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Abstract 

 

The focus of the present study was to investigate the possible effects of sociocultural-based 

teaching techniques on EFL learners reading comprehension. The basic purpose was to clarify 

how learners reading comprehension and strategy use could be affected by the types of 

teaching techniques and how high and low proficiency learners profited from the intervention. 

Iranian EFL students were used as the participants of the study. A NELSON language 

proficiency test, a researcher-made reading comprehension test and a reading strategy 

questionnaire (adopted from Phakiti, 2006) were used as data collection instruments. The 

results showed that the sociocultural teaching techniques leads to better reading 

comprehension and reading strategy use for EFL learners. Also shown that proficiency factor 

played a determining role in reading comprehension development of the two groups of this 

study and that the low proficiency learners, especially in sociocultural group, outperformed 

the high proficiency learners. However, the interaction effect between proficiency factor and 

teaching method was non-significant for reading strategy use; leading to the conclusion that 

strategy use of the learners was not affected by their proficiency level. This indicates that the 

patterns of cognitive and metacognitive strategy scores are similar for students of low and 

high proficiency. 

 

Keywords: reading comprehension; reading strategy use; proficiency level; sociocultural 
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Sociocultural theory and reading comprehension: The scaffolding of readers in an EFL 

context  

 

1. Introduction 

For many years reading has been viewed purely from cognitive perspective and a great deal of research has 

focused on the cognitive aspect of reading. For those who are working in this area, reading is considered as a 

receptive skill and the central question is what cognitive processes underlie and account for success and failure 

in learners’ attempt to master the second/foreign language in general and second/foreign language reading in 

particular (King, 1987; Rueda, MacGillivray, Monzo, & Arzubiaga, 2001; Segalowitz & Lightbown, 1999). For 

cognitive theorists and researchers the main areas of inquiry include memory, information processing approaches, 

attention and noticing. Claros (2008) stated that: 

Cognitive theorists conceived language learning as a cognitive and individual process in which 

knowledge is constructed as the learner 1) is exposed to comprehensible input, 2) is given 

opportunities to both, negotiate meaning, 3) and receive negative feedback. They tend to agree 

that a learner needs to be exposed to input. However, there is no agreement on the type of input 

needed and much less, how such input is processed in order to become acquired (p. 145). 

The main criticism leveled against this view to language learning in general is that the social context of 

learning is overlooked to a great extent. This criticism, which is drawn upon from sociocultural theory of 

learning, tries to put more focus on the social factors in the process of learning. It states that learning is not an 

individualistic process and it needs to be learned in a social context with the help of some peers or expert 

teachers (Lantolf & Thorne, 2006; Yang & Wilson, 2006; Zuengler & Miller, 2006). Unlike cognitive approaches 

which view learning as something that is to be learned based on some predetermined stages, sociocultural theory 

maintains that learning takes place in a sociocultural environment and views learners as active constructors of 

their own learning environments (Johnson, 2006; Mitchel & Myles, 2004; Williams & Burden, 1997). 

Sociocultural theory, like cognitive theory, is concerned with cognitive development but unlike cognitive theory 

it puts social factors first. In other words, sociocultural theory states that without social interaction with other 

more knowledgeable peers, cognitive development will not occur. Indeed, mediation and scaffolding are 

prerequisite for cognitive development to take place (Aljaafreh & Lantolf, 1994; Lantolf & Thorne, 2006). 

The Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) is a central concept in sociocultural theory that explicates the 

important role of teachers as mediators and is at the heart of the concept of scaffolding (Clark & Graves, 2004; 

Huong, 2003; Kozulin, 2004; Lantolf & Poehner, 2008; Lantolf & Thorne, 2006). ZPD refers to: 

What an individual can accomplish when working in collaboration with others versus what he or 

she could have accomplished without collaborations with others (Zuengler & Miller, 2006, p. 

39). 

In this regard, reading which was viewed traditionally as a purely individualistic skill has been looked from 

a completely different perspective. From the viewpoint of sociocultural theory of learning (Lantolf, 2006; Remi 

& Lawrence, 2012), reading is a social skill which requires an active participation and interaction of the learners 

involved in it. In this regard, this study is an attempt to show the effectiveness of using sociocultural teaching 

techniques on EFL learners’ reading comprehension and reading strategy use. 

