

The basic premise of schema theory is that texmbiguous. As
Carrell and Eisterhold (1983) write, “... text, atext, whether written or
spoken, does not by itself carry meaning. Rathecoming to schema
theory, a text only provides directions for listener readers as to how they
should retrieve or construct meaning from their pywreviously acquired
knowledge” (p 76).

Thus, our background knowledge affects our intégpi@n of the
text. To illustrate, let me provide these two ex&ap

a) The car was too expensive.
b) The coffee was too expensive.

Our interpretation of the woreéXpensivein sentence (a) is likely to
be very different from our interpretation of thereaword in sentence (b).
From our life experiences we know the typical pridea car as well as the
typical price of an expensive car, and we know espe coffee, in a
normal world, will always be cheaper.

Anderson and Pearson (1984), citing a study doniEdff, Ortony
and Anderson (1976), write that a person’s intagti@en of the coloredis
different in each of the following compoundsd strawberryred barn red
sunsetand red hair (p 52). Thus, our background knowledge, and the
context in which the word is placed, affects oueipretation of that word.

Further, our interpretation of text is influencegdvithat we have read
before. Notice how the sentencéle’ didn't have enough moneyan be
interpreted differently in the following examples.

c) The car was too expensive. He didn’'t have enoogiey
d) The coffee was too expensive. He didn't havaginmoney
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In sentence (c),He didn’t have enough moneys likely to be
interpreted as he didn’'t have enough savings, velsene sentence (d) he
probably has enough money at home or in the bamkhé doesn’t have
enough money on him right now.

From the above definitions, we may conclude th&eswa is the
prior knowledge gained through experiences stonednie’s mind. It is an
abstract structure of knowledge.

3.2 Types of schema

Generally, there are three major types of schematanely,
linguistic schemata, formal schemata and contehtrsata, which are
closely related to reading comprehension.

3.2.1 Linguistic schemata

Linguistic schemata refer to readers’ existing laage proficiency
in vocabulary, grammar and idioms. They are thendlation of other
schemata. As is known, linguistic knowledge plagseasential part in text
comprehension. Without linguistic schemata, itngpossible for the reader
to decode and comprehend a text.

Therefore, the more linguistic schemata a readeirh&is mind, the
faster the reader acquires information and theebeathderstanding the
reader may get.

3.2.2 Formal schemata

Formal schemata are the organizational forms anetorical
structures of written texts. They include knowledgedifferent text types
and genres, and also include the knowledge thtardift types of texts use
text organization, language structures, vocabulgrgmmar and level of
formality differently. Formal schemata are desdalitzes abstract, encoded,
internalized, coherent patterns of meta-linguisticscourse and textual
organization that guide expectation in our atteniptsnderstand a meaning
piece of language. Readers use their schematieseptations of the text
such as fictions, poems, essays, newspaper astateslemic articles in
magazines and journals to help comprehend then#ton in the text.
Studies show that the knowledge of what type anudregg¢he text is can
facilitate reading comprehension for readers bex#us type of the text will
offer detailed evidence of the content of the té&bnetheless, compared
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with the linguistic and content schemata, the fdrsghemata offer less
power in the reading process (Carrell, 1984).

3.2.3 Content schemata

Content schemata refer to the background knowlefigee content
area of a text, or the topic a text talks aboueyTimclude topic familiarity,
cultural knowledge and previous experience witlneld f Content schemata
deal with the knowledge relative to the content donof the text, which is
the key to the understanding of texts. Since onguage is not only the
simple combination of vocabulary, sentence strecturd grammar but also
the bearer of different levels of the language'#uta. To some extent,
content schemata can make up for the lack of laggygahemata, and thus
help learners understand texts by predicting, dhgosformation and
removing ambiguities.

Many studies show that readers’ content schemdkaence their
reading comprehension more greatly than formal reett@ On the whole,
the familiarity of the topic has a direct influenme readers’ comprehension.
The more the reader knows about the topic, the raasdy and quickly he
gets the information of the text. Therefore, if amants to be an efficient
reader, he needs to try to know the knowledge atmaue fields and topics.
Learners with more prior knowledge can better ca@hend and remember
more the text.

