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Thresholds of the Background Knowledge Effect in
Foreign Language Reading

Tony Ridgway
The Queen's University of Belfast

There is much evidence to support the hypothesis that familiarity with topic enhances reading
comprehension, although some studies have failed to come up with a significant correlation between
topic familiarity and increased comprehension. This article explores the hypothesis that this effect
- referred to as the background knowledge effect - occurs only between two thresholds. Below the
lower threshold. linguistic knowledge is insufficient to allow the inferential processes constituting
the effect to operate; while above the upper threshold linguistic competence permits interpretation
of texts on any non-specialised topic with ease, so that although background knowledge is at work,
its effect is not detectable. The research indicated that a lower threshold may exist, while the
existence of an upper threshold is still an open question. The research contained in this article was
conducted under the supervision of Dr Anthony Bruton. of the University of Seville, whose important
contribution the author wishes to acknowledge here.

INTRODUCTION

In this study the hypothesis that a ‘background knowledge effect’ is present only
between a higher and lower threshold of FL knowledge is examined. The background
knowledge effect referred to here is knowledge of the subject-area treated by the
text, which in some, but by no means all, studies, has been found to enhance foreign
language reading comprehension.

Carrell (1983a) examined three components of background knowledge: prior
knowledge of the content of the text (familiar versus novel): prior knowledge that
the text is about a given content (context versus no context); and the degree to
which the vocabulary reveals the content area (transparent versus opaque). She
found that upper intermediate and advanced ESL readers do not appear to use
contextual clues well. She comments ‘non-native readers show virtually no
significant effects of background knowledge’ (p. 183). Hudson (1982) found that
induced schemata (pre-reading activation of background knowledge) facilitated
comprehension more than a pre-reading run-through of problematic vocabulary
items, but this effect was not significant at an advanced level. Omaggio (1979) also
found that showing subjects pictures before reading facilitated comprehension.
Johnson (1981/2); Adams (1982); Adams & Bruce (1982): Floyd & Carrell (1987)
have all shown that in various tasks students perform better when they are given
pertinent prior information.
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Reynolds et al. (1981/82); Lipson (1984); Maria and Maginitie (1981); Carrell &
Eisterhold (1983); Alvermann et al. (1985) and Gordon (1987) have all produceq

results congruent with the suggestion that partial or false background know]edge
can interfere with comprehension.

Baldwin et al. (1985) and Entin (1981) have found a correlati
knowledge and interest-
know more about it.

on between prigr
adults tend to study what they are interested in and so they

Not all the research on the relationship between background knowledge and text-
presented knowledge, however, has come up with positive results. In a number of
cases, no correlation has been found, for example Bernhardt (1991a): Schmidi-
Rinehart & Bernhardt (1991). This prompted Bernhardt (1991b: 37) to comment:

All of these studies [Hudson, 1982: Carrell, 1987h; Hammadou, 1991;
1990] make a number of assumptions. First, they assume that the ‘knowledge’ the
researcher provides prior to reading the text is the critical knowledge necessary for
comprehending the text. Second, they assume that readers use the knowledge they
are given (or already possess) in processing the second language text. Third, they
assume when interferences appear, that the interferences are caused by a lack of
appropriate knowledge. Fourth, they attribute more substantial weight in second
language text processing to knowledge of topic than to knowledge of language.

and further (p. 39)

Bernhardt

It is quite possible that many of the findings in second language reading research are
in actuality artefacts of the manner in which the measurement was taken. The majority
of second language studies have used cloze (a syntactic/productive measure of clausal
knowledge) or oral reading (a productive/performance measure which impedes

comprehension) or multiple-choice testing (a measurement that interferes with the
development of individual readers’ discourse models).