2. Background  

An area of inquiry which traditionally received great attention in L2 acquisition in general and L2 reading 

comprehension in particular is the study of the effect of teaching reading strategies on reading comprehension 
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development of the EFL/ESL learners (O’Malley & Chamot, 1990; Oxford, 1996; Purpura, 1999). Several 

researchers have investigated the possible effect of teaching different reading strategies on the learners 

development of reading skills and their findings show that reading strategy instruction help poor readers improve 

their reading comprehension ability (Anderson & Roit, 1993; Block, 1993; Maghsudi & Talebi, 2009). 

Nevertheless, strategy instruction to ESL/EFL learners show mixed and to some extent contradictory results. 

Klingner and Vaughn (1996) reported positive results with Hispanic ESL students. In their study students were 

encouraged to use their L1 among their peers to clarify misunderstanding even though the teacher did not speak 

their language, whereas Cotterall (1990) reported no significant improvement in the reading comprehension of 

the ESL pre-university participants after implementing reciprocal teaching intervention of reading strategies.  

Block (1986, cited in Koda, 2005) in his study on native and non-native English-speaking College students 

found that knowing which strategies to use is minimally sufficient, because knowledge alone neither 

discriminates between successful and less successful readers nor predicts effective strategy use. In another study 

aimed at describing and understanding the metacognitive knowledge and strategic reading processes of proficient 

and less proficient bilingual readers, Jimenez, Garcia, and Pearson (1995) reported that proficient English and 

Spanish biliterate readers, like expert monolingual readers, demonstrated remarkable strategic abilities during the 

reading process.     

With the advent of a more social perspective on language teaching and learning, Vygotsky’s sociocultural 

theory of learning has received great attention. As it was mentioned earlier, it puts the social factors first and the 

individual factors second. It means that the social aspects are primary for learning to take place in the individual. 

In order to implement the sociocultural theory in a learning context some techniques have been proposed from 

which scaffolding is a widely accepted and acknowledged one. Many teachers and scholars in the field tried to 

utilize scaffolding techniques in their classrooms and for their research purposes. Scaffolding is described by 

Wertsch (1979) as a “dialogically produced interpsychological process through which learners internalize 

knowledge they co-construct with more capable peers” (cited in Lantolf & Thorne, 2006, p. 282). Research on 

scaffolding in the L2 context has been directed toward expert-novice interaction for many years. Studies on 

expert-novice interaction indicate that expert mediation and scaffolding is beneficial in learning grammar and 

language form if provided adequately (Anton, 1999; Donato & Adair-Hauck, 1992; Lantolf & Aljaafreh, 1995; 

Schinke-Llano, 1993). Their findings also reveal that excessive support from the expert may impede language 

development. The approaches of these studies have been either from the qualitative perspective through 

micro-genetic analysis or from the quantitative perspective, involving early language learners or adolescents. 

Donato (1994) extended the scaffolding framework and stated that learners can scaffold one another in the 

same way experts provide assistance for the learners. Donato (1994) addressed the importance of peer 

scaffolding to second language development in classroom learning. He examined three adult English speakers in 

learning the French past compound tense of reflective verbs in an oral activity. He found that students worked 

out the correct form through successive individual contributions in collaboration. Some of the forms worked on 

collaboratively were successfully re-used after the interaction. Donato proposed that learners’ collaboration or 

mutually constructed assistance in group work and collaborative tasks has the potential to foster learning. Based 

on Donato’s results, the peer interaction of individuals, who form mutual scaffolding, enabled them to 

accomplish tasks collaboratively that they might not have the ability to carry out individually. 

As the above literature shows, despite the great many research studies, reading comprehension continues to 

be a problematic area for EFL learners (Dreyer & Nel, 2003). Although there are abundant research concerning 

the effect of strategy training on learners’ reading comprehension ability in L2, few studies, if any, have 

scrutinized the possible effect of a socioculturally based teaching techniques on the learners reading 

comprehension and reading strategy use. Furthermore, all the above mentioned studies put the focus on strategy 

instruction as a method of teaching reading skills to EFL learners and few studies have scrutinized the 

effectiveness of using sociocultural techniques in learners’ strategic reading repertoire. In addition, when looking 

back at the previous research studies carried out in the sociocultural theory and its related areas, we come to 
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realize that very few, if any, have been devoted to teaching reading comprehension through sociocultural theory. 

