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ABSTRACT: This study is an attempt to investigate the effect of presence vs. absence
of a reading task (easy vs. difficult) and language proficiency level on the L2 learners’
use of strategies. The findings indicated that including a reading task has no impact
on strategy assessment; there is no significant difference between EFL students’ overall
reported strategies in different task conditions, and also the high-proficient learners
used more reading strategies than the low-proficient ones. Moreover, opposite to
Oxford el al.’s (2004) finding, there was no significant difference in the learners’
strategies use considering the interaction between task difficulty and language proficiency.
Keywords: task difficulty level; presence versus absence of task; task and reading
strategies; reading task and reading strategies.

El efecto de la presencia frente a la ausencia de la actividad y nivel de la
lectura en el uso de la estrategia de lectura

RESUMEN: En este trabajo intentamnos investigar el efecto de la presencia o ausencia
de una tarea de lectura (facil frente a dificil) y el nivel de dominio de la lengua en
el uso de estrategias en los aprendices L2. Los resultados mostraron que la inclusion
de tareas de lectura no tiene un impacto sobre la evaluacion de la estrategia, destacando
que los alumnos de un nivel superior usaron mas estrategias que aquéllos con un nivel
inferior. Segun los resultados y al contrario de los resultados obtenidos por Oxford y
otros (2004) no existe ninguna relacién directa entre el nivel de textos de lectura y
el nivel de las destrezas adquiridas.

Palabras claves: dificultad de nivel de la tarea; presencia frente a ausencia de
actividad; tareas y estrategias de lectura; estrategias y tarea de lectura.

1. INTRODUCTION

Within the field of education during the last two decades, a gradual but significant
shift has taken place, resulting in less focus on teachers and teaching and greater
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emphasis on learners and learning (Nunan, 1988). One consequence of this shift was an
increasing awareness and interest in resources for learning strategies in foreign and
second language teaching and learning. Researchers such as Oxford (1990), Cohen (1987),
and O’Malley and Chamot (1990) have stressed that effective learners use a variety of
different strategies and techniques in order to solve problems they face while acquiring
or producing the language. Research in language learning strategies demonstrates that
the use of language learning strategies is somehow inevitable; what differs among the
learners is the frequency and variety which depend on a number of variables (Chamot
& Kupper, 1989).

Assessing language learning strategy use through the questionnaire which usually
asks students to report on their general use of language learning strategies has become
commonplace around the world. Although general learning strategy questionnaires will
remain important, task-based strategy assessment may have an increasing role in a way
that examines specific strategy use when students do a particular L2 task (Oxford et al.
2004). As different language tasks require the use of different strategies, in the present
study it is aimed to investigate whether there is any significant relationship between the
presence of reading task and the use of reading strategies and also to examine whether
students’ reported reading strategies differ based on the difficulty level of the reading
task. In other words attempt will be made to see if self- reported questionnaires can be
considered as reliable instruments for checking strategies use. In addition, the relationship
between the use of reading strategies and language proficiency is investigated, too.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

The importance of language learning strategies has been proven and emphasized by
many researchers as one of the key dimensions for successful language learning (Cohen,
1998; O’Malley & Chamot 1990; Oxford, 1990; Wenden & Rubin, 1987). The researches
in reading comprehension have revealed the use of strategies by readers differently in
the reading process (Block, 1986, 1992). According to Chamot (2004), strategic learners
have the ability to use the appropriate learning strategies and also the ability to understand
what a task involves.

Researches in different fields began to investigate various characteristics of learners,
and learning strategies, as «specific attacks that we [learners] make on a given problem»
(Brown, 2000:124) received much attention. The lack of general success among language
learners might indicate that no teaching method is significantly superior to any other
method (Richards 1990). This is why in recent times many researchers have turned their
attention to learner strategies (Oxford, 1985; Richards, 1990).