[t would be unfair to assign all of the above assumptions to all the research reviewed
here, and the means of measurement have more than Just the negative qualities
mentioned by Bernhardt. Nevertheless, Bernhardt inj
caution into the proceedings.

does not seem
dis
of established research. The field in which we are worki
in a foreign language, but also a leadin
psycholinguistics. As Cook points out:

One interpretation...claims that first language acquisition is difficult to study because
it confuses the effects of language acquisition with cognitive and social development;
these are, however, separated in L2 learning in adults. L2 learning is then a better test

€cts an appropriate note of
Itis easy to look for results one expects, especially in =
a vaguely-defined field, and to disregard what may be important evidence, when it
to fit. But we are in an area where many contradictions and
junctions have been observed. More research is needed, and more confirmations g
ng is not only that of reading =
g edge in research into human cognition and =
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case of universals of language acquisition than L1 learning and has importance for
linguistic theory (Gass and Ard, 1980)
(1986: 4)

Widdowson (1979) has argued that subject areas such as physi_cs const;ltulc sub-
cultures of their own. There is no doubt much anecd.ulal cyldcnce t a% rr:;ny
specialists with unexceptional English ha‘ve reported l]llllc difficulty ‘m :jea ll.ng
articles in their specialisms which would be mcomp‘rchcnmble to the ed;iua{tle t(}a 1\fe
Jayman. In such cases the domain of the text supplles a large degree of redun at|.u,y
to the reader who is familiar with the terms and ls‘sucs‘mvo]vec'l. lhus‘ clmﬁensit}:g
for some degree of language deficiency. A note of caupop h;ret Ci:}htl'! - oscml;,Ch
(1981: 299-300) report that students in.pal'tlculgr .dls‘mp]mes. did not have
difﬁcu]ty with technical words from their own discipline, but:

they did have difficulty with nontechnical vocabulary, and nQntechnica] vocabu!;ry
.li:\sed technically in a particular field, frequently to the surprise of the EFL-teacher
investigators.

Examples of words that caused difficulty were ‘essential’, ‘d1_v‘cr‘5'.1ty"lid ‘e{f;ctleilzti;
‘however’, ‘predict’, ‘invariable’. When we_retcr here to a tOpl(,—pr::i,l icl‘r; n_.ative
not a highly specialised text which would be mco_mprehensnble toane hu;z;i;le g
Jayman which we are referring to, but a text which would be compre ‘3‘ ey
educated native layman. Clearly, then, if a background knqwledge_: e[leutlls 0 St e i;
it will have something to do with the level of the reader in relat}op to the ttla(x ,a .
is taken as axiomatic that an educated native layman will exhibit no backgrou
knowledge effect.

Johnson (1981/2) found that familiarity with topic s.igni.ﬁcam]y improved ?‘C:lt
Mohammed and Swales (1984) found that topic familiarity was a bet?r I[:rtta tu, (iJC
of comprehension than language proficiency. Nunan (1985) fouPS ; a dotﬁa[
familiarity aids the use of cohesive ties. Aldersqn & U‘rquhart (1985/8) U;Janmmar
subjects performed better in gap-fill tasks on subjects with which they \Tlelz o ”acé
vt i has already been mentioned, Carrel‘l (1983b) a}]d C_arre hzzld -
(1983) had negative results. Clapham (1990) found that ‘Subject arlf;i%;lwere
significant effect on scores’ (p. 11) and the results of Peretz & Shoham (
inconclusive.

Alderson & Urquhart (1985/8), did have positive resuitr‘;‘. although their backgmlt.lhn;lt
knowledge effect hypothesis was only partially co_ntlrmed. They comr:llelzltd'
'Linguisti.c proficiency would clearly be one factor involved (p. 180), and add:

It might be possible to claim that below a certain level of text dif_ﬁcul}y :{i)f ne;effssug
undefined) a certain score could be arrived at by means of (a) linguistic proficiency
and (b) general knowledge of the world.

(p.181)
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They continue:

Beyond a certain level of linguistic difficult
background knowledge
proficiency scores. ..

¥ the argument continues, more specialised
would become more important, being used to “top up’ linguistic

Such an explanation has a certain superficial attraction. Ad
linguistic proficiency base, added to by means of b
the antithesis of the schema-based view of comp

mittedly the idea of a ‘pure’
ackground knowledge., is probably
rehension... :

This explanation does not, however, stand up to further data analysis.
(p. 181)

The hypothesis of this study is similar to that wh
a “certain superficial attraction’. Howeve
linguistic proficiency base. The ‘benchma
equidistant text gives a more reliable met
and Urquhart’s study.

ich Alderson and Urquhart say hag
I, it is not claimed that there is a ‘pure’
rk” in this study of a similar but topically
hod of subject selection than in Alderson

THE THRESHOLD HYPOTHESIS

Alderson (1 984) speculated as to the existence of a

or language threshold (Cummins 1979) in foreign
(p.24):