Most of the research studies carried out in this area is related to teaching speaking and writing skills (Aljaafreh & 

Lantolf, 1994; Barnard & Campbell, 2005; Cotheral & Cohen, 2003; Foster & Ohta, 2005; Gibbons, 2003; 

Guerrero & Villamil, 2000; Mccafferty, 2002; Ohta, 1995). In line with the above arguments, the purpose of the 

present study is to clarify how text comprehension and reading strategy use can be affected by implementing 

sociocultural teaching techniques and what proficiency level (high or low) profit more from the instruction. To 

these ends, the following research questions were posed: 

1. Is there any significant difference between the performance of sociocultural and control groups in 

reading comprehension and reading strategy use after the intervention in L2 reading? 

2. Is there any significant difference between the performances of high and low proficiency groups in 

their performance in reading comprehension and reading strategy use after the intervention in L2 

reading?  

3. Methodology 

3.1 Participants 

126 EFL learners from two Iranian universities (Mazandaran & IAU) took part in this study. Since some of 

the students did not participate in the pre or post-test, some others did not participate in the class sessions 

appropriately and still others changed their classes or dropped the course, the final pool of participants consisted 

of 95 male / female students with the age range of 18-30. We used intact groups, actual university classes, which 

then formed two groups of participants, control and experimental, in which both high and low levels of 

proficiency learners were included. 

3.2 Instruments 

Three instruments were used to collect the data of the present study: a) NELSON language proficiency test; 

b) reading comprehension test and c) reading strategy questionnaire.  

3.2.1 Language Proficiency Test 

In order to homogenize and determine the level of proficiency of the two groups participating in the study, a 

version of NELSON Test of Language Proficiency (400 B) was administered to all learners. It consists of four 

parts: close passage, grammatical structures, vocabulary and pronunciation. All parts were in the form of 

multiple choice questions. There were in all 50 items and the time allotted was 50 minutes.  The test was 

pilot-tested on a similar group of ten students and the reliability of the test scores according to the KR.21 

formula turned out to be 75.78 which were suitable for this study.  

3.2.2 Reading Comprehension Test 

As this study aimed at investigating the effect of a sociocultural-based model of teaching on students’ 

reading achievements, a test of reading was also used. This test was administered to learners at the beginning of 

the course (pre-test) to determine their reading comprehension ability. The same test was given to learners at the 

end of the course (which lasted10 sessions) to determine their improvement after the intervention. 

In developing the test of reading comprehension, five passages were selected from the reading section of 

books two and three of New Interchange series (Richards, 1997). The number of words in the selected five 

passages ranged from 257 to 295 words. Six items were developed for each passage and in all there were thirty 

items for all five passages. Each item carried one point. The nature of the items in terms of recognizing main 

ideas, vocabulary knowledge, and inferring was the same for all passages. These texts were selected for the 
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following reasons: Having a general content, being of great interest to students, being nearly of the same length 

and being nearly of the same difficulty in terms of structure and unknown words 

The reliability of the test was also taken care of at the piloting stage through the K-R21 formula which 

turned out to be 0.81. To determine the concurrent validity of the test, the correlation coefficient between the 

Nelson test of proficiency and the reading test in the piloting stage was calculated and turned out to be 0.79 

which was suitable for the purpose of this study. 

3.2.3 Reading Strategy Questionnaire 

In order to determine the students reading comprehension strategy use, a reading strategy questionnaire 

(adopted from Phakiti, 2006) was used. The questionnaire consisted of 30 items and used a five-point Likert 

scale (Never/Sometimes/Often/ usually/ and Always) to measure the reading strategy awareness and use of the 

learners (Appendix A). As the participants of this study were non-English majoring students, the original 

questionnaire which was in English was rendered into Persian by the researchers. The translated form of the 

questionnaire was validated by two university instructors. The questionnaire tests cognitive and metacognitive 

reading strategies of learners. Cognitive strategy factors were composed of comprehending strategies, memory 

strategies and retrieval strategies. The metacognitive strategy factors consisted of planning strategies, monitoring 

strategies and evaluating strategies. This instrument offered an immediate retrospective picture of the reading 

behavior. In order to make sure of the internal consistency reliability coefficient of the instrument at the piloting 

stage it was given to 10 students of the similar proficiency level taking part in the study. Based on the data 

gathered, the reliability coefficient alpha was calculated to be 0.78 which seemed promising for the purpose of 

this study. 