Within ESL/ EFL education, a number of definitions of learning strategies have been
used by figures in the field (Cohen 1998; Rubin 1975, 1987; Rigney 1978 cited in Oxford
& Crookall 1989; Chamot 1987; O’Malley and Chamot 1990; Oxford 2001). The definitions
provided are defective in one way or another, because as put «...there is no complete
agreement on exactly what strategies are; how many exists; how they should be defined,
demarcated, and categorized; and whether it is possible to create a real, scientifically
validated hierarchy of strategies»(Oxford, 1990:17). As our concern in this study is
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learning strategies specifically used in respect to reading comprehension task, the Self-
report Reading Strategy Questionnaire (Oxford, et al., 2004) is used as an instrument to
collect and analyze part of the data.

As far as models of reading are concerned, the bottom-up reading model emphasizes
a part-to-whole processing of a text. In terms of reading, bottom-up models claim that the
reader perceives every letter, organizes the perceived letters into words, and then organizes
the words into phrases, clauses, and sentences. This decoding of the text includes visual
focus on the identification of letters, noticing combinations of letters, recognition of
words and processing sentences by their syntactic structures and so on (Macaro, 2003).

At the sentence level, learners use top — down strategies such as skimming and
background knowledge to process information (Barnett, 1988; Carrell, 1989). Unlike bottom-
up strategies where the reader works from smaller units upward, top-down strategies
focus on the meaning-based clues (Landry, 2002).

Those who consider the two processes, top-down and bottom- up, important, believe
in the combination of two in form of interactive approach (Stanovich, 1980 cited in
Abraham, 2000). One important part of interactive process theory emphasizes «schemata,»
the reader’s pre-existing concepts about the world and about the text to be read. The
schema theory of reading also fits within the cognitively based view of reading. Schema
theory describes the process by which readers combine their own background knowledge
with the information in a text to comprehend that text (Stott, 2001).

Another aspect of this study is the strategy use while doing a specific kind of task.
Various definitions have been proposed by different scholars in defining «task». As
defined by Richards and Rogers (2001:224), a «task» as a central unit for curriculum and
teaching is an «activity...such as finding a solution to a puzzle, reading a map, and giving
directions, making a telephone call, writing a letter, or reading a set of instructions and
assembling a toy». Similarly, Willis (1998:1) defines task as "a goal-oriented activity with
a clear purpose such as "comparing two pictures and / or texts to find the differences;
and solving a problem or designing a brochure". Ellis (2003: 16) defines task as «a
workplan that requires learners to process language pragmatically in order to achieve an
outcome that can be evaluated in terms of whether the correct or appropriate propositional
content has been conveyed.» and Nunan (2004) defines it as:

a piece of classroom work that involves learners in comprehending, manipulating,
producing or interacting in the target language while their attention is focused on
mobilizing their grammatical knowledge in order to express meaning, and in which
the intention is to convey meaning rather than to manipulate form. The task should
also have a sense of completeness, being able to stand alone as a communicative
act in its own right. (p. 4)

When students are asked to complete a questionnaire of L2 learning strategies, many
students think about L2 task they have done in the past. Some think about specific tasks,
while others consider their experience of L2 tasks in a more general way. Therefore, even
when students answer the same strategy questionnaire, they may have different
interpretations of their own L2 task experience. These different interpretations may influence
the reporting of the strategy use in terms of the comparability of responses to the same
items across students. Also, if a task is not present as part of L2 strategy assessment,
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then it is unclear whether students are considering their typical strategy use in reference
to difficult or to easy tasks.

According to Cohen (1998), strategies can be used effectively by various learners
who do particular types of L2 learning task at different proficiency levels. Green and
Oxford (1995) believe that the SILL (Strategy Inventory for Language Learning) and other
similar strategy assessment surveys provide a general picture of strategy use and not a
specific one. This research has attempted to confirm how strategies are used as learners
engage in actual tasks.

3. SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY

Usually researches on language learning strategies (Ehrman and Oxford, 1989; Oxford
and Nyikos, 1989; Ehrman and Oxford, 1990; and Green and Oxford, 1995) have used the
self-report Strategy Inventory for Language Learning (SILL) as a kind of questionnaire
that asks about the general strategies used by L2 learners without having them do any
L2 task. However according to Oxford et al. (2004) when a specific task is included in
second language strategy assessment, the respondents focus on the strategies they use
while doing the particular task and therefore, the task influences their reporting of
strategies. Moreover, as it is mentioned by Oxford er al. (2004), task difficulty has an
important influence on the types and frequencies of strategy use and leads to different
strategy reports.

Another important factor in assessing the strategy use is the role of language
proficiency. Researchers usually report a relationship between the language proficiency
level and the strategies use (Green and Oxford 1995, Oxford and Ehrman 1995). But in their
studies Oxford et al. (2004) did not find the relationship related to the language proficiency
level but due to the interaction of language proficiency level and task condition (No task,
Easy task , and Difficult task). It is worth mentioning that they checked the language
proficiency level through the same instrument which was used as task condition including
two reading passages followed by some multiple choice questions. In this study two
different kinds of materials were used to check task difficulty and language proficiency
levels. In investigations conducted on strategy use in Iran (Khajeh, 2002; Hosseini, 2003;
Lotfiyan Moghadam 2003; and Yadegari, 2004), task presence and task difficulty were not
investigated. Hence, the present study specifically attempts to investigate if there is any
relationship between presence/absence of a task, difficulty level of the reading tasks and
strategy use among Iranian EFL learners and to check if students with different language
proficiency levels use different language learning strategies. In other words this study
is the replication of Oxford et al’s study (2004) but in the EFL context of Iran and with
a different instrument (TOEFL) for measuring the language proficiency level.

4. RESEARCH QUESTIONS
1. Are there any main effects or interaction effect on reading strategy use considering

the two independent variables of reading task condition (No Task, Easy Task, and
Difficult Task) and English language proficiency (high and low)?
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2. Is there any significant difference between the high and low proficient learners
in the use of each strategy within each of the task conditions (i.e. No Task, Easy
Task, Difficult Task)?

5. DEFINITION OF KEY TERMS

Reading Strategies: They are defined as «ways of accessing text meaning which are
employed flexibly and selectively» by the reader «to draw effectively on existing linguistic
and background knowledge.» (Carter & Nunan, 2001: 225) In this study reading strategies
are indicated through the scores obtained by the participants in answering the 35-item
strategies questionnaires designed by Oxford et al. (2004).

Task: As defined by Crookes (1986:1) a task is «a piece of work or an activity, usually
with a specified objective, undertaken as part of an educational course, at work, or used
to elicit data for research» (cited in Richards & Rodgers 2001: 233). This definition
includes not only summaries, essays, and class notes, but in some language classrooms,
drills, dialogue readings, and any other tasks that teachers use to obtain their objectives
(Richards & Rodgers, 2001). The task type in this study is reading passages for both
overall comprehension and specific details and answering a series of related questions.

Task Difficulty: Difficulty of task refers to the complicated cognitive processing
operations that are loaded on learners (Oxford et al., 2004). As readability describes the
ease with which a reading passage can be read, in this study the difficulty of the reading
task is determined in terms of ‘readability’ of a reading passage based on Flesch Reading
Ease Scale. The reading passage is difficult if the readability index of the reading passage
is one standard deviation below the average readability index of the four reading texts
selected from the students’ textbook and it is easy if the readability index of the reading
passage is one standard deviation above the average readability index of the four reading
texts selected from the learners’ textbook.

Language Proficiency: In this study proficiency in language refers to the scores
learners obtain in the TOEFL test (2004). The learners with TOEFL scores within 0.5 and
2 standard deviations above or below the mean will be considered as high and low-
proficiency group respectively.