‘language ceiling’ (Clarke 1979)
language reading. He concluded
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IIl thf.‘ ab{)\e'e. re\’iﬂw Uf ]Lh‘.,\«"a 1 |ﬁﬂcalch, '_hl.,rb were SLVLI‘HI ICRLIll-) lhdl were ‘)’H

982 h)ll 1 i ] >3 k W Cdgc C”CCL n Cal €11 5§ case ]U]
d no ‘i]gnlllkanl haLkg] Ol.md no g ; )
(} el ) 1 d i H d‘\‘ ‘S case f()lv ad l‘an(.,ed .‘-{Udenlﬁ.
i i lUdLﬂ[S, mn udson s cas \

"p]l 1 ler IT]L-dlalL and adVaan 8 : ) . g : ;
10 £ ) ! t I

S[HI]L”L\“ f&.‘!:' I ludQOll L‘O]i(..]ll(lCS,

Advanced level Ss have less trouble processing the in[urmatim]] agd]?'hfj“?hgjz:zgﬁﬁ
£ ! : : :
more non-visual ‘behin

an lower-level Ss and are able to bring visu hing the cyehall
FI:?:rrrlarion to bear on the reading process than the beginning or intermediate level
IT
Ss.
(p197)

The present study was designed with a twofold purpose. FiI:Slly l? lz;ddﬁ;«;;l;:;f 2?
ightly i ive data obtained so far on the question of the i .

the slightly inconclusive data o : ! i M i

ifi dge in reading comprehension, as de
topic-specific knowle : AR 0 L S
: ascerts hether topic-specific knowledge play :

above. Secondly, to ascertain w SpEcHic Joe Ry scid Teoto on

ignifi i linguistic proficiency in
55 significant role depending on the reader’s :
:E?lzﬁ 'Ifhe hypothesis entertained was as follows: that the background knowledge

effect will only be observable between two thresholde?. Below the lower ;hl‘eshotlig
{ the ‘short-circuit’ (Clarke 1980/88; Hudson 1982) wgi mfcan thatkpoord]:;g‘ils v
: iar i ill prevent the reader from making ¢ :
[L2 reading] appears to be both a language problem and a reading problem, but with ¢ proficiency in relation to the t?xtt:l[inﬁé retation of the text. Above the higher
firmer evidence that it is a language problem, for low levels of foreign language ¢ their background kn.owledgel in the rp to the text, the transparency of the
competence, than a reading problem. e threshold of linguistic proficiency in relation to s
e\
=
A number of experiments were ¢ 3

arried out to test this hypothesis. Hacquebord

ntributed substantially to L2 reading problems.
restated Alderson’s hypothesis as follows:

L2 reading = L1 reading + L2 language proficiency

(1989) found that both factors cor
Carrell (1991)

She also found both variables to be significant,

Bossers (1991) produced anoth
between reading skill and ]
follows:

er hypothesis in order to explain the relationship
anguage proficiency in foreign language reading as

Poor foreign language reading is due

to reading strategies in the first language not
being employed in the

foreign language, due to inadequate knowledge of
language. Good first language-readers will read wel] in the foreign |
they have passed a threshold of foreign language ability,
(1991: 47)

the foreign
anguage once

text will enable readers from any discipline to score equally well, keeping in mind
the paradigm of the educated native layman.

This hypothesis bears some similarity to the explanation for discrepanc}); nfte\fzi(-:l
and‘lhen rejected by Alderson & Urquhart (1985/88: Iﬁ 1{} quﬁte:. abtm;ic); “?n\:*;:der;
it i FFare i : i Alderson rquhart’s study consider:
it differs in three important respects. Firstly, 1 i ik ot
iteri iffic he reader’s linguistic proficiency i
only the criterion of text difficulty, and not t =
relation to the text. Secondly, only the mean scores o_f complete groups otbsludcumf;
from different disciplines are considered, and not_mdmdqa]_students or su —g]:loth[?q
of students of different levels of language proficiency within l?}ese g‘m‘»upséw \zmce.
study individual variation within these groups is regard‘ed as b‘emg_of_ §]gmf'u-icnc .
Thirdly our hypothesis does not contain the idea of a [];urekhngmstl: pl;:[:;]ge i);
! : ledge. Background kno
base, added to by means of background knowledg = e
: 3 i i | the time. We may hypothesise that belo
assumed (of necessity) to be operating 3}‘ ; BE .
the lower threshold, however, it is operating in too much of a vacuum tuizlakﬁlagi
difference to the scores; and that all readers above the upper threshold wi

In his experiments (Bossers 1989,
was lentatively confirmed.

e X - : f answering
1992; Hulstijn & Bossers 1992) the hypothesis Operating essentially similar schemata (at least for the purpose o
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comprehension questions) based on the linguistic cues they have been able tq
assimilate, and so the effect will not be observable.

