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ABSTRACT

Many researchers have studied foreign language (FL) reading
comprehension, but there are only a few studies focusing on FL reading
comprehension with different variables. This study highlights FL reading
comprehension as a complex process. Because poor reading performance is not only
due to poor reading ability, it is also likely to be as a result of anxiety in FL reading,
especially for Iranian students who do not have enough opportunities to enhance
their reading skill. Thus, this study explored effects of reading anxiety, Persian
reading and English proficiency on English reading comprehension of Iranian
students. It investigates which factor has the highest effect on English (FL) reading.
A total number of 276 Iranian students as foreign language learners in three different
levels of three different institutes participated in this study. An adopted questionnaire
of Foreign Language Reading Anxiety Scale (FLRAS), Persian reading, vocabulary,
grammar and English reading tests were used as primary sources of data collection.
This study conducted semi-structured interview as the qualitative method of study to
understand reasons of foreign language reading anxiety and factors affecting English
reading comprehension difficulties in depth. Results of quantitative analysis
indicated reading anxiety of pre-intermediate level and vocabulary, grammar and
Persian reading in intermediate level and vocabulary, Persian reading and grammar
in advanced level as the significant predictors of English reading comprehension.
Qualitative analysis supported results of quantitative data in pre-intermediate and
intermediate levels but indicated lack of vocabulary, reading technique, and Persian
reading as the most important predictors of English reading comprehension among
advanced learners. Future studies need to consider whether effects of reading
anxiety, Persian reading and English proficiency on English reading comprehension
vary if the researcher uses group discussion or written recall protocol besides
interview and quantitative instruments among Iranian students.
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ABSTRAK

Ramai pengkaji telah menjalankan kajian tentang kefahaman membaca dalam
bahasa asing (FL) tetapi terdapat hanya beberapa kajian yang menfokuskan terhadap
kefahaman membaca dalam bahasa asing (FL) dengan pemboleh-pemboleh ubah
yang berbeza. Kajian ini menekankan kefahaman membaca dalam bahasa asing (FL)
sebagai suatu proses yang kompleks. Prestasi membaca yang lemah tidak hanya
disebabkan oleh kebolehan membaca yang lemah, malah juga diakibatkan oleh
masalah kebimbangan membaca dalam bahasa asing (FL), terutamanya bagi pelajar-
pelajar Iran yang tidak berpeluang untuk meningkatkan kemahiran membaca mereka.
Maka kajian ini meneroka kesan-kesan kebimbangan membaca, pembacaan dalam
bahasa Parsi dan kefahaman membaca dalam bahasa Inggeris dalam kalangan pelajar
Iran. Kajian ini mengkaji faktor yang menyumbang kepada kesan pembacaan dalam
bahasa Inggeris (FL). Seramai 276 orang pelajar Iran yang mempelajari bahasa
asing; terdiri daripada tiga tahap kemahiran dan tiga institusi yang berbeza telah
menyertai kajian ini. Soal selidik yang diadaptasi daripada Foreign Language
Reading Anxiety Scale (FLRAS) untuk menguji kemahiran membaca bahasa Parsi,
perbendaharaan kata dan tatabahasa para responden telah digunakan sebagai data
utama kajian. Kajian ini dijalankan dengan menggunakan kaedah temu bual
berbentuk semi struktur yang merupakan kaedah qualitatif, bagi memahami secara
lebih terperinci penyebab kepada kebimbangan membaca serta faktor-faktor yang
mempengaruhi pemahaman membaca dalam bahasa Inggeris. Hasil analisis data
kuantitatif mendapati, masalah kebimbangan membaca mempunyai perkaitan yang
signifikan dengan kemahiran memahami bahasa Inggeris diperingkat pra-
pertengahan; dan perbendaharaan kata, tatabahasa dan membaca dalam bahasa Parsi
dikenal pasti sebagai predikat yang penting terhadap kefahaman membaca dalam
bahasa Inggeris. Analisis kualitatif seterusnya menyokong hasil analisis kuantitatif
data di peringkat pra-pertengahan dan peringkat pertengahan tetapi menunjukkan
kelemahan perbendaharaan kata, teknik membaca dan membaca dalam bahasa Parsi
sebagai predikat paling penting untuk memahami pembacaan dalam bahasa Inggeris
dalam kalangan pelajar peringkat tinggi. Kajian akan datang diperlukan untuk
mengenalpasti kesan kebimbangan membaca, membaca dalam bahasa Parsi dan
pembendaharaan kata dalam pembacaan Bahasa Inggeris samada berbeza atau tidak
apabila penyelidik menggunakan kaedah perbincangan dalam kumpulan atau
penulisan secara 'recall protocol' disamping kaedah temubual dan penggunaan
instrumen kuantitatif dalam kalangan pelajar Iran.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