6. METHOD
6.1. Participants

The participants were 37 students who were all foreign language learners of two
language institutions in Iran; ZabanSara and Apadana Language Institute. These institutes
use the same material and the same system of language teaching. The participants
consisted of 20 male and 17 female students with ages ranging from 19 to 35. Based on
the above mentioned criterion, the study included high-proficient group (N=19) and low-
proficient group (N=18).

109




PortA LINGUARUM N° 16, junio 2011

6.2. Materials and Instrumentations

The materials and instruments in this study include TOEFL, Reading Tasks, Reading
Strategy Questionnaire of Oxford et al. (2004), and Hosenfeld et al.’s (1981) think-aloud
Strategy Protocol (cited in Oxford, 1990).

6.2.1. Test of English as Foreign Language (TOEFL)

As explained earlier, for assigning learners as high or low-proficient for this study,
a sample of TOEFL test i.e. complete paper test from Longman Complete Course for
TOEFL Test published by Pearson education (2004) was used.

6.2.2. Task

The task required the participants to read two written reading passages and answer
the 5 related multiple-choice questions which followed each reading text. The two passages
discussed different aspects of the same subject matter of «learning styles and strategies.»
To control for topic familiarity and background knowledge, it was checked with the
participants’ teachers to determine whether the students had discussed, heard about, or
read about this topic before, and it was assured that they had not. The content of both
reading passages came from the research reported in (Oxford et. al 2004). The first reading
passage was to be easy (for the Easy Task condition) and the second one difficult (for
the Difficult Task condition).

The reading text was judged to be easy or difficult based on the average readability
of at least four reading passages taken from the learners’ textbook, using Flesch’s
Reading Ease Scale. In other words, four samples of reading texts were selected randomly
from the participants’ textbook (FCE; First Certificate Gold Course book) which were used
in both institutes. Second, Flesch’s readability formula was applied and the average
readability was determined. The Flesch average readability index for the four reading texts
of the participants’ textbook was 74.5 and the Flesch indices for the reading passages
in our study were 83.43 for the easy passage and 52.15 for the difficult passage. These
indices indicate that the readability of the difficult and easy reading passage is at least
one standard deviation below and above the average readability index for the four reading
texts respectively based on the learners’ textbooks. In other words, the readability index
of the two passages selected for the difficult and easy tasks were within the range of
74.5 + 11.38 from the mean, i.e. 63.12 to 85.88.

6.2.3. Reading Strategy Questionnaire (RSQ)

This study used a self-report Reading Strategy Questionnaire taken from Oxford et
al. (2004) including 35 questions. Responses were based on a 5-point Likert scale from
0 (almost never) to 5 (almost always) showing the degree of strategy use.

6.2.4. Reading Think-Aloud Protocol

In order to discover more about the strategies that individual learners use while
accomplishing specific language tasks and in order to get a more comprehensive picture,
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a think-aloud strategy interview was carried out in the learners’ native language, i.e.,
Persian (Farsi). In this regard, four participants were interviewed in two task conditions
(Easy Reading Task, Difficult Reading Task). They were chosen by selecting the two
highest and the two lowest scores from each proficiency level. During reading think—
aloud interview, the four selected participants were required to read the easy and difficult
texts and stop at those parts as the interviewer noted and think aloud ( details in part
7.2). In order to express their thoughts without any limitations, they were also permitted
to use their native language, Persian.

6.3. Procedure

To make sure that participants in each group were homogenous first a TOEFL test
(2004) was administered to divide them into low and high-proficient learners. Next, the
participants were asked to answer the questionnaire in three stages, which were no task
condition, easy task condition, and difficult task condition.

No Task Condition (NTC):
In the first stage, the participants were asked to complete the RSQ without doing
any reading task.

Easy Task Condition (ETC):

In the second stage, which was two weeks after the first stage, the participants were
first required to read the easy reading passage and answer five related reading
comprehension questions within a limited time (20 minutes), then they were asked to fill
out the same RSQ they completed in the first stage.