METHOD

Topic-specific knowledge, of course, is only a small part of background knowledge,
but one that is reasonably easy to isolate and study, especially in a university where
students from different disciplines are studying English. The tests were carried out
on Turkish Foundation year university students in the Faculties of Business and
Built Environment. The Foundation year is the first year of undergraduate study,
and is divided into two parts: Foundation ‘A’, comprising students who have passed
the University’s Proficiency examination in English; and Foundation ‘B’, consisting
of students who have achieved a lower grade in the examination, but still enough to
allow them to take a limited number of courses with a high degree of English
support and examination resit preparation. Each student was given three tests on
texts of academic writing- one each on a Business, Built Environment and an
equidistant academic topic- Sociology. All the tests were administered under
examination conditions: in fact the Business and Built Environment texts constituted
amock examination, while the Sociology text was in a university examination. The
reasons for asserting that the Sociology text is ‘equidistant’ from the other two
lexts are that: (a) both groups had studied some sociological concepts in their first
term: (b) both Business and Built Environment are classifiable as Social Sciences,
and (c) the text was a basic introduction to Sociology, entitled ‘“The Work of the
Sociologist’, containing general concepts that should have been familiar through
their courses concerned with the management of organisations and the relationship
between the built environment and the community. Also the text was written in a
similar academic style to the others. A text on the Ottoman Empire might have
done as well, but it is not claimed here that this text or any other could have provided
exactitude in the sorting process. This ideal would have been more closely
approached if both groups had been attending a common core subject where their
level of knowledge could have been accurately gauged.

All the texts were relatively difficult in relation to most of the students’ language
level, the Sociology text rating as the least difficult, and the Built Environment text
being by far the most difficult, with even the top sample scoring below 50% on
average. This is a post hoc judgment of difficulty. See table 1 for levels of difficulty.

Business Architecture Sociology
Fleisch Reading Ease 61 51 56
Fleisch-Kincaid Grade Level 9 12 11
Gunning’s FOG index 12 15 13

Table I: Scores of the three texts used in the study on three different readability scales.

i
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whilst readability formulae are notoriously unr.eliahle (.cf. Carrell I987a).bqt l‘e.ast
they provide a pseudo-objective standard against whlch_ to compare su Je:,twef
. uitions. All of the above scales use different formulae in which the .n.umber‘o

mlll":ie; in a word and the number of words in a sentence are the quantities which
S){]d anipulated, in different ways, in order to get the index. On all three scales the
arni:’i‘ Ensimnménl text was most difficult (on the Fleisch r.cacling ease sF:ale the
E:vcsl number corresponds to the most difficuh_ text), ;}nd this was z:llso %u:l;-; c]aigr
to the researcher. In fact, difficult words in ButlF Env1rnmnm§nl ten ﬂ:o ere :;gﬁen
Saxon, and therefore short, whereas in Ecnnmmcs’and Sociology he_y a o

nuch longer, Latin derived and contain morphologlcs}I F!E‘m as to their me gl
]~ , there is a good chance that the difference in level of difficulty hf_:twgen t.hc .Bm t
Envimnmcnt text and the other two texts was in fact greater than the indices indicate.

This opacity of difficult words in the Built Envimnment text ma}f' bﬁ: a E&:}:na{l
explanation as to why the Business students did so badl)‘r OTd]yt; a::l ti}::;n(ﬁﬁ'lcu);[y
slightly better score than the bottom group. Another reason could be tha i
of the text means that both Business groups are actually hejlow or arount. .
threshold, but that would be attempting to prove the pudding before eating it!