3.3 Procedures 

First of all, NELSON Test of language proficiency was given to all learners to find out their proficiency 

level. To determine the learners’ current reading comprehension ability, reading comprehension test was 

administered as pretest, which was followed immediately by the reading strategy questionnaire as a measure of 

their awareness of reading strategies. After the pretest, experimental and control groups received sociocultural 

and traditional reading instructions, respectively. It is also worth mentioning that both control and experimental 

groups were taught the same material by the same teacher. The textbook used for this study was ‘Reading 

academically: a task-oriented approach’ (Yaqubi & Rayati Damavandi, 2009). The book was designed to 

develop basic reading skills of the university students. 

All the students were expected to do the reading tasks from the required textbook and each session they 

were asked to do 2 to 4 tasks as part of the course syllabus for a total of about 10 sessions. Each session lasted 

about 80 minutes and the classes were held once a week. The experimental group received teacher as well as 

peer scaffolding while they were working on reading comprehension tasks. In other words, the data of the 

experimental group was collected while half of the learners received teacher scaffolding and the other half peer 

scaffolding. The learners in the teacher scaffolding group were informed that they would receive teacher 

scaffolding during their collaboration and the learners in the peer scaffolding group were told that they should 

carry out the task collaboratively with the help of each other and they would receive no help from the tutor in the 

process of doing the tasks. Each of the experimental groups of this research study was divided into 8 groups of 

three learners (except one group which consisted of four) to do the tasks collaboratively with the help of each 

other (peer scaffolding) and teacher (teacher scaffolding). 

Rea-Dickins (2006) states that teacher scaffolding is a general term which is used to encompass all forms of 

assistance that teachers may provide to promote their learners’ language awareness, development and 

achievement. In the teacher scaffolding group, at first the tutor asked the learners in each group to read the task 

carefully and do it collaboratively. They were asked to read the tasks together and do their best to accomplish the 

required task with the help of each other and tutor. While learners were busy doing the task in their groups, the 
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tutor observed and participated in the process where necessary. Whenever the learners asked a question or 

whenever an error occurred, and if the reading process failed, the tutor began the scaffolding techniques. The 

scaffolding techniques used in this study followed the three mechanisms of effective help in the ZPD proposed 

by Aljaafreh and Lantolf (1994). Based on Vygotsky’s theory, Aljaafreh and Lantolf stated that for intervention to 

be effective within the learners’ ZPD, it should be graduated, contingent and dialogic. The help provided by the 

tutor for the learners of this study in the teacher scaffolding group was in the learners’ appropriate level to 

encourage them to work at their potential level of ability. In other words, the tutor tried to give them the minimal 

level of assistance needed to work out the required tasks and if not useful, more help would be given. The tutor 

tried to give learners graduated help, from implicit to explicit, until they reached the appropriate level.  

Another characteristic of teacher scaffolding mechanisms provided by the tutor was providing help only 

when it was needed. When the learner had problem and/or error in performing the needed task, the appropriate 

level of help would be given, and when there was no need for assistance, no help would be provided, 

consequently. In this regard, when the learners were in the other-regulation phase (dependency on others) the 

help was provided, and as the learners showed signs of independency and self-regulation the guidance was no 

longer given. In addition to the graduation and contingency of the scaffolding techniques, the dialogic nature of 

the help provided for learners was also of crucial importance in the sociocultural theory of learning. Indeed, the 

scaffolding given to the learners were in the form of dialogic interaction and negotiation which happened 

between tutor and learners. It is through this dialogic activity which the ZPD and development of the learners are 

identified. In addition, the students reading comprehension was scaffold in all the three phases of reading: pre, 

while and post reading.  

As the main tenet of peer scaffolding is to unleash students from the teacher-fronted classroom (Wilson, 

2005), no instruction was given to students in peer scaffolding group. However, as the learners of this study were 

unfamiliar with the instructional technique used and as they were, to a great extent, unwilling in doing the tasks 

collaboratively, the tutor tried to make some minor comments at the initial sessions of the course for peer 

scaffolding group. For this reason, students were given some information about how to scaffold each other. In 

addition, the instructor brought some example of exercises which could be helpful for scaffolding.     