1.0 Introduction

People should be able to read all kinds of texts, especially in an academic
context (Grabe & Stoller, 2002; Noor, 2006). Researchers have stated that the most
important skill in foreign language learning is reading ability (Bernhardt, 2005;
Upton & Lee-Thompson, 2001). In order to prepare students for their future life and
jobs, schools should promote academic literacy in reading and writing skills. Schools
can also develop learners’ level of reading skill in high school. Because, as students

reach high levels their desire to achieve more in reading skill is increased.

But unfortunately, according to national and international standardized
performance measures, American students have not mastered reading skills. Findings
of some researchers indicate that one quarter of Americans read below their grade
level (Lee et al., 2007; Perie et al., 2005). It means these learners did not master
enough reading ability to get suitable mark to pass their reading exams. In an effort
to develop second language/foreign language students’ performance, national experts
have reviewed existing studies related to reading comprehension (e.g., RAND
Reading Study Group, 2002; Kamil, 2003; Biancarosa & Snow, 2006; Short &
Fitzsimmons, 2007; and Kamil et al., 2008). A large majority of these reports based
on findings of Short & Fitzsimmons (2007, p. 1) demonstrated “very little guidance
on how best to meet the varied and challenging literacy needs of adolescent ELLS”.

To better address SL/FL learners’ needs in reading comprehension, earlier studies



viewed some reading difficulties in the context of English language learners related
to poor L2 proficiency or L1 reading (Hacquebord, 1989; Bossers, 1991; Carrell,
1991; Benhardt and Kamil, 1995; Brisbois, 1995; Lee and Schallert, 1997).

Due to the importance of reading in English language and its difficulties
because of the two important components mentioned above, foreign language anxiety
is highlighted as another key factor which affects foreign language learning (Horwitz
et al., 1986). In addition, most cases have shown that language learners feel more
anxiety in foreign language (Phillips, 1992; Ganschow et al., 1994). Some researchers
have also considered that the anxiety factor is related to second language learning
(Pawanchik et al., 2010) and is a predictor of performance (Maclntyre and Gardner,
1991; Saito and Samimy, 1996). As learners with different language skills might
have different anxiety levels, studies were initiated to determine the relationship
between anxiety and different language skills except speaking (Vogely, 1998; Saito
et al., 1999). Yamashita (2004) has also argued that anxiety in learning the second
language is higher than the first language. Therefore, the ability of reading does not
relate to just their native language. It also relates to learning of foreign language.
That is the reason when learning demands increase, foreign language readers are
motivated to read different kinds of texts such as traditional textbooks and newspaper

articles in the target language.

Recently, studies have discovered that anxiety in reading exists among
foreign language learners (Saito et al., 1999). Regarding these studies, there is also a
relationship between foreign language anxiety and reading comprehension (Saito et
al., 1999). Through the previous research, a few attempts related to foreign language
reading anxiety have been considered (Saito et al., 1999; Shi and Liu, 2006). In
addition, the study of Saito et al. (1999) was the first theoretical model of L2 reading
anxiety which focused on two reasons (unfamiliar writing scripts and unfamiliar

cultural background) of foreign language reading anxiety.