In another study with the same texts (not reported hcr'e because of mflh;)g‘?‘;‘?%;ﬁal
inconsistencies) students were asked to rate lh{:, texts in order of lcye 0 .‘1 cmc;r[
There was one interesting and perhaps surprising result: most Built .}:?11"1\«11;11; i

students rated the Built Environment text as most easy, dn?sp|le the fact :l‘ah thi};
almost all had lower scores on this text thgn in the Sociology text (Wd 1}3. e
researcher thought was the easiest, and wh.lchl students general’ly scoretealjcgt)
on, although two out of the three readability indices rated the Busmlt;:.ssi tex h# : .fm;
Some interesting speculations could be made on the strength of this: ;}Zr e;;f%ed
example, confidence or motivation play a part in the background knowledg :

Few of the questions were multiple choice, so there was little awardm_g OZ n\:lz:]rx
for answers which just happened to be right by chan_ce. The o_nly q_ue:mm]'l3 e
did not follow an orderly pattern were the referencing questions in th<‘:. umfthe
and Built Environment tests, which were not attempted py a large propomor} (zhese
students. Statistical analyses were done with and w1th01.1t the resu.g.l;f Uence 4
questions, and their presence or absence did not make any 51gmf.'1cantt. i e;q i
the findings. It was, however, decided to leave them out of _COI']SIIdEI?a éonf, hercise
felt, that most of the students had not had cnoug‘h practice in th‘IS kind of ex :
so keeping these questions might have resulted in some distortion.

The distributions were skewed in opposite directiops. ther:e being m(:lf;: Fgg;i;:;g
‘A’s in business, and more Foundation ‘B’s in Built Env:rf}nmenl. e it
text was used as a benchmark for selecting four samp]c's of que?jts};'mil::: st
top and one from the bottom of each faculty group. The idea behind this
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test is that the students would not bring significantly different degrees of backgroun
knowledge to it, and that therefore it would provide a relatively neutral basis ol
which to select out the middle group which was not taken into account in
calculations. Students were first selected on the basis of their scores on the
benchmark test. Only then was an assessment of the background knowledge effect
made. In this way it was possible to use the criterion employed in this study of leveg|
of reader versus level of text, and to investigate the threshold hypothesis. Withoug
the benchmark test this would have been impossible.

The Business and Built Environment texts were designed to be as similar as possible,
and also as wide-ranging as possible, in their choice of tasks. These included
choosing titles for the text or paragraphs, a cloze summary of the text, straight
comprehension questions, matching exercises, reference questions (later discarded-
see above), questions on the writer’s attitude. Global comprehension was looked

for rather than comprehension of individual details. The Sociology text was taken™

from an examination written on the same principles, although it did contain so
visually presented information (a map).

Students were selected according to their scores in the Sociology text, and their

corresponding scores in the Business and Built Environment texts were compared,

The method of matching students off was as follows: the means of each group were

calculated, on the basis of their scores in the Sociology text. It was found thaty

because of the skewed distributions mentioned above, the mean score for each

group differed considerably- the mean for the Business group (14.4) being much
higher than that for the Built Environment group (11.692). The students whose

scores lay between these two means were left out of consideration. We were then
left with two ‘top” and two ‘bottom’ groups of disproportionate size. The original

groups consisted of 39 Built Environment and 30 Business students. Of these, all
but one were native Turkish speakers. The final groups, after the above mentioned
process of selection had taken place, consisted of 34 from Built Environment, 10 in
the top group and 24 in the bottom group; and 25 from Business, 15 in the top
group and 10 in the bottom group.

RESULTS

For the purposes of analysing the results, the Mann-Whitney rank test, a non-
parametric test, was used (on a Minitab program). It was necessary to use this test
because the distributions under study are not normal distributions and their variances
are not equal (cf. Woods, Fletcher & Hughes 1986: 188-9). In addition this test has
the advantages that it may be used with samples of unequal populations; that since
itis a rank test, exceptional variations such as 0% or 100% scores do not distort the
results; and that it has a high degree of reliability.
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Business Built Enviro. Significant at
Group Group
Mean Scores
Top Sample
Sociology Text 18.53 18 0.7378
Business Text 14.267 11.9 0.2309
Built Enviro. Text 5.933 10.05 0.0198
Bottom Sample
Sociology Text 8.95 8.7 0.8052
Business Text 9.35 7.833 0.2175
Built Enviro, Text 5.4 5.563 0.9245

Table 2: Means and significance of top and bottom samples in Business and Built Environment on a
Mann-Whitney rank test using the Minitab program.