1. Schema theory and reading comprehension

From the analysis above, it is clearly seen tha&es@a plays an
important role in reading comprehension. The authen will introduce
three models of reading process and analyze tradiae$hip between
schema and reading comprehension.

4.1 Models of reading process

Psychologists have generally distinguished threendi of
processing: bottom-up model, top-down model anerattive model.

4.1.1 Bottom-up model

Bottom-up model of reading process holds the vieat teading is a
process of building symbols into words, words isémtences and sentences
into the overall meaning, which reflects traditibatiitudes toward reading.
In this model, readers begin with the lowest lefrelm which the symbols
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are identified. Strings of symbols are then anaym@o morphological

clusters, from which words are recognized and tbteimgs of words are
analyzed into phrases and sentences. The meanihg téxt is expected to
come naturally as the code is broken based onetider’s prior knowledge
of linguistic units like vocabulary, grammar, syata

Therefore, from the point of view of bottom-up mbdeccuracy in
understanding linguistic units is very significaahd the lower-level
processing skills in reading are important. This delo weakens the
significance of reading comprehension because tmusf is on the
understanding of linguistic knowledge but littleesation is paid to schema,
i.e. related cultural background, the whole tetd, e

4.1.2 Top-down model

Top-down model emphasizes the use of readers’ veaild
knowledge in memory. The most influential and coemgnsive top-down
model is put forward by Kenneth S. Goodman (196IMge goal of reading
IS constructing meaning in response to text; itunexg interactive use of
grapho-phonic, syntactic, and semantic cues totagisneaning.” Readers
do not read every word, but see through the textder to be able to guess
the meaning of the words or phrases. During thislehoeading process,
readers take in larger units of meaning of the & time, match what they
already know with the meaning they derive from tlegt. Top-down
processing occurs as the system makes generatiedi based on higher
level and general schemata. It searches the impuhfiormation to fit into
these partially satisfied, higher order schemata.

4.1.3 Interactive model

From the discussion above, it can be concludedhibtt bottom-up
and top-down models have limitations. The recognitf this results in a
more comprehensive reading process, hamely, iieeanodel which is an
interaction of bottom-up and top-down models claignithat prior
knowledge and prediction facilitate the processmignput from the text.
The interaction in this perspective takes placetrake levels: 1)the
interaction between lower-level and higher-leveallsk2)between bottom-
up processing and top-down processing; 3)between lhckground
knowledge presupposed in the text and the backgrotithe reader.

In interactive reading processing, both bottom-up d@op-down
processing should be occurring at all levels siandbusly (Rumelhart,
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1980). Readers may employ bottom-up process aseafbacomprehending
a text and then turn to top-down process to exdugtelevel interpretation
of the content of the text. Prediction of the comteill be confirmed,
revised or rejected through further data analybseractive model of
reading process is the combination of bottom-uptapedown models, and
thus absorbs their merits and avoids the limitaticom a great extent. Till
now, this is the most effective reading processkgnce, it is advocated by
many researchers.

4.2 The three types of schemata and reading comprehsion

The importance of schematic knowledge is now widely
acknowledged in foreign language teaching and masgarches in the
schema-oriented realm of ESL/EFL reading have besmied out. The
relationship of the three types of schemata andimgacomprehension will
be introduced respectively in the following text.

4.2.1 Linguistic schemata and reading comprehension

As mentioned before, linguistic schemata refergaders’ existing
language proficiency in vocabulary, grammar andesee structure. As the
basis of comprehension, language knowledge playsngortant role on
understanding of the text, especially for learradrthe elementary stage of
learning. Without basic language knowledge, no irepdtrategy or skill
can function effectively. Therefore, the more laage schemata readers
have in their mind, the more information readery mequire from the text,
and the more effective readers they may become.