Difficult Task Condition (DTC):
In the third stage, which was two weeks after the second stage, the participants first
read the difficult reading passage and answered the five related reading comprehension

questions within a limited time (20 minutes) and then they were asked to fill out the same
RSQ.

6.4. Data Analysis

In order to answer the first question, i.e., to find the main effect for task conditions,
the main effect of proficiency level, and the interaction of these two independent varia-
bles, a Repeated- Measure Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) using a Mixed Plot (Factorial
Design) with the alpha set at 0.05 was conducted.

To answer the 2nd question, i.e., in order to identify whether the high and low-
proficient learners report different use of each strategy item within each of the three task
conditions, a multiple analysis of variance, i.e., MANOVA, was conducted.
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7. RESULTS

The results are related to the findings for reading strategy questionnaire considering
the three task conditions with different levels of language proficiency and think aloud
protocol.

7.1. Results of analysis of Reading Strategy Questionnaire (RSQ) in the three task
conditions

This questionnaire consisted of 35 reading strategy questions investigating the
strategies used by participants when they are not doing any reading task, and when they
are doing easy and difficult tasks. It consists of three parts. The questions include
strategies that are used before reading, while reading, and after reading. The RSQ was
given to participants to be answered in three stages of No Task, Easy Task, and Difficult
Task condition. Furthermore, in order to prevent misunderstanding, the translation of the
RSQ in their native language was also accompanied which was approved by two PhD
TEFL professors whose native language was Persian. Although the participants were
provided with the translation, it was observed that few participants used the translation
of the questionnaire.

To answer the first research question, a One-way ANOVA with Repeated Measures
was conducted. Task condition (No Task, Easy Task, and Difficult Task) was considered
as within-subjects and language proficiency as between- subjects factor. Table 1 provides
the descriptive statistics.

Tablel. Descriptive Statistics of high and low proficient learners in three task conditions

Task Language
proficiency N Mean Std. Deviation

No Task High 19 104.26 10.359
Low 18 92.67 12.696
Total 37 98.62 12.818
Easy Task High 19 101.42 9.530
Low 18 92.22 13.765
Total 37 96.95 12.514
Difficult Task High 19 109.11 15.684
Low 18 94.50 10.473
Total 37 102.00 15.151

As it is shown, the mean of strategy use in DT is more than two other task
conditions and the mean in NT is more than ET for high proficient learners. The case is
exactly the same for the low proficient ones.

To find out if this difference is meaningful, the Repeated Measures ANOVA was
conducted. Table 2 provides the sphericity.
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Table 2. Mauchlys Test of Sphericity

Epsilon®
Within Subs Mauchly's | Approx. dr | sig Groonh .
1thin Subjects W Chi-Square : reenhouse- } ower-
Effect 1 Geisser Huynh-Feldt bound
Task Condition .960 1.429 2] .489 962 1.000 .500

Based on table 2, the sphericity assumption was not violated (Mauchly’s W= .960,
df= 2; p>.05). Table 3 demonstrates the effect of language proficiency on strategy use.

Table 3.Tests of Between- Subjects Effects

Source Types(llgai?sm of df Mean Square F Sig.
Intercept 1087769.287 1 1087769.287 3704.764 .000
proficiency 3861.215 1 3861.215 13.151 .001
Error 10276.479 35 293.614
As table in 3 indicates, there is a significant difference (F ., = 13.151, p<.05) in the

strategy use between high and low proficient L2 learners.

Table 4. Tests of Within-Subjects Contrasts

Type 1l
Source Sum af Mean Square F Sig
of Square
TASK 476.348 2 238.174 3.008 .056
Task *proficiency 135.663 2 3.000 .857 429
Error .106 70 79.189

Based on the results in table 4, neither task conditions (F,, = 3.008, p>0.05), nor
the interaction of task conditions and language proficiency (F,,, = .857, p>0.05) showed
any significant difference in the participants’ use of reading strategies.

