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Abstract

The present study examines the effect of explicit instruction in three selective reading
strategies on reading comprehension in English as a foreign language (EFL). The study
addresses the following questions: A) Does explicit instruction in text structure help students
identify discourse organization patterns? B) Does explicit instructional reading strategy in
EFL develop reading comprehension? C) Is there a direct correlation between discourse
organization knowledge and reading development? D) Does text structure knowledge develop
EFL reading comprehension? Participants in the study are 60 first year Egyptian University
students studying English as a foreign language. Results of the study indicated that knowledge
of discourse organization patterns and reading strategies developed students' reading
comprehension. They also showed that the students who were trained in text organization
outperformed those who did not receive similar training. Moreover, the results revealed a
statistically significant and positive correlation between text structure knowledge and reading
comprehension. Finally, the paper provides suggestions for further research and implications

for teachers and learners of English as a foreign language.
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1. Introduction

The study of reading comprehension skills has been of interest to many researchers. Those researchers have
noticed that reading comprehension skills are essential for students in order to be efficient readers. They have
also shown that there are differences between good and poor readers. For example, Zimmerman and Hutchins
(2003) observe that good readers can distinguish important information from unimportant one. Moreover, they
can identify key ideas in texts when they read. In contrast, poor readers encounter difficulty in determining what
is important in a text (Harvey and Goudvis, 2007). This difficulty may be due to a variety of factors including
insufficient reading strategy instruction (Carrell, 1998). Thus, there has been a considerable number of
investigations which have shown a positive relationship between reading strategy use and reading
comprehension. Yet, Guthrie (1996) notes that most researchers study a single strategy rather than conducting a
long term study of multiple strategies. Moreover, Alsamadani (2009) observes a lack of empirical investigations
comparing EFL learners who use reading strategies with those who do not. In Addition, Lien (2011, p. 207)
asserts that ‘‘there is a need for more research that focuses on the influence of reading strategies on foreign
language reading proficiency’’.

Therefore, the present study is concerned with evaluating the effect of explicit instruction in three selective
reading strategies on EFL Egyptian university students' reading ability. It focuses on using a combination of
strategies rather than an individual strategy. These selected strategies together, it has been noted, were not used
before in EFL contexts.

2. Literature Review

The reading process is “a complex, interactive and multifaceted process" (Esker, 1998). So, research on it
has developed from diverse disciplines (Carlo and Sylvester, 1996) and has focused on different aspects of
reading such as reading strategies, vocabulary development, the role of discourse organization and text structure,
word recognition, and reading fluency. Yet, one of the most important areas of current research, according to
Grabe (1991), is comprehension strategy training and text structure. The following section will provide a review
of previous research dealing with strategy training and text structure, respectively.

2.1 Comprehension strategy training studies

Strategies "are actions selected deliberately to achieve particular goals" (Paris, Wasik & Turner, 1991, p.
611). These goals, according to Grabe (1997), aim at improving comprehension whether in a first, second or
foreign language. In other words, strategy training attempts to help readers become "strategic readers" so that
they do not only know the strategy but also be able to use it automatically (Grabe and Stoller, 2002). Studies that
are concerned with strategy training include Barnett (1988), Carrell, Pharis, and Liberto (1989), Chen and
Graves (1995), Reid (2001), and Alsamadani (2009).

Barnett (1988) studied the effects of training students in the use of reading strategies on their reading
performance. The subjects were university students studying French as a foreign language. They were divided
into two groups: the first group received direct instruction while the second one followed a traditional curriculum.
Barnett asked the subjects to perform three different tasks to see the performance of the two groups. The results
showed that comprehension scores increased as strategy use scores increased and as perceived strategy use
increased.
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In another study, Carrell, Pharis, and Liberto (1989) examined the effects of meta cognitive strategy training
on improvements in L2 reading comprehension. The participants were U. S. university students from different
language backgrounds. They were divided into two groups. One group had a course that included a
metacognitive strategy use training while the other had a standard ESL course. The training was on the use of
semantic mapping tasks and on the Experience-Text-Relationship (ETR) method. The aim was to model the use
of metacognitive strategies so that the students could use these strategies later. Analyses of the results showed
that the semantic training group improved in the tasks while the other group showed no improvement.