In an effort to enhance SL/FL reading comprehension of learners, three
important hypotheses which focus on presence of foreign language reading anxiety
(Saito et al, 1999), L1 reading, and L2 proficiency (Alderson, 1984, 2000) contribute



tremendous influences on SL/FL reading comprehension. As the role of these three
factors needs to be studied, it is meaningful to isolate these specific factors which
influence FL reading from those common factors (reading anxiety, L1 reading, and
L2 proficiency) for all foreign language readers. The present study is of great
importance because it addresses whether reading anxiety, Persian reading,
vocabulary or grammar has the highest effect on English as a foreign language

reading comprehension.

1.1 Background of the Study

Reading is recognized as the most significant assessment for academic
studies (Anderson, 1994). Similarly, Nassaji (2003) noted that reading is identified as
the most significant academic skill among learners. Chen (2007) mentioned that the
ability to read efficiently is important in both reading in native language and reading
in foreign language. However, foreign language reading is a complicated process that
involves different variables such as individual differences (Anderson, 1991), L1
reading and L2 proficiency (Bossers, 1991; Brisbois, 1995; Verhoeven, 2000; Droop
and Verhoeven, 2003), background knowledge (Carrell, 1983), reading strategy use
(Carrell, 1989) and reading anxiety (Huang, 2001; Oh, 1990; Sellers, 2000). In
developing foreign language reading comprehension, some researchers noted the
importance of L1 reading ability (Koda, 2004; Chen, 2005), and L2 proficiency
(Droop and Verhoeven, 2003). In comparison with linguistic variables related to
foreign language reading comprehension, little attention has been given to affective
variables such as anxiety and its effect on SL/FL reading performance (Liu, 2011). It
means this is important to indicate the role of anxiety in second/foreign language

reading comprehension as well.

As linguistic variables and reading anxiety are viewed as significant factors in
SL/FL reading (Ghonsooly and Eahi, 2011; Kheirzadeh and Tavakoli, 2012; Sellers,
2000; Matsumura, 2001; Miyanaga, 2005), in this study Persian reading (L1 reading)

and EFL proficiency together with foreign language reading anxiety are examined.



The aim of this study is to extract whether Persian reading, EFL proficiency or
foreign language reading anxiety has the highest effect on English as a foreign
language reading comprehension. Course level as the background variable of this
study is also studied to posit more accurate findings based on different levels. Less
study has been conducted regarding anxiety and different course levels (Anderson,
1991). Findings of Ghonsooly and Barghchi (2011) verified that students of higher
course levels feel less reading anxiety than lower course levels. It means pre-
intermediate learners are hypothesized to have more reading anxiety than upper-
intermediate students of Ferdowsi University of Mashhad. In addition, some other
researchers have discovered that there are greater effects of L2 proficiency on
foreign language reading comprehension than L1 reading ability for less skilled
readers, while effect of L1 reading ability was more than L2 proficiency on English
reading comprehension for more skilled readers (Bossers, 1991; Carrell, 1991;
Benhardt and Kamil, 1995; Brisbois, 1995; Lee and Schallert, 1997).

Since reading anxiety, L1 reading, and L2 proficiency relate to SL/FL reading
comprehension, theories of foreign language reading anxiety (Saito et al., 1999) and
SL/FL reading comprehension (Alderson, 1984, 2000) are used in this study. In other
words, besides the foreign language reading anxiety of Saito et al. (1999), two
components (L1 literacy, L2 proficiency) of Alderson’s theory (1984, 2000) related

to foreign language reading comprehension are explored as well.

1.1.1 Englishin Iran

The educational system in Iran is divided into three parts: five years of
primary school, three years of middle school, and four years of high school
(Jahangard et al., 2010). English is becoming more important, especially in the
academic world. English reading as a foreign language has been taught for Iranian
learners in high school. It means English reading skill is known as a significant skill
for EFL learners, and we should know some factors which reduce the problems of

EFL learners in reading skill.