The traditional reading instruction was an instructor-centered model. In this model the instructor provided 

and controlled content, while the students were more passive recipients of information. In this instructional 

model the instructor had students read the text out loud in the class and lectured on the plot of the text. The 

instructor was responsible to conclude with comprehension questions concerning the text. Learners were asked 

to read the tasks carefully and work them out individually. No pair or group work was allowed and they were not 

allowed to have cooperation in the process of reading comprehension and doing the tasks. At the end of the study 

the participants were required to take the post-tests of reading comprehension and a questionnaire of strategy use 

of reading. 

It is also worth mentioning that the scaffolding and traditional groups of the study were not divided into high 

and low learners during the course. At the end of the study, in the analysis phase two groups of high and low 

were identified based on the results of the NELSON. Those students whose scores were below the medium were 

taken as low and those whose scores were above the medium as high group. So, there were two groups of 

learners; one consisting of 50 and the other 45 learners, in which each group was then divided into low and high 

levels of proficiency (Table 1). 

Table 1 

Proficiency based group division  

 

     Control group  Experimental group 

Proficiency High Low High Low 

Number  23  22  25  25 
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4. Results 

4.1 Reading comprehension development in two groups 

In order to investigate how EFL learners’ text comprehension can be affected by different teaching methods 

(sociocultural and traditional); the data collected from the two groups was analyzed using independent-sample 

t-test for pre and posttest. Table 2 presents the mean scores and standard deviations of the correct responses for 

the two groups before and after the intervention. 

Table 2 

Mean scores and SDs of the two groups in pre and posttests of reading comprehension 

Groups Pretest Posttest 

Mean SD Mean SD 

Control 15.22 5.47 15.98 4.90 

Experimental 13.82 5.79 18.76 4.67 
 

An independent-sample t-test was used to compare the reading comprehension scores of leaners in control 

and experimental groups before intervention in reading comprehension. There was no significant difference in 

scores for control (M=15.22, SD=5.47) and experimental groups (M=13.82, SD=5.79) before reading 

intervention (Table 3). As the p value is more than .05 (.230 > .05), this means that the two groups of this study 

had no meaningful difference in their reading comprehension performance before receiving instruction in 

reading comprehension. 

Table 3 

Independent-sample t-tests of the two groups in pre and posttests of reading comprehension 

   t df   p 

Pretest -1.209 93 0.230 

Posttest 2.829 93 0.006 
 

To investigate the participants’ reading comprehension performance after the intervention, another 

independent-sample t-test was run. The posttest scores were compared to see whether the difference in the mean 

scores of the control (M=15.98, SD=4.90) and experimental (M=18.76, SD=4.67) groups is meaningful or not 

(Table 3). The result reveals that there is a statistically significant difference between the scores obtained from 

the two group as the p value is less than .05 (.006 < .05). The experimental group which received peer and 

teacher scaffolding in their reading sessions outperformed the control group which were given traditional reading 

instruction. Their reading mean score increased drastically from 13.82 to 18.76 whereas the control group mean 

rose from 15.22 to 15.98 which is much lower than that obtained in experimental group. The mean difference 

and the meaningfulness of the difference show that the scaffolding mechanisms which were provided for the 

experimental group were much more conducive and beneficial to EFL learners’ reading comprehension ability. 

The above findings, therefore, indicate that the scaffolding group had better reading comprehension development 

from pre- to posttest, compared to control group of the study.     

4.2 Language proficiency, intervention and reading comprehension 

As the researchers were interested to look at the individual and joint effect of two independent variables 

(teaching techniques and proficiency level) on one dependent variable (reading comprehension achievement), 

two-way ANOVA was used for the analysis of the data. Table 4 presents the mean scores and standard deviations 

of the correct responses of the two proficiency groups (high and low) for the two groups of this study in pre and 

posttest of reading comprehension. As the overall performance shows, the mean score change of the high group 

was 1.62 while that of the low group was 4.32. Considering the mean score change of the two groups (control 

and experimental), it is clear that the experimental group gained much more than the control group and the low 
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proficiency learners gained more than high ones. The interesting point to notice is that the low proficiency 

learners in control group also outperformed the high proficiency learners although their gain was not that much 

high. 