Similarly, Chen and Graves (1995) investigated the effects of the use of previewing and background
knowledge on reading comprehension. The study included two hundred forty three Taiwanese university
students. The students were divided into four groups. The first group received previews of the passages before
reading. The second received background information before reading. The third received both previewing and
background information about the passages and the fourth received nothing as it was the control group. Then, the
students were asked to perform a post test. The results showed that the first three groups were better than the
fourth one. Moreover, the previewing group and the combined group performed better than the background
group. So, Chen and Graves concluded that preview is effective in reading development.

Reid (2001) studied the effect of Recovery techniques and individual reading strategies on middle school
students. The participants were six ESL students with reading problems in English. Reid taught them some
strategies that they can use such as focusing on word families, rerunning, using context clues, and stressing the
necessity that a text must make sense. Then, a prior survey and a post one were conducted to see the
development of students and the change in their views about reading. The results showed that students could use
the strategies they learnt to attack unknown words and to make meaning of the print. In other words, they used
the strategies as tools to improve reading. Moreover, the results indicated that the recovery techniques and the
strategies had a positive effect on students' performance and on their attitudes about themselves. In addition,
Reid found that their scores in the reading test were higher than their peers who do not participate in the study.

Gaverly, Nicholson, and Radcliffe (2004) conducted two studies in which they investigated the effect of
teaching strategic reading to university students. The first study consisted of 36 first-year college students whose
performance was less than the university freshmen population. The students received instruction based on
authentic materials in the form of chapters from textbooks. The instruction aimed at teaching students to apply
strategic reading. Then, their development was evaluated through a number of assessments. The results showed a
significant progress in the students' performance in the pre test and the post test. The second study consisted of a
control group and a treatment group. The treatment group included 51 students who received strategic reading
instruction while the control group included 78 students who did not receive such instruction. The study
examined long term effect of teaching strategic reading. The two groups performed a standardized test. The
results revealed that students in the treatment group outperformed those in the control group even after several
semesters.

More recently, Alsamadani (2009) examined the relationship between Saudi students' use of reading
strategies and the effect of such use on reading comprehension. The study was conducted on one hundred forty
EFL Saudi university students. The results indicated no significant/ linear relationship between reading strategy
use and comprehension level of Saudi learners. Moreover, Alsamadani found that there were other factors which
were perceived by students as having more effective contribution to their comprehension than reading strategies.
These factors include “prior knowledge, enthusiasm for reading, time on task, purpose for reading, and
vocabulary “(p. 3). So, he concluded that the use of reading strategies does not help Saudi students improve their
EFL reading comprehension. This finding, it should be noted, contradicts other studies on reading strategies
that emphasize the positive role of reading strategy use on reading comprehension.
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2.2 Text structure studies

The other important line of current research focuses on knowledge of discourse organization which is
important for readers in a second language. Goldman and Rakestraw (2000, p. 323) observe that “knowledge of
structure is clearly important in efficient and strategic processing of text". Similarly, Grabe (2002) remarks that
discourse structure knowledge helps make expository texts understandable. Researchers have shown that
discourse structure knowledge is important because texts are not a collection of sentences (Koda, 2005). Rather,
they are structured carefully by authors so that each text has two functions. First, it conveys the semantic
relationship among its elements. Second, it signals the "comparative importance of discrete ideas"(Koda, 2005.p
154). So, it is essential for readers to grasp these two functions in order to comprehend the text.

There are two remarkable studies on text structure and reading comprehension. The first study is that of
Carrell (1985) in which she examined the effect of training readers to use text structure in comprehension. She
investigated this effect in a study conducted on ESL university learners from diverse backgrounds. The study
consisted of an experimental group and a control group. The two groups read the same texts. Yet, the
experimental group was trained for one week to use top level organization structure while the other group
focused on linguistic operations such as grammar exercises, sentence combining, discourse connectors, cohesion
and vocabulary. The ESL learners performed a pre test and a post test. The results showed that students in the
experimental group were more likely to use and recognize the organizational structures of texts than the control
group. Moreover, their performance in the post test was better than the other group. This finding shows that
training in the use of text structure strategies can help students improve comprehension.

