Effects of Background Knowledge (schema)  on 

 University  Students’ Reading Discourse

Abstract

The purpose of this study was to compare the effects of providing background information on students’ discourse of “Before Their Time” and “The Lottery” texts. The writer assigned these two short stories at intermediate readability level to 40 freshman and sophomore students, chosen at random and divided into four groups. Each group was  exposed to two treatment conditions. The two conditions were (a) providing background information necessary  for understanding the upcoming texts, (b) a control condition in which no pre-reading instruction was provided. Results on multiple-choice tests showed strong positive effects of the background knowledge treatment; whereas students’ responses to attitude questionnaire showed they generally respond positively to the experimental treatments. In fact the findings give a limited support for the background knowledge treatment. A large percentage of students indicated they would have explanations of difficult vocabulary, description of the characters of the stories, and some background information to better understand and enjoy the stories.    The implications of the findings should encourage EFL teachers to give some background information to assist students in reading . Also the data from the two studies support the hypothesized facilitation of  getting the students acquainted with western schemata, the better understanding of the texts given. Based on underlying theories of foreign language reading discourse and text discourse with background information, the writer has a variety of avenues for studying how learners comprehend text in a foreign language with the help of cultural schemata and background knowledge. It is worth noting that the Jordanian society, may reasonably, be presumed to be different from British or American culture. God's Word is an absolute, there is none of the liberalism demonstrated in Western Culture, where values are apparently more relative. Such differences may create misunderstanding of authentic reading discourse.

A review of the literature in EFL/ESL methodology shows that the role of cultural knowledge as a factor in reading comprehension has been as issue  for some time. Fries (1963) talked about meaning at the social-cultural level –that is, the meaning goes  beyond the language code and is related to the background knowledge  of the native speakers of that code.  Reading comprehension occurs when the total meaning of a passage is fitted into this network of information, organized in ways meaningful to a society. 

The following passage from an ESL reading text illustrated Fries’ concept of social cultural meaning: 

By voting against mass transportation, voters have chosenTo continue on a road to ruin.  Our intgerstate highways, whose much praised golden avenues built to whisk  suburban travelers  in and out of downtown have turned into the world’s most expensive parking lots . That expense  is not only economic-it is social. These highways have created great walls separating neighborhood  from neighborhood , disrupting the complex social connections that help make a city livable (Baudoin et al. 1994:197) 

In reading this discourse, some EFL students fail to see the connections between mass transportation and highways. According to Carrell et al. (1983:533-573) “in the United States, where  individual ownership of cars results in an overabundance of highways  and a reduced need for mass transportation, this text makes  sense. Sometimes, however, students perceive that highways are built for mass transportation, which renders this passage rather incomprehensible.” 

The impact of schema theory on our understanding of the comprehension  processhas been tremendous. A reader , according to schema theory, plays and active role in reading, and comprehending a text  is an interactive process which involves the reader’s existing schemata (background knowledge) and the text (Stanovich (1980:32-71).The meaning of the text is not found in the material itself, but in the interaction that takes place between the reader and the text (Anderson et al. 1984).  Clearly, crucial to text comprehension is the reader’s ability to organize information and relate new  knowledge to the knowledge the reader already possesses. Can readers, for example, maximize their comprehension by activating their schemata?
Most discussions on schema theory have provided of the great importance of background in reading comprehension (Anderson et al 1986). The use of background knowledge becomes an important variable when we observe  the students with a Western background of some kind learn English faster, on the average, than those without such a background ( Coady 1979).