Table 5, 6, and 7 show the results of the significant difference between the high and
low proficient language learners in the use of each strategy in each of the No Task, Easy
task, and Difficult Task Condition respectively.
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Table 5. Strategies showing significant differences by proficiency
level within No Task Condition

High-Proficiency LO‘,N_ .
Strategy (HP) Mean Proficiency F Significance daf
(LP) Mean
Item6 (LP) 2.00 2.50 5.578 .024 1
Item8 (HP) 2.84 2.44 4.663 .038 1
Item 20 (HP) 2.53 1.50 17.714 .000 1
Item 21 (HP) 2.16 1.11 19.367 .000 1
Item 24 (LP) 2.37 2.89 7.184 .011 1
Item 27 (HP) 1.68 1.22 6.156 .018 1
Item 29 (HP) 2.32 1.33 25.796 .000 1
Item 30 (HP) 2.21 1.61 7.530 .010 1
Item 32 (HP) 2.05 1.44 4.713 .037 1
Item 33 (HP) 2.58 2.00 6.520 .015 1

0.00-1.50 = Rather low use, usually not used
1.60-2.50 = Moderate use, used sometimes but not usually
2.60-3.00= very high use, always used

As table 5 presents, in the No Task condition, the High-Proficient (HP) group
reported employing eight strategy items significantly more than the Low-Proficient (LP)
group: strategies 8, 20, 21, 27 29, 30, 32, and 33, while two strategy items (6, and 24) were
reported as used significantly more by low-proficient learners than high-proficient ones.

Table 6. Strategies showing significant differences by proficiency level
within Easy Task condition

High- Low-Proficiency
Strategy Proficiency F Significance
(LP) df

(HP)
Item 1 (HP) 2.834 2.44 7.339 .010 1
Item 7 (HP) 2.42 1.89 6.358 .016 1
Item 8 (HP) 2.84 2.28 8.488 .006 1
Item 14 (HP) 2.26 2.00 4.926 .033 1
Item 17 (HP) 2.68 2.28 4.561 .040 1
Item 18 (LP) 2.05 2.56 5.316 .027 1
Item 20 (HP) 2.21 1.50 7.541 .009 1
Item 21 (HP) 1.89 1.17 10.528 .003 1
Item 24 (LP) 2.32 3.00 18.686 .000 1
Item 25 (HP) 3.00 2.28 46.730 .000 1
Item 27 (HP) 1.63 1.17 6.403 016 1
Item 29 (HP) 2.47 1.78 11.314 .002 1

0.00-1.50 = Rather low use, usually not used
1.60-2.50 = Moderate use, used sometimes but not usually
2.60-3.00= very high use, always used
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As table 6 indicates, the Easy Task condition had twelve significant differences
between proficiency levels. Ten of these differences were used more by High-Proficient
learners (strategies 1, 7, 8, 14, 17, 20, 21, 25, 27, 29), unlike two strategies (strategies 18,
and 24) which were used more by the low proficient learners.

Table 7. Strategies showing significant differences by proficiency level within
Difficult Task condition

High- Low-Proficiency
Strategy Proficiency F Significance df
(HP) Mean (LP) Mean

Item3 (HP) 247 1.89 4914 .033 1
Item6 (LP) 2.00 2.67 6.536 015 1
Item7 (HP) 2.32 1.78 6.154 018 1
Item8 (HP) 2.63 2.00 8.949 .005 1
Item9 (LP) 2.16 2.78 12.899 .001 1
Item 14 (HP) 247 2.00 10.689 .002 1
Item 16 (HP) 242 1.89 6.358 016 1
Item 17 (HP) 2.63 2.22 4.701 .037 1
Item 20 (HP) 2.58 1.61 17.921 .000 1
Item 21 (HP) 2.00 1.22 11.437 .002 1
Item 24 (LP) 221 2.89 11.509 .002 1
Item 27 (LP) 2.05 1/39 9.361 .004 1
Item 29 (HP) 2.37 1.67 12.826 .001 1