The second study is that of Piyanukool (2004) in which she investigated the effects of teaching reading
through discussion of text structure on Thai college students. The study lasted for ten weeks. Participants in the
study were one hundred twenty six students. They were divided into two groups: a control group and an
experimental group. The students in the experimental group were taught reading through discussion of text
structure while students in the other group read texts silently. Then, the students in both groups performed a test
for comprehension. The results of the study showed that there were not any differences between the two groups.
In other words, the results indicated that teaching reading comprehension through discussion of text structure has
no effect on students' reading ability. This result contradicts previous studies which prove that explicit text
structure training improves text comprehension.

This review of previous studies on reading strategy use and text structure shows that research carried out on
reading in EFL contexts is still limited. Furthermore, it indicates conflicting results concerning both reading
strategy use and text structure in EFL settings. In addition, reading in English as a foreign language, particularly
in Egypt, does not receive adequate attention. Therefore, the present study intends to examine the effects of the
use of explicit instruction in three selective reading strategies, namely, previewing, thinking aloud, and text
structure on EFL Egyptian university students' reading ability. In so doing, the study is unique since it combines
reading strategies and text structure. Moreover, the context of the study, i., e. Egyptian EFL, is also new. The
study addresses the following questions: A) Does explicit instruction in text structure help students identify
discourse organization patterns? B) Does explicit instructional reading strategy in EFL develop reading
comprehension? C) Is there a direct correlation between discourse organization knowledge and reading
development? D) Does text structure knowledge develop EFL reading comprehension?

3. The present study

The present empirical study adopts an interactive approach to reading. This approach stresses the interactive
role of participants. It views reading as a process of "acquiring information from a written or printed text and
relating it to what [ a reader] already know[s] to construct a meaning for the text as a whole" ( Eskey, 2002, p. 5).
In addition, it emphasizes the role of strategy training and schema in reading development. Schema theory holds
that a text does not carry meaning by itself. Rather, it gives directions to readers “as to how they should retrieve
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or construct meaning from their own, previously acquired knowledge" (Carrell and Eisterhold, 1998, p.76).
Schema has certain slots that must be filled. Moreover, comprehension depends on readers' ability to recognize
specific items in a text that fills those slots (Rumelhart, 1977). The present study uses the term schema, which as
illustrated by Carrell (1983), includes formal schema and content schema. Formal schema means knowledge
about the structural organization of different types of texts while content schema refers to knowledge about the
content of the text.

3.1 Participants

Participants in the present study are first- year Egyptian female university students in the faculty of
education studying English as a foreign language. They have been studying English for twelve years. Their
English proficiency is at the intermediate level. The sample of the study consists of 60 students. The students are
divided into two groups. The first group includes 30 students from the departments of biology, chemistry and
physics. The second group includes 30 students from the departments of history, Arabic, and psychology.
Although the departments are different, the students are at the same level. They form a homogeneous group.
They study the same course under the title "English for non specialists". They join the faculty of Education to be
teachers in different specializations with a specific proficiency in EFL.

The assignment of the students to either group was random to eliminate bias and to ensure validity of the
results. Moreover, students at the beginning of the study do not know which group will receive the instruction.
At the beginning of the semester, the first group received an introduction about reading strategies in general.
Then, it was given explicit instruction in previewing, thinking aloud, and text structure. These strategies were
selected because they represent both formal and content schemata. They were introduced in a sequential order.
First, each strategy is explained in detail. Then, students were given time to practice it and to have a strong
understanding of it before their introduction to the next one. Moreover, when introducing a new strategy,
students were asked to combine the preceding one so that by the end of the semester, they were trained to use all
three strategies together. On the other hand, the second group was not given any instruction in reading strategies.
Rather, the students read the passages silently. They also used translation into their mother tongue, i. e., Arabic
to facilitate reading comprehension. Then, they answered the comprehension questions of the passages they read.
The study lasted for a full semester meeting twice per week.

3.2 Measurements

The study used the pre test/post test method. First, there was a pre- test to insure reasonable comparability.
Then at the end of the semester, there was a post test given to the participants. The test consisted of two parts
with two different types of questions: part one was in the form of exercises in identifying the rhetorical structure
of selected paragraphs and part two was a reading test administered to measure the students' reading
comprehension. The reading test was chosen according to the level of the participants. Part one included 12 short
paragraphs followed by rhetorical structure questions about identifying the pattern in each paragraph whether it
is description, cause and effect, comparison /contrast or problem /solution. In addition, each paragraph was
followed by a number of sentences which students were asked to put in the appropriate paragraphs. Part two, on
the other hand, consisted of a reading passage followed by 12 multiple-choice cloze questions. The test had to be
answered in 60 minutes.