One of the most current methods of teaching and learning in Iranian schools
is that teachers provide a Persian equivalent for new words which are named “paired
associates”. Prince (1996), however, argued that L2 word translations do not
guarantee learners’ success in L2 performance. In supporting the results of Prince
(1996), using translation makes FL/SL learners become dependent on their native
language. When FL/SL learners do not understand each word or sentence of a text,
they prefer to translate them into their native language to understand their meaning
quickly. For example, Iranian FL learners prefer to translate each foreign language
word (English language) to their native language (Persian language) rather than
improving their proficiency in English language. As Iranian teachers have also
followed this method of teaching system in Iran, they prepare a Persian equivalent
for each new word, sentence and even a passage for learners. It means transferring

English to Persian language is obviously used among Iranian students.

According to Eslami & Valizadeh, (2004), in some countries like Iran, as
learners aim to participate in the classroom, the teaching process and the educational
system do not allow learners to have a high level of participation. This is due to the
grammar translation method which makes learners lose their self-confidence. That is
the reason they do not have a chance to develop their foreign language reading skill.
Because in Iranian high school and university English classes more attention is given
to memorizing words, and sentences in translating written texts (Jahangard et al.,
2010).

Grammar translation method is currently used in schools and in some
institutes of Iran. But most of the institutes in Iran teach using the communicative
language teaching method. In this method (CLT) all language skills are highlighted,
but certainly the most significant concern in this method is on oral communicative
abilities. It means most of the time Iranian learners utilize activities like group work
or pair-work to improve their English speaking skill. That is the reason among all
four skills, reading skill becomes more difficult for Iranians as FL learners to
comprehend. Because through these methods (grammar translation and CLT), they
transfer English sentences to Persian language to comprehend the meaning of

English texts. It means most learners, especially less proficient learners, translate a



passage into their mother tongue to understand the meaning and content of a passage
(Jahangard et al., 2010). Kern (1994) stated that mental translation is identified as the
“mental reprocessing of L2 words, phrases, or sentences in L1 forms while reading
L2 texts” (p. 442)’.

As lIranian learners cannot improve their English language in the English
classrooms of schools (public English teaching system) in Iran (Eslami & Valizadeh,
2004), they prefer to participate in institutes (private English teaching system) to
improve their English language. The purpose of these institutes is to teach English as
a foreign language to Iranian learners. The content of books varies in terms of
different levels: Starter, Elementary, Pre- Intermediate, Intermediate, and Advanced.
In each session all four skills are included, but the focus is on communicative
abilities such as speaking skill. In the last session of each level, there will be a final
exam to assess learners’ language proficiency and skills. Each level consists of forty-
two hours: three times per week and two hours each session. It means the entire
period of each level involves seven weeks. Unfortunately, as these groups of learners
do not have the opportunity to use English in native countries, they cannot improve

their EFL effectively as well as ESL learners.

Each institute includes five levels; starter, elementary, pre-intermediate,
intermediate, and advanced levels. In this research, only pre-intermediate,
intermediate and advance levels are chosen. As learners of starter and elementary
levels are not taught English reading skill, they are not in a situation to understand
English texts. In addition, starter learners are not at a level to experience anxiety and
understand the meaning of each item in the questionnaire. Therefore, starter and
elementary learners are not chosen in this study and only pre-intermediate,

intermediate and advanced learners are chosen.

In line with attempts of the educational system in schools to help learners
read and understand English reading passages and improve their English reading
comprehension (Khajavi and Abbasian, 2011), Dahmardeh (2009) mentioned that
although Iranian students have to learn English beginning around seven years before

their entrance to university, they have difficulty with SL/FL reading passages



(Dahmardeh, 2009). As schools (public English teaching system) in Iran do not
provide good methods, techniques, and materials, some Iranians prefer to register in
different institutes (private English teaching system) to improve their English
abilities. Participation in institutes also does not develop learners’ English language
capabilities and proficiencies that are needed. Because some techniques in Iran are
traditional; some of the other methods focus on communicative competence and
speaking skill rather than reading skill. Apparently, these methods mentioned above
cannot lead to high achievement in reading comprehension of Iranian students who
are studying English as a foreign language. Because it is clear that Iranian learners do
not have the opportunity to improve their English reading comprehension in target
language outside of their classroom. As the literature review presents, academics

have looked at each of these different perspectives in detail.