0.00-1.50 = Rather low use, usually not used
1.60-2.50 = Moderate use, used sometimes but not usually
2.60-3.00= very high use, always used

As table 7 shows, the Difficult Task condition had the greatest number of significant
differences in strategy use by proficiency level. In this condition, the High-Proficient
group used nine strategies (3, 7, 8, 14, 16, 17, 20, 21, and 29) significantly more often, while
the Low Proficient group applied four strategies (6, 9, 24, and 27) significantly more than
the High-Proficient group. Table 8 demonstrates nineteen strategies which were significantly
different between high and low-proficient learners within each of the task conditions in
one glance.
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Table 8. Significantly used strategies by high and low proficient learners
in the three task conditions in comparison

No Task Easy Task Difficult Task
Reading Strategies Context Context context

High Low High Low | High Low
Item1: Using the title to predict the X
contents.
Item3: Skimming the text first and X
later reading for details
Item6: Focusing on the tenses of the x X
verb
Item7: Trying to understand the X X
meaning of every word into the
native language

Item8: Translating each sentence | X X x
into the native language
Item9: Starting reading from the X
first paragraph all the way through
to the last paragraph

Item14: Skipping unknown words X X
Item 16: Understanding the meaning x
of an unknown word by dividing
into parts

Item17: Guessing the meaning of a X X
word or phrase using clues from the
text.

Item18: Guessing the meaning using x
information about the topic
Item20: Underlining important parts | X X X
Item21: Marking important parts, | X X X
using colored pens or drawing stars
Item24: Making a picture in mind X X X
about what the text is saying
Item25: Understanding the meaning x
without translating the text into
native language

Item27: Following the lines with | X X X
finger or pen
Item29: Skipping the sentences not | X X X
understood
Item 30: Predicting what will come | x
next

Item32: Writing key words

Item 33: Figuring out the main idea
of each paragraph
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7.2. Think-Aloud Protocol

During reading think-aloud interview, the four selected participants, those who
obtained the two highest and the two lowest scores from each proficiency level were
required to read the easy and difficult texts and think aloud. It is worth remembering that
interviewing each of the four selected participants and simultaneously recording their
general behavior while they said out loud what they were doing, required a lot of time
and since the participants of this study were not able to allocate such plenty of time, it
was required to stop them paragraph by paragraph while reading, however, based on the
experiences of the researcher and her familiarity with the language learning system in
which the participants had been studying, she recognized some key words in the paragraphs
that she thought they might be difficult for the learners and might cause them to use some
strategies according to their language proficiency, therefore she found it better sometimes
to stop them in the middle of the paragraphs. Most probably, more various strategies
might have been exhibited, if students had been stopped sentence by sentence which
was impossible due to time limitations in this study. In order to express their thoughts
without any limitations, the participants were also permitted to use their native language,
Persian. The stages of reading think-aloud procedures of the selected participants were
all transcribed.

The following tables show the results of think aloud protocol and the
strategies used by top and weak interviewees in easy and difficult task conditions
respectively.

Table 12. The reading strategies used by top and weak learners
in easy task condition

Top > Top <

STRATEGIES Top | Weak | v | weak

Skipping unknown and
unnecessary words and trying to X x
guess meaning from the context
Translating X X
Reading Title & making
inferences

Linking the context with what
they already know

Using knowledge of the world X
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Table 13. The reading strategies used by top and weak learners
in difficult task condition

Top > Top <

STRATEGIES Top Weak | =0 | weak

Translating X X
Using context in preceding and
succeeding sentences and X x
paragraphs
Identifying grammatical
category of words
Reading and predicting based
on the title
trying to figure out the main
idea of each paragraph
Skipping unknown and
unnecessary words and
continuing even if
unsuccessful
Reading difficult parts aloud X
Asking the meaning of
unknown words