3.3 Framework of the study

The term "reading strategies" has various definitions. Those definitions vary according to the context in
which this term is used, i., e., first, second or foreign language learning (Cohen, 1998). However, in the present
study two important definitions are quite relevant. The first definition views strategies as “a set of abilities under
conscious control of the reader" (Grabe and Stoller, 2002, p. 15) . The second one is that adopted by Lien (2011)
in which strategies are taken to be techniques used by readers in order to improve understanding and to solve
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difficulties encountered in reading. Previewing, thinking aloud, and text structure are selected in the present

study as reading strategies.

Previewing, as Abraham (2002) states, is concerned with activating students' content schema. This strategy
allows students skim through the text before they read. It provides students with a mental outline of the text that
they read. In the study, students were trained to use previewing automatically whenever they read a new text.
Similarly, thinking aloud, as Harvey and Goudvis (2007) indicate, teaches students to generate questions before,
during, and after reading in order to construct meaning from what they read. In the present study, students were
trained to pose possible questions about each passage before reading it. In class, students were asked to look for
specific key features in each passage such as title, headlines and boldfaced words. Then, they provided questions
that might be asked about the passage. During reading, students developed their ability in recognizing important
points in passages and in confirming their understanding. This development has been achieved through students'
engagement in class discussions about the reading passages. These discussions were in two forms: group

discussions among students, and teacher- student discussions.

Text structure instruction, on the other hand, is concerned with formal schema. According to Grabe (1998),
it is listed as one of a small number of important comprehension strategies with consistent results. Text
structures are defined as “knowledge structures or basic rhetorical patterns in texts" (Grabe, 2001, p. 10). Those
patterns are used by writers to achieve functional purposes that good readers can recognize. They lead readers to
preferred interpretations. They include description, causation, comparison /contrast, and problem/solution. In the
present study, group one students were taught that each passage/text follows a certain structure which should be
identified from the beginning by the reader. Then, students were provided with key signal words for each pattern
which will help them identify the purpose of the writer. Meyer's top level organization patterns, as presented by
Carrell (1998) are used in the study. The patterns and the words that are typical clues of each organizational

pattern are described in the following way:

Time Order

Words that are clues or signal words often used when writing in chronology, time sequence: first, next, last,
in the end, days, dates, soon, later, finally, eventually, times, later on, in the meantime, afterwards, not long after,
at the end, at last, right away, in the beginning.

Comparison/Contrast

Comparison/Contrast — information organized to show similarities, differences, advantages, disadvantages.
Speaker’s perspective may be neutral or may take a position.

Words that are clues or signal words of a comparison or contrast: but, different, however, like, contrary to,
comparative forms (e.g., faster, slower), rather, on the contrary, as, in the same way, instead, yet, similarly, on
the other hand.

Collection of Descriptions

Collection of descriptions — information organized by a simple listing of facts or ideas relating to the same
topic.

Words that are clues or signal words of a collection of descriptions: some, others, many, a few, other, also,
first, second, third, finally, in addition, lastly, all.

Cause and Effect

Cause and effect — information organized by showing the cause or causes of an event or situation, of the
effects of some event or situation, or both.

Words that are clues or signal words of a cause/effect pattern: result, cause, effect, lead to, due to,
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consequently, because of, create, become, come out.

(Carrell, 1998, p. 250)
3.4 Data Analysis

The test was collected. Then, students' answer sheets were corrected and statistical analysis was run.
Descriptive statistics provided mean, standard deviation, and P-value for participants' scores. Computation of
Pearson's product-moment correlation coefficient was employed to indicate whether any statistically significant
correlation existed between question one and question two of the test in both groups.

4. Results and Discussion

A. Does explicit instruction in text structure help students identify discourse organization patterns?

Question 1 in the test aimed at measuring students' ability to identify discourse organization patterns in
different paragraphs. Results indicated that there were considerable differences between the two groups as regard
discourse organization knowledge. Students in group 1 outperformed those in group 2. Table 1 provides a
comparison between group 1 and group 2 as regard question 1.