Table 4 

Mean/SD of Pre/Posttest of reading comprehension with low/high proficiency in control/experimental groups 

Groups Proficiency 
    Pretest     Posttest Change 

Mean SD Mean SD 

 

Control 

Low 12.27 4.72 14.82 4.22 2.55 

High 18.04 4.64 17.09 5.33 -0.95 

Total 15.22 5.47 15.98 4.90 0.76 

 

Experimental 

Low 9.72 3.47 15.60 3.44 5.88 

High 17.92 4.62 21.92 3.46 4 

Total 13.82 5.79 18.76 4.67 4.94 

 

Total 

Low 10.91 4.25 15.23 3.80 4.32 

High 17.98 4.58 19.60 5.03 1.62 

Total 14.48 5.65 17.44 4.96 2.96 
 

To see whether the mean difference between the two proficiency groups is statistically significant and 

whether the proficiency level of the participants has any influence on their reading comprehension development, 

two-way ANOVAs were conducted. The results of the two-way ANOVA of the pretest of reading comprehension 

(Table 5) reveal that the interactive effect between the group factors (high and low) and the reading 

comprehension ability was not statistically significant (F = 1.820, p = 0.181), and was not strong enough for us 

to assume that there existed some difference between the performance patterns of the high group and those of the 

low group before any instruction were given to learners. But when considering the data of the two-way ANOVA 

for the posttest results (Table 5), we come to realize that there exists a meaningful interactive effect between the 

proficiency level of the learners and their reading comprehension development (F = 5.621, p = .020). The 

influence of reading intervention on learners’ reading comprehension development is different for learners with 

different proficiency levels. In line with this result, as is shown in table 4, the mean change of the low 

proficiency level learners in both control and experimental groups are much higher than the mean change in high 

proficiency learners. The same result is also indicated in the total mean change of the low group. 

Table 5 

Two-way ANOVA of control/experimental groups with high/low proficiency in general English knowledge 

Parameters Source of variation F            df             p 

 

Pretest 

Reading 2.209 1 .141 

Proficiency 60.211 1 .000 

Interaction 1.820 1 .181 

 

Posttest 

Reading 10.797 1 .001 

Proficiency 25.263 1 .000 

Interaction 5.621 1 .020 
 

4.3 Reading strategy use in two groups 

The questionnaire was given score by assigning a weight to each row from 1 (never) to 5 (always) and the 

scores for each respondent was then calculated. To take into account the effect of two methods on readers’ 

reading strategy use, independent-sample t-tests were conducted for both pre and posttest scores. The mean 

scores and standard deviations of the collected data are presented in table 6. The t-test for pretest scores indicated 

there was no significant difference in scores for control (M=85.82, SD=15.38) and experimental groups 

(M=89.18, SD=17.15). Considering the data collected after the learners received the reading instruction, the 

learners’ strategy use after instruction does show a significant change (Table 7). The mean score of the 

experimental group (M=99.62, SD=13.56) is higher than that of the control group (M=91.84, SD=16.54), and as 
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the p value does not exceed the .05 (.014 < .05), we come to realize that the mean difference is significant and 

meaningful. It means that the mean difference of the two groups is attributable to reading instruction which 

shows that the experimental group of this study (teacher and peer scaffolding) used more reading strategies after 

they received the instruction. In this regard, the sociocultural group of this study used reading strategies more 

effectively and had better strategic performance compared to control group of this study. 

Table 6 

Mean scores and SDs of the two groups in pre and posttests of strategy questionnaire 

Groups         Pretest         Posttest 

Mean  SD Mean  SD 

Control 85.82 15.38 91.84 16.54 

Experimental 89.18 17.15 99.62 13.56 
 

Table 7 

Independent-sample t-tests of the two groups in pre and posttests of reading strategy use 

   t df   p 

Pretest 1.000 93 0.320 

Posttest 2.515 93 0.014 
 

4.4 Language proficiency, intervention and reading strategy use 

The mean scores and standard deviations of the pre and posttests of reading strategy use of the two 

proficiency levels for control and experimental groups are presented in table 8. The total score change indicates 

that the low proficiency group (11.63) used more reading strategies for their reading comprehension tasks than 

the high group (5.12). At the same time, the low proficiency level readers in the experimental group (14.64) 

showed a much more increase in the use of reading strategies when compared with the low proficiency readers in 

the control group (8.23). 