The results are shown in Table 2. Note that for a significant result, we are looking
for a figure of less than 0.05 in the ‘Significant at’ column. As one would expect,
the groups show a high degree of uniformity on the Sociology text, as the groups
were selected on the basis of their scores in this test. On the Business text, the mean
scores of the Business groups are higher than those of the Built Environment groups
in both the top and bottom samples to a very similar, but not significant, degree.
The results on the Built Environment text are quite striking. There is a background
knowledge effect in the top group which is significant at the 2% level, and the
results in the bottom group are even more uniform than they are on the Sociology
lest.

DISCUSSION

Prior to the test, it was taken as axiomatic that both ‘specialised’ texts were such
that they could be perfectly well understood by an educated layman. All of the
texts were taken from academic works of an introductory nature, of the kind which
an educated reader would reasonably expect to understand. The lexis used is fairly
academic and specialised, but still within the general currency of the average
broadsheet reader, for example, although the ideas expressed may be new to one
not familiar with the area of specialisation. One would thus expect this mythical
‘educated layman’ to score close to 100% on a well-constructed comprehension
test on these passages, and that variations below this score would not be statistically
significant. This does not of course mean to say that educated native speakers would
not show a background knowledge effect on more specialised texts- naturally a
specialist will understand a highly specialised text better than a layman. We have
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hypothesised here that at some level of linguistic proficiency below this, foreign
readers use their background knowledge as a compensatory strategy for linguistic
shortcomings, in order (o arrive at a meaning, and therefore exhibit a background
knowledge effect, and that below this level again, there comes a point where the
compensatory strategy short-circuits, and is unequal to the task so that once again
no background knowledge effect is shown.

The hypothesis that there is a lower threshold seems to have been confidently
confirmed in the case of the Built Environment text, and roundly refuted in the
Business text. What could the reasons for this be? Since the subjects are the same,
the answer must lie in the text. As has been mentioned above, the Built Environment
text was of a greater degree of difficulty than the Business text, and specialised
Built Environment terms may be more opaque than their Business counterparts. It
is also be the case that specialised Business words have a more general currency
and have crept into international usage more than specialised Built Environment
terms. The non-specialist is likely to be more familiar with Business concepts than
Built Environment concepts through exposure to the media. Finally, the Built
Environment text contained more cultural references to Western art and architectural
styles, adding a cultural dimension to the conceptual one.

If we look at the means in Table 2 again, we see that whilst the Built Environment
top group has a considerably higher mean than the bottom group on the Business
text, the Business top group hardly manages to score any more at all than the bottom
group on the Built Environment text. This shows that the Built Environment text
presented problems that were not even overcome by a considerable rise in linguistic
proficiency.

The use of the benchmark in this study is helpful in that it enables us to spot
differently skewed distributions or across-the-board differences in ability in the
subjects from different disciplines. Peretz and Shoham’s (1990) study suffers from
the lack of a benchmark. They find, for example, that their Humanities and Social
Sciences students perform considerably better on a Humanities and Social Sciences
text than on a Science and Technology text, but that there is no significant difference
in the performance of the Science and Technology students on the two texts. They
say that the answer to their question ‘...Will students perform better on a reading
comprehension test whose reading content is on a topic that is related to their general
field of study than on a reading comprehension test whose content is related to
another subject” (1990: 451) was inconclusive. It appears, however, that the Science
and Technology students were generally better than the Humanities students. This
would affect results where thresholds are a significant factor. The selection of
students on the basis of a benchmark test might have contributed to a more conclusive
result. Peretz & Shoham also comment that their findings are compatible with the
conclusions of both Clapham (1990) and Carrell (1983a). ‘Clapham (1990) found
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that ‘subject area had no significant effect on scores’ (p.11) and, in some cases,
‘students appeared, if anything, to do slightly better at the tests outside their field
of study. Apart from the fact that this is highly counter-intuitive, Peretz and Shoham’s
results are hardly compatible with these. There is a highly significant difference in
the scores of the Humanities and Social Sciences students on the two tests, but no
significant difference in the scores of the Science and Technology students. whose
scores are generally much better. This is consistent with the threshold hypothesis.
If. as Hudson and Carrell’s results may suggest, the background knowledge effect
disappears at an upper intermediate or advanced level (depending on the level of
the text), then this would explain Peretz & Shoham’s results. A benchmark test
would have made it possible to choose a more comparable pair of samples. Carrell
(1983a) also found that ‘Non-native readers show virtually no significant effect of
background knowledge' (p.183). This study provides some further evidence of this
effect, in addition to other previous studies cited above (see Lee (1986) for critical
comment on Carrell’s methodology). although selection of text variables, such as
level of difficulty and specialisation of lexis will be an important factor in whether
the effect is tested or not.