Table 1

Comparison between group I and group II as regard Q1

Q1 T-test
Range Mean + SD t P-value
Group I 15.000 - 40.000 31.833 + 7.711
8.291 <0.001*
Group 11 0.000 - 25.000 17.333 + 5.683

As table 1 shows the mean for group 1 was 31.833 while the mean in group 2 was 17.333. This finding
demonstrates that students who received explicit instruction in rhetorical organization patterns had no difficulty
in identifying them. They used graphic organizers to help them recognize the structure of texts. They also used
the clues taught to them such as words which signal time order, those that signal comparison, and those used for
causation effectively. In contrast, students who received no instruction could not distinguish the four
organizational patterns, i., e., description, comparison/contrast, problem/solution, and causation correctly. For
example, in two paragraphs from part 1 in the test, group 1 students used the signal words of a comparison
/contrast such as "although, but, while, and both” and those that signal a collection of descriptions such as
““many, first, and finally" to identify the pattern while students in group 2 could not. In addition, the results
showed that group two students have no idea about the patterns. So, they chose the patterns randomly as they
indicated during the test.

This result demonstrated that the techniques taught to the students in group 1 were quite helpful in
identifying the organizational patterns. In other words, when students become aware of the rhetorical structures
of texts, they identify them correctly. Moreover, students showed that they know the strategy and that they could
use it strategically.

B. Does explicit instructional reading strategy in EFL develop reading comprehension?

As for the second question, a comparison between the results of the students in the two groups was made.
Results of this comparison showed that there were remarkable differences in the performance of the two groups.
Group 1 students were better than those of group 2. The following table shows these differences in the
performance of the students as regard Q2.
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Table 2

Comparison between group I and group II as regard Q2

Q2 T-test
Range Mean + SD t P-value
Group I 21.000 - 45.000 35.800 + 5.623
6.477 <0.001*
Group II 12.000 - 36.000 26.467 + 5.538

The table shows that the mean for groupl students is 35.800 while that for group 2 students is 26.467. This
result can be interpreted with regard to the three reading strategies which group 1 students were trained to use
while group 2 students were not. That is students in group 1 applied the reading strategies they learnt. This
application led to a better understanding of the reading comprehension questions. In contrast, students in group
2 did not apply reading strategies. So, they encountered difficulty in understanding the passage and/ or the
comprehension questions of the test. Consequently, their scores in the reading comprehension test were low.
This finding is similar to that of Sheorey and Mokhtari (2001) who note that when readers are not aware of

certain strategies, they will not use them.

This result concerning scores in the reading comprehension test shows the effectiveness of the three selected
strategies applied in the study. It indicates that training students in previewing, thinking aloud and text structure
improves EFL students' reading ability. So, it can be concluded that activating background knowledge through
previewing and thinking aloud and increasing students' awareness of rhetorical organization could enhance
reading comprehension.

The comparison of the two groups as regard total scores of the test also revealed varieties in the two groups.
Group 1 students were better than group 2. This better performance is due to their ability to identify the purpose
and the form of the text. This ability is achieved through text structure strategy. Moreover, they could activate
their background knowledge about the text and generate questions while reading through the use of previewing
and thinking aloud strategies. This result is provided in the following graph which shows how total scores of the
test were higher in group 1 than those in group 2.

90 ~
80 ~
70 A
60 -
50 A
40 ~
30 A
20 ~
10 ~

Group 1 Group 11

Graph 1. Comparison between Group 1 and Group 2 as regard total scores of the test

This finding agrees with Sheorey and Mokhtari (2001) who observe that good readers possess knowledge of
reading strategies. It is also in line with Song (1998) and Gibson (2009) who note that a strategy based reading
instruction is an effective way for improving reading comprehension. Moreover, this result is similar to that of
Carrell (1985) and Carrell, Pharis, and Liberto (1989) who found that non- proficient readers do not obtain
knowledge about reading strategies and that strategy instruction can help readers overcome reading difficulties.
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However, this result contrasts with that of Alsamadani (2009) who found that reading strategy use did not help
Saudi students improve their EFL reading comprehension.