Table 8 

Mean/SD of Pre/Posttest of reading strategy use with low/high proficiency in control/experimental groups 

Groups Proficiency 
Pretest Posttest Change 

Mean SD Mean SD 

 

Control 

Low 81.77 16.41 90.00 18.04 8.23 

High 89.70 13.56 93.61 15.15 3.91 

Total 85.82 15.38 91.84 16.54 6.02 

 

Experimental 

Low 83.32 18.01 97.96 13.65 14.64 

High 95.04 14.30 101.28 13.55 6.24 

Total 89.18 17.15 99.62 13.56 10.44 

 

Total 

Low 82.60 17.11 94.23 16.18 11.63 

High 92.48 14.07 97.60 14.70 5.12 

Total 87.59 16.34 95.94 15.46 8.35 
 

To examine the data more closely and to investigate the possible influence of the proficiency level of the 

learners on their reading strategy use, two-way ANOVAs were conducted for pre and posttest scores (Table 9). 

The data of the pretest indicates that there is not a statistically meaningful interactive effect between the 

proficiency factor and the readers’ use of reading strategies (F = 0.347, p = 0.558). The interesting point to note 

is that there is not still a statistically significant interaction between the learners’ proficiency level and their use 

of reading strategies in the posttest. The interactive effect between the group factors (high and low) and the 

strategic reading use factors was not statistically significant (F = 0.002, p = 0.963), but was strong enough for us 

to assume that there exists some difference between the performance patterns of the high group and those of the 

low group. 
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Table 9 

Two-way ANOVA of control/experimental groups with high/low proficiency in general English knowledge 

Parameters Source of variation F             df             p 

 

Pretest 

Strategy use  1.142 1 .288 

Proficiency 9.274 1 .003 

Interaction .347 1 .558 

 

Posttest 

Strategy use 6.337 1 .014 

Proficiency 1.245 1 .267 

Interaction .002 1 .963 
 

5. Discussion 

The main objectives of this study were to examine students reading comprehension and reading strategy use 

across sociocultural and traditional teaching method, and to explore what proficiency learners (high & low) 

profited more from the intervention. The results of the present study show a significant statistical difference in 

reading comprehension of the learners which means that the sociocultural teaching techniques (teacher and peer 

scaffolding) results in better reading comprehension for EFL learners and leads to higher strategic reading 

comprehension development in an EFL context. It postulates that sociocultural teaching techniques provide a 

better learning context for EFL learners’ reading comprehension compared to those of the traditional method. 

These findings which are in accordance with previous studies (Barnard & Campbell 2005; Cotheral & Cohen, 

2003; Gibbons, 2003; Foster & Ohta, 2005; Mccafferty, 2002), also support the superiority of using social and 

collaborative techniques in learning contexts.   

These findings led us to examine the obtained data in search of possible effects on reading comprehension 

that might have been caused by the differences in the participants’ English proficiency. It was found that the low 

group’s performance varied considerably from that of the high in that the interactive effect of the teaching 

method and proficiency factor was statistically significant for learners reading comprehension development and 

the total mean score change shows that the low proficiency learners gained much more than the high proficiency. 

Bearing in mind that the sociocultural group outperformed the control group and that the low proficiency 

learners gained more than the high, it seems reasonable to state that the low proficiency learners achieved more 

than the other proficiency group of this study. This finding suggests that sociocultural techniques can be used for 

learners from their early stages of learning process. 

In addition, the other finding of this study is that learners who received sociocultural teaching techniques 

outperformed those who did not in their use of reading strategies. It reveals that the scaffolding techniques cater 

for language learning strategies in general and reading comprehension strategies in particular. This finding paves 

a new way for language teachers and researchers into how to equip EFL learners with language learning 

strategies. Unlike some researchers (Anderson and Roit, 1993; Block, 1993) who stressed the importance of 

teaching reading strategies as the only method for providing learners with language learning strategies, the 

findings of this study prove that using scaffolding and sociocultural techniques can also be effective and 

instructive for language learning strategies. Furthermore, the interactive effect of the teaching method and 

proficiency level of the learners was not statistically significant for learners reading strategy use which indicates 

that learners with different proficiency levels performed identically with regard to their strategic attainment in 

reading comprehension. This indicates that the patterns of cognitive and metacognitive strategy use development 

are similar for students of high and low proficiency.    