Peretz & Shoham’s study may also in fact be evidence of such an effect, contrary to
their claims. Their Humanities and Social Sciences (HSS) students (n = 97) scored
a mean 66.6% on a HSS text and 53.5% on a Science and Technology (ST) text-
surely an enormously significant disparity while the ST students (n = 80) scored
74.9% and 74.3% respectively on the same texts. Unless there is a flaw in the
choice of text (and ‘Ethics of Experimentation’, the HSS text, does sound from the
title as if it may also fall partially into the ST domain), it is possible that Peretz &
Shoham have located an upper threshold.

Whilst background knowledge is always at work, the effect is not always detectable.
It appears that a reader must be at a certain level with relation to the text for the
effect to be observable. Educated native laymen would not exhibit any effect, because
they would all score 100%. It is also apparent that if one’s comprehension of the
text is very limited indeed, then background knowledge will not be sufficient to be
of any use in its decipherment. There seems, however, to be an intermediate area
where background knowledge is a significant factor, and this area is interesting
because it may coincide with other interesting areas- including perhaps an optimum
area for language learning through reading.

There are further questions which are of interest here. What, if any, is the relationship
between the lower threshold indicated here and that indicated by Bossers (1991),
where L1 reading skills may be transferred to L2 reading? What constitutes the
background knowledge effect? Taking into account the criterion of level of reader
versus level of text, is it possible to identify the skills that are being used at different
levels of difficulty and establish an optimum relationship for the purposes of learning




162 Tony Ridgway g :

a language or learning to read? We can all think of texts at which we would be
below, above or between the thresholds, and not just in a foreign language.

The research undertaken here can be linked to a number of other findings and
speculations that have been made recently. Peretz & Shoham’s 1990 findings might
be consistent with a threshold hypothesis, as might be Hudson’s (1982) and Carrell’s
(1983b) that the effect is confined to advanced or upper intermediate and advanced
students. The criterion of difficulty of text for a particular reader has more credibility
than one of simple level, and this is confirmed by the emphasis on capacity of the
interactive-compensatory model (Stanovich 1980) and other cognitive approaches
(cf. McLaughlin 1988, Kern 1989). Our findings might also provide confirmation
for (e.g.) Mitchell’s (1982) and Barnett’s (1989) apparently conflicting views that
fluent reading (Mitchell) and poor reading (Barnett) are both essentially bottom-up
processes. This also corresponds with Green's (1991) view that language-learning
strategies are used more in intermediate than in advanced or beginning learners.
Recent réviews of language learning strategies (Cohen 1992, Oxford & Cohen 1992)

tend to confirm the view that we should be looking for different strategies at different

levels.

The results of this research have some applicable implications. Firstly, whatever is
happening inside this area where the background knowledge effect is detectable
may well be beneficial for the reader’s development in the language. The inferential
processes which are based on knowledge of the subject-area allow the
comprehension and learning of new language items. Texts which fall into this area
are therefore likely to be of greatest benefit to the reader’s development. Secondly,
texts which fall outside this area may be of two types: those which are beyond the
thresholds of the reader in terms of level of difficulty, and those which are not in a
field which the reader knows about, or a combination of the two. This research
underlines the crucial importance of text selection in reading. Thirdly, where possible
in terms of class motivation, the use of texts in a specific subject area may facilitate
learning, and this provides an argument for content-based courses with texts at an
appropriate level.

CONCLUSION

This study tends to confirm the findings of previous studies- that in some cases a
background knowledge effect is detectable and in others it is not. The findings with
regard to the Built Environment text were consistent with a threshold hypothesis,
those with the Business text were not. It is suggested that this may have been
something to do with the level of difficulty, and other characteristics, of the texts
themselves. One assumption that was made before the test was administered- that
switching two specialisms in a reading comprehension test using a benchmark test
as a means of comparison would provide a straightforward basis for measuring the
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