The study also applies an analysis of Pearson's correlation coefficient between Q1 and Q2 in both groups in
order to provide an answer for the following question: C) is there a direct correlation between discourse
organization knowledge and reading development? The following graph presents the results of this analysis.

r=0.667 P-value<0.001*

50

Graph 2. Scatter plot correlation co efficient between Q1 and Q2

As graph 2 shows, the correlation is [r=0.667, P-value was <0.001%*], which reveals a statistically significant
and positive correlation at 0.05 level of significance. This finding means that a statistically significant and
positive relationship exists between students' knowledge of discourse organization patterns and their overall
reading proficiency level. In other words, there is a strong association between the two variables measured. This
finding can lead to an answer for the last question in the study, i., e., D) Does text structure knowledge develop
reading comprehension? We can say that an awareness of text structure could be a predictor of students' reading
comprehension test scores. In other words, text structure knowledge is one of the causes of the differences found
in the performance of the two groups as the pre test at the beginning of the study revealed similarity in the level
of the two groups. So, we can say that text structure knowledge developed students' reading ability in the present
study conducted on EFL Egyptian university students.

This finding is in line with Pearson and Fielding's (1991) observation that “any sort of systematic attention
to clues that reveal [s] how the authors attempt to relate ideas to one another or any sort of systematic attempt to
impose structure on a text... facilitates comprehension ..." (Pearson & Fielding (1991) as cited in Grabe, 2002, p.
10). It also agrees with Grabe (1997) who states that when students are encouraged to predict, clarify, summarize,
and note text organization, their reading ability is improved. However, the finding of the present study differs
from that of Piyanukool (2001) who found no difference in the reading comprehension ability of students taught
reading through discussion of text structures and that of students taught reading without discussion of text
structures.

5. Conclusion

The present study investigates the effect of explicit instruction in three selective reading strategies, namely,
previewing, thinking aloud, and text structure on EFL reading comprehension. Results of the study can be
summarized in the following points: first, students who had no idea about discourse organization patterns and
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reading strategies encountered difficulty in reading comprehension; second, knowledge of discourse organization
patterns and reading strategy use developed students' reading ability; third, students who received explicit
instruction in previewing, thinking aloud, and text structure had better comprehension than those who did not
receive such instruction; and fourth, there is a significant positive correlation between knowledge of discourse
organization patterns and reading comprehension proficiency.

In spite of these findings, there appear two limitations in the study. First, the number of participants in the
study was small. Second, the study does not have follow up techniques to ensure that students will continue
using the strategies they learned in their subsequent reading courses and that their development in reading
comprehension will be permanent.

5.1 Suggestions and implications

The present study stresses the effectiveness of explicit reading strategy instruction in EFL settings. It also
draws the attention toward the importance of text structure instruction in developing EFL reading comprehension.
Similar investigations can be adapted to other aspects of text structure such as genre features. Moreover, future
studies can focus on different methods for explicit text structure to find out the most effective one in developing
reading comprehension. The study can also be replicated using other combinations of the reading strategies
and/or the same combination with elementary, pre-intermediate or advanced EFL students. Such studies can lead
to a better understanding of the effect of explicit instruction in reading strategies on developing students' reading
ability.

The study has also some implications for EFL teaching and teachers. First, reading courses, particularly in
Egypt, should focus on developing an awareness of the structure of written texts in their learning goals. Reading
comprehension texts can be chosen so that they include different structural patterns. These patterns can be
selected by instructors according to the instructional purposes. Second, discourse organizational patterns can be
taught to teachers in a training workshop. This training will be effective since it will enable teachers to focus on
text structure in teaching. Their goal will be to draw students' attention toward understanding the purpose of
writers of different texts. This goal can be achieved through students' extensive practice in identifying different
organizational patterns. Third, the present study has shown that active participation of students is important in
reading. That is, when students were engaged in discussions about the texts, they had a better understanding of
them. So, classroom reading tasks can be oriented to ensure students' active participation. Finally, Reading
courses can adopt the reading strategy training method as an alternative to the traditional method which depends
on vocabulary and grammar. EFL teachers can order the strategies and train students to use them automatically.
Such use will ensure EFL reading comprehension development.
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