These findings provide some insights into the reading comprehension process. The EFL learners found the 

sociocultural teaching techniques more conducive and facilitative for reading comprehension than the traditional 

method. There are some plausible reasons for the superiority of sociocultural group over control group in reading 

comprehension and reading strategy achievement. First, the sociocultural group had exposure to more aural input 

than the control group had, in the form of pear discussions, teacher feedback and group works. Second, the 
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higher level of achievement may have been a consequence of the particular enthusiasm and high participation 

that the sociocultural students showed during the course. Finally, sociocultural group had a much greater variety 

of activities and opportunities in doing the tasks, which may have raised the interest of the students. 

It should also be noted that low proficiency learners gained quiet more than high proficiency ones in reading 

comprehension, which can be attributed to following reasons. First, the low proficiency learners take advantage 

of the high proficiency learners while working cooperatively in the group discussions. Second, they make the 

most out of their discussion in the group and from the teachers’ feedback. Finally, the teachers’ feedback and 

scaffolding are much more tuned and adjusted for the low proficiency levels than the high levels.        

6. Conclusion 

Finally, since the present study focused on the reading performance of Iranian university students, the 

obtained result may have been influenced by the reading behavior of their L1 reading. The findings of the 

present study also hint the possibility that high proficiency learners may have been overlooked in the process of 

reading intervention. This suggests that they should be viewed not as superordinate that does not need guidance 

and help in the learning process. Rather, both high and low proficiency learners should be given the appropriate 

level of help and assistance until they reach the appropriate level.       

In conclusion, the findings of this study recommend the use of more social and cooperative techniques in the 

context of language learning and teaching. It is more in favor of a collaborative learning environment which 

requires the presence of a peer or expert-peer that provides learners with opportunities to correct themselves and 

at the same time to learn the strategic processes needed for the learning of new and difficult skills. This allows 

EFL learners to be active constructors of their own learning environments. It is also worth mentioning that the 

dialogic interaction in the sociocultural context helps the learners to move from other-regulation to 

self-regulation; from the dependency on others to independency (Aljaafreh & Lantolf, 1994). It means that this 

method is more facilitative and helpful for EFL learners to gain mastery and independency on their reading 

material. 
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Appendix A 

The cognitive and metacognitive strategy questionnaire 

Directions: A number of statements which people use to describe themselves when they were taking a reading 

test are given below. Read each statement and indicate how you thought during the test. Choose 1 (Never), 2 

(Sometimes), 3 (Often), 4 (Usually), and 5 (Always). 

                    Your thinking                                   1    2    3    4    5 

1. I made short notes or underlined main ideas during the test. 

2. I translated the reading texts and tasks into Persian. 

3. I used pictures or titles of the texts to help comprehend reading tasks. 

4. I used my own English structure knowledge to comprehend the text. 

5. I spent more time on difficult questions. 

6. I tried to understand the texts and questions regardless of my vocabulary knowledge. 

7. I tried to find topics and main ideas by scanning and skimming. 

8. I read the texts and questions several times to better understand them. 

9. I used my prior knowledge to help understand the reading test. 

10. I tried to identify easy and difficult test tasks. 

11. When I started to complete the test, I planned how to complete it and followed the plan. 

12. I was aware of what and how I was doing in the test. 

13. I checked my own performance and progress while completing the test. 

14. I attempted to identify main points of the given reading text and tasks. 

15. I thought through the meaning of the test tasks/questions before answering them. 

16. I was aware of which strategy to use and how and when to use it. 

17. I corrected mistakes immediately when found. 

18. I asked myself how the test questions and the given texts related to what I already knew. 

19. I determined what the test tasks/questions required me to do. 

20. I was aware of the need to plan a course of action. 

21. I was aware of how much the test remained to be completed. 

22. I tried to understand the questions adequately before attempting to find the answers. 

23. I made sure I understood what had to be done and how to do it. 

24. I was aware of my ongoing reading and test taking. 

25. I kept track of my own progress to complete the questions on time. 

26. I used multiple thinking strategies to help answer the test questions. 

27. I made sure to clarify the goal and know how to complete it. 

28. I checked my accuracy as I progressed through the test. 

29. I selected relevant information to help me understand the reading texts and answer the test questions. 

30. I carefully checked the answers before submitting the test. 

                      

 

 