Apparently, as learners progress in upper course levels, they experience low
reading anxiety (Maclntyre and Gardner, 1991; Ghonsooly and Barghchi, 2011).
Findings of Nahavandi and Mukundan (2013) have also shown that Iranian students
in higher course levels experience less reading anxiety. Their studies have shown that
they have also higher ability in understanding English reading texts (Nahavandi and
Mukundan, 2013). In other words, Ghonsooly and Elahi (2011) have indicated in
their studies that higher score achievement in reading comprehension is related to the
proficiency of respondents. Furthermore, Kheirzadeh and Tavakoli (2012) have
supported findings of earlier studies (Ghondooly and Elahi, 2011; Naseri and
Zaferanie, 2012) that less proficient learners have more problems in English reading
than more proficient learners. In particular, less proficient learners have difficulties
in vocabulary and grammar to understand English as FL reading comprehension
(Ghondooly and Elahi, 2011; Naseri and Zaferanie, 2012). As some studies have
highlighted the importance of English proficiency on FL/SL reading comprehension
(Ghondooly and Elahi, 2011; Naseri and Zaferanie, 2012), studies of Shahidi (2011)
have verified the importance of Persian reading as L1 language on SL/FL reading
performance. It means high reading ability in L1 could be an important factor in
developing English as foreign language reading performance. That is the reason
theories of Saito et al. (1999) related to foreign language reading anxiety and

Alderson (2000) in foreign language reading comprehension which identify whether



FLRC is a reading anxiety problem, a Persian reading problem or a problem in EFL

proficiency are studied as well.

1.2 Statement of the Problem

The first issue lies in a limited number of studies regarding to foreign language
reading anxiety and SL/FL reading comprehension. Some researchers have mostly
examined the anxiety factor as the first key factor in oral and written communicative
situation (Saito et al., 1999). As mentioned earlier in the introduction and
background of the study, the role of anxiety in L2 reading should be fully studied
(Saito et al., 1999) because anxious learners have difficulties in dealing with some
tasks in the FL classroom (Mohd Zin and Rafik Galea, 2010). Some studies in Iran
have also indicated that Iranian FL learners suffer from language anxiety. As
mentioned in findings of earlier studies (Ghonsooly and Eahi, 2011; Kheirzadeh and
Tavakoli, 2012), the researcher of this study who was a teacher of different institutes
a long time ago observed that Iranian students especially in lower levels experienced
high reading anxiety. Regarding this observation, higher level students had lower
reading anxiety because of their improvement in English proficiency. Baharloo
(2011) has also concluded that “anxiety as an affective factor can function as a filter
which impedes learners' performance or as a means that help the learners do their
best in achieving the learning goals”. Most previous studies tended to examine
reading anxiety together with background variables such as gender and age (Aida,
1994; Saito and Samimy, 1996), language proficiency and language anxiety (Saito
and Samimy, 1996), reading anxiety and reading strategy (Chen, 2007; Lien, 2011;
Liu and Sammimy, 2012) and reading anxiety and reading comprehension
(Jafarigohar and Behroznia, 2012). In this study, effects of foreign language reading
anxiety are examined in three levels to find out learners of which level experience

higher reading anxiety.

This issue signifies that according to the findings of Saito et al. (1999),

foreign language reading anxiety of each language is different from the other



languages. Earlier studies with regard to SL/FL reading anxiety were conducted in
Japan (Matsumura, 2001; Matsuda & Gobel, 2004; Miyanaga, 2005), or Turkey
(Zhao, 2009). As less research related to FLRA was conducted in Iran, our
knowledge about foreign language reading anxiety among Iranian learners is still
limited. Due to different political or social reasons, Iranian EFL learners over the
past few decades have not also had enough opportunities to communicate with native
speakers. In fact, in an ESL context, English is used as an instruction language while
in an EFL context (e.g. Iran), instruction is in the native language (Prator, 1991). As
English language for Iranian students is a foreign language, they have little
opportunity to use the English language outside of the classroom. That is the reason
in foreign language reading comprehension students confront different challenges to
understand the content of passages clearly (Hizwari, et al., 2008). Online research
database has also shown no article related to FLRA together with L1 reading and
English proficiency of Iranian students. Although each variable of this study has
been studied separately in lIran, this does not mean that these variables are
undeveloped topics. Next, with respect to the selection of participants in the current
study, a large majority of subjects recruited in earlier studies were from Western
countries (Cheng et al., 1999). To understand how non-western learners such as
Iranian learners perceive reading anxiety, it would be beneficial to choose Iranian

participants as non-western participants in an Asian context.