4.2.2 Formal schemata and reading comprehension

Formal schemata refer to the organizational formd enetorical
structures of written texts, including knowledgedifferent text types and
genres, and the acknowledgement that differentstyple texts use text
organization, language structures, vocabulary, gramand level of
formality differently.

Carrel (1984) made an experiment to investigatetidrewe can
facilitate ESL/EFL reading comprehension by teaghext structure based
on schematic knowledge. The result of the experirpeoved that explicit
teaching of the text structure can improve studeatsling comprehension.
Different reading materials bear different charasties and pose the
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correspondent reading requests for readers. A bdaeitamployment of
formal schemata plays a significant role in reading

4.2.3 Content schemata and reading comprehension

Content schemata refer to the knowledge relativehto content
domain of reading materials, which is the key #® timderstanding of a text.
As a language is not only consisted of vocabulgrgmmar and sentence
structures, it is also the carrier of differentdksvof culture. Studies proved
that content schemata affect comprehension andméereng more than
formal schemata do for text organization. Readersembered the most
when both the content and rhetorical forms wereilfamto them while
unfamiliar content may cause more difficulties arrect comprehension.

2. IMPLICATIONS FOR TEACHING READING TO EFL
STUDENTS

EFL teachers can apply insights from the schemaryhesearch to
classroom reading instruction. Two strategies &aching reading will be
discussed. They are pre-reading activities andnareading.

5.1 Pre-reading activities

Pre-reading activities are an excellent way fodshis to draw on
their current knowledge and develop schemata poioeading a given text.
Connections between details and the overall streatia particular schema
are explored in class before students do any rgadine technique can be
as simple as brainstorming on the blackboard. €aeher writes a keyword
on the blackboard and then elicits associated wivois the students. If all
goes as planned, lines are drawn on the blackboetleen words and a
network of connections becomes apparent to theestadas they participate
in the brainstorming activity. While doing this etlbeacher has a chance to
gage the students’ level of schematic knowledgeauathe topic. After the
blackboard is full of networked information, theatder can draw the
students’ attention to the student-generated amtsmms that are most
relevant to the reading that will follow. This silapactivity need not be
limited to words. Photos and drawings can be used t

This procedure provides a visual representatiorthef important
schematic associations needed to comprehend g #tatpws for cultural
differences (if any) between the reader's mothdtuoel and the reading
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passage’s source culture to be to be identified disdussed before any
reading is done.

Pre-reading is an excellent classroom activity, ibuin no way
guarantees reading success. It may be that a ydartitext is simply too
difficult for a group of students; the text may weg schematic knowledge
beyond the students’ current understanding.

5.2 Narrow Reading

For lower level learners or any student populattwat finds reading
in English particularly challenging, it makes sent®e initially limit
unfamiliar content in texts as much as possibld atudents achieve a level
of automaticity (Eskey and Grabe, 1988) in word phthse recognition (p.
235). Stephen Krashen has advocated “narrow reddivagrow reading is
extensive reading in one area of the reader’s eh#cashen maintains that
this technique will help students develop richercalmlaries and more
elaborate schemata (p. 339). Students doing namading are encouraged
to read about content that is already familiathint in their mother tongue.
Thus the EFL learner can develop fluency in Englahguage reading
without being encumbered by a text overloaded witfamiliar content.

3. Conclusion

Schema theory asserts that the reader, his or hekglound
knowledge, and the content of a given text arectire components of the
reading process. Schema theory suggests that BEhdes need to be aware
of the content and embedded cultural cues in textd the potential
difficulty they pose to the EFL learner. Whereaaditional approaches to
teaching reading have focused almost exclusivelghertext, schema theory
implies that the scope should be broadened todechoth the text and the
reader’s background knowledge.

However, it has been seen that schema-theoreticatpns do not
always result in improvements in comprehensionfi@darly where they
result in insufficient attention to textual detail, where there is an increase
in schema-interference by, for example, the adtwatof dominant or
negative schemata.
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