8. RESULTS AND CONCLUSIONS

As far as the main effects of task conditions on strategy use is concerned, the mean
scores of Reading Strategy Questionnaire (RSQ) in the two proficiency groups showed
rather similar direction across the three task conditions. The learners’ strategy use
appeared to decline in Easy Task condition and to increase in Difficult Task conditions
in comparison to their self-report strategy use in No Task condition. It can be deduced
that the easy reading passage did not seem to influence the learners’ strategy use greatly,
however when the difficult reading passage was presented, they had greater difficulty in
comprehending the difficult text, thus leading them to use more strategies and with higher
frequency. In other words, on one hand it can be inferred that when they were answering
the questionnaire without doing any task, they were thinking about a rather difficult task,
but when it came to the real task which was easy, the mean of the strategies use declined.
On the other hand, when they were doing a real difficult task, the mean of strategy use
was even more than what they had anticipated about themselves. However, as the
statistical results show, the total or overall mean of strategy use did not differ significantly
across the three task conditions; that is the presence and difficulty of reading task did
not have any effect on the reading strategy use of the participants.

Considering the main effect of proficiency level on strategy use, the overall mean
of strategy use differed significantly across the two proficiency levels (high vs. low) in
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a way that the high-proficient learners’ strategy use appeared to be more than the low-
proficient ones. In other words, the number of strategies or the mean of strategy use by
the high-proficient groups was more in each of the three task conditions. This finding
supports the results of research studies by O’Malley and Chamot (1990) and Oxford and
Ehrman (1995), which showed that greater strategy use is often related to higher levels
of language proficiency and is not in line with Oxford et al.’s study (2004) where language
proficiency did not show main effect on reading strategy use. The reason might be due
to this fact that in this study two different kinds of materials were used: one for measuring
the task difficulty level and a standard TOEFL test for language proficiency level. While
Oxford et al. (2004) had used one reading material measuring both sources. In fact they
themselves have the suggestion for making this separation:

It would be good to have an external, standard measure of proficiency with which
to identify levels prior to the study. In the case of current investigation, we created
our own proficiency assessment because the institutions involved did not use a
common proficiency metric.(P.36)

Unlike Oxford et al. (2004) who found significant effect on reading strategy use by
the interaction of the task condition and language proficiency, in this study the result
was only due to the language proficiency level and neither to task condition nor to their
interaction. It may be concluded that doing a task is not a necessity for being able to
report the strategies one uses because when one reports about one’s strategies, in fact
she has a concept of her strategies based on previous experiences which are somehow
moderate, i.e., not too easy and not too difficult. In this study the judgment /self-report
in no task condition was higher than the easy one and less than the difficult one.
Moreover, it is the language proficiency which plays a more important role rather than
the task.

Another suggestion provided by Oxford et al. (2004) is related to think aloud
protocol.

Task based questionnaires are written, while think-aloud protocols are oral....To
our knowledge, few if any systematic comparisons between task- based strategy
questionnaires and think-aloud protocols have been made.(p.36)

As the reading think-aloud interviews’ results at both easy and difficult stages of
reading show, the main strategies that were used by all the selected participants either
in easy or difficult task were translating into the native language and skipping in order
to guess contextually. Based on these results, it is concluded that there is a match
between the types of the strategies that were used in reading think-aloud interview at
the two stages of Easy and Difficult Task and the types of strategies in the Reading
Strategy Questionnaire. In other words, there was no other strategies used which was not
included in the Reading Strategy Questionnaire, hence the use of this self-reported
questionnaire can be considered a reliable tool for measuring the used strategies though
some believe that self-report and think aloud techniques provide partly similar and partly
different results (Levine & Reves 1998) and some believe that the use of multiple measures
can provide a more reliable result (Cromely & Azevedo 2006).
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