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first and Second Language Reading Strategies: Evidence
from Cloze
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In a variety of different studies, cloze tests have been used to examine the similarities and differences
between native and nonnative speakers’ performance on the same task and across languages. In the
present study, in addition to using cloze tests to examine native and nonnative speakers’ performance
both on the same task and across languages, cloze performance is examined as a window on native
and nonnative readers’ strategies. The performances of native speakers of Chinese and of English
on a random deletion cloze in their native language, and, in the case of the Chinese, also in English
as a second language were closely examined for what they reveal about native and nonnative readers’
strategies and about reading in the two different languages. Results indicate that native and nonnative
speakers perform similarly on cloze in a given language (English) — that native and nonnative
speakers seem to use the same strategies on cloze in English — and that readers perform differently
in different languages (Chinese and English). Chinese and English readers’ responses tended to be
similar in English, with differences due to whether the language was the reader’s native or foreign
language. However, Chinese readers’ responses were not similar on the Chinese and English clozes.

INTRODUCTION

Cloze tests, originally introduced as a method for testing the readability of text, are
often used as measures of language proficiency and reading comprehension. The
traditional cloze procedure is a technique in which every nth word of a text is
deleted, and the reader’s task is to reconstruct the text by filling in the blanks.
Because a cloze task requires the reader to supply words that are appropriate
morphologically, syntactically and semantically, cloze tests are assumed to be a
good measure of language proficiency. And, because a cloze task forces the reader
to use context to predict meaning (i.e., the appropriate word), cloze tests are also
assumed to mirror and measure reading comprehension.

Much discussion of cloze tests has focused on the question of whether cloze is
sensitive to intersentential phenomena or whether it can only provide information
about lower order skills, such as clause-level syntactic phenomena. If the cloze is
to be accepted as a valid test of reading comprehension, then it must also measure
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cading comprehension is a matter of the reader controlling a wide and flexible
repertoire of strategies and knowing how to use that repertoire strategically.

n a 1986 study, Barnett related performance on certain types of cloze items to
lexical ability and grammatical ability in foreign language reading. She used a 50-
item multiple-choice rational deletion cloze test which she described as follows:
«The correct choice for half the blanks depended upon a knowledge of syntax; the
other half depended upon a knowledge of vocabulary or upon attention to semantics
with the text” (p. 345). Thus, subjects’ performance on the one type of item reflects
their use of syntactic strategies, their performance on the other type of item reflects
their use of lexical or semantic strategies. The study reported in this article similarly
viewed subjects’ responses to cloze items as indicative of their use of reading

strategies.

To move beyond simply investigating second or foreign language reading and to
attempt to compare that reading to first language reading introduces additional
complexities, as the recent AILA Review Number 8 (1991) on Reading in Two
Languages attests. We may be interested in the behavior of the same readers in
both their L1 and their L2, or we may equally be interested in comparing the reading
of L2 learners to that of native speakers of a particular language.

The picture of cloze performance as similar for native and nonnative speakers on
the same task suggests that readers tend to use similar strategies when performing
the same cloze task regardless of their different language backgrounds. However,
this picture becomes more complex when we look at cloze performance across
languages. Tzeng ( 1983) summarized research that indicates that different
orthographic systems may be processed differently. “...reading skills acquired in
one orthography may not be the same as those acquired in another orthography if
these two orthographies have different script-speech mapping rules” (p. 92).

However, it is not just orthography that causes differences. Grundin, Courtney,
Langer, Pehrsson, Robinson, and Sakamoto (1978) administered comparable cloze
tests in English, Japanese, and Swedish to 150 fifth graders in three countries.
Japanese readers scored higher (52%) than either English (45%) or Swedish (44%).
The researchers concluded that “a given cloze percentage need not have the same
meaning or significance in different language areas. In fact, it is even possible that
the cloze procedure does not measure exactly the same aspect of reading ability in

different languages” (p. 55-56).

Finally, Turner (1989) tested Francophone ESL learners on their cloze performance
in both languages. The best model to explain the results was one with three
orthogonal factors: L1, L2, and a general cloze-taking ability (CTA) factor. This
general CTA factor was independent of the first two, and was relatively greater
than either the L1 or the L2 factor in both L1 and L2 cloze performance, although