As SL/FL reading comprehension is a complex process, some factors such as
L1 and L2 variables could also affect SL/FL reading comprehension (Koda, 2007).
Bernhardt (2005) has suggested that as L1 reading and L2 proficiency have been
considered together, affective variables such as anxiety and interest together with L1
reading and L2 proficiency should be considered as well. But Spark et al. (2000)
disagreed with the study of Saito et al. (1999) regarding the importance of reading
anxiety in L2 reading comprehension and highlighted the importance of L1 reading
ability in developing L2 reading comprehension. Previous studies have shown the
problem of this research that poor reading performance among Iranian students is not
because of poor reading ability, and is likely to be a result of anxiety in L2 reading
(Loghmani and Ghonsooly, 2012). The problem of this research is also highlighted

because of the researcher’s teaching experience in different language institutes in
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Iran. The researcher’s experience showed that Iranian students were struggling with
themselves to understand English reading comprehension texts. That is the reason
they enjoyed speaking, but they had fear of reading English texts. The observation
indicated that Iranian learners were not proficient in reading skill, because private
teaching systems of Iran have focused on oral skills more than written skills. It was
observed that Iranian students were more confident in speaking skill than reading
skill. Through the researcher’s observation it also showed that higher level learners
had less anxiety, but more difficulties in vocabulary knowledge than lower level
learners. The researcher observed that higher level learners tried to understand the
content of the text by skimming and scanning because they were taught how to get
the meaning of a text by skimming and scanning. But, through the researcher’s
teaching experience, lower level learners had more difficulties in English reading
because of high anxiety. In order to address the needs of SL/FL learners in reducing
reading anxiety, it is useful to represent the most influential theory in foreign
language reading comprehension (Alderson, 1984, 2000) and foreign language
reading anxiety (Saito et al., 1999). Given the tremendous influence of anxiety on FL
reading comprehension (Saito et al.,1999), examining whether reading anxiety,
Persian reading as L1 reading, vocabulary or grammar as English proficiency
influences on English as foreign language reading comprehension (Alderson, 1984,
2000) can contribute to this study. It means in addition to foreign language reading
anxiety, some other factors should be studied to highlight importance of each factor
(Liu, 2011). As no research has been conducted on this topic, findings of this study
should open new studies for future research on which factors are the most important

predictors of English reading comprehension.

1.3 Research Aim

Since foreign language reading anxiety together with Persian reading,
vocabulary and grammar have not been studied yet, the purpose of this study is
threefold. First is to focus on foreign language reading comprehension by

considering the relationship between reading anxiety, Persian reading, vocabulary
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and grammar with English reading comprehension. Second is to determine the effect
of each variable on English reading comprehension in theory of Alderson (1984,
2000) and Saito et al. (1999) among Iranian students to highlight the importance of
each dimension of this mixed theory. The third purpose is to investigate whether the
effect of foreign language reading anxiety (Saito et al., 1999) of Iranian students
together with the two factors of L1 reading and EFL proficiency (Alderson’s theory,
1984, 2000) on English reading comprehension differs at varying course levels (pre-
intermediate, intermediate and advance levels). The goal is to indicate the differences
in the way that reading anxiety, Persian reading, vocabulary and grammar affect

English reading comprehension at each level.

14 Research Objectives

Seemingly, students experience more improvements in speaking skill rather
than the other skills. Because earlier studies have shown that more studies and efforts
are focused on speaking skill rather than on other skills (Saito et al., 1999). What is
common is, less research has focused on reading and writing skills among Iranian
learners and poor achievement might provoke even more anxiety. In addition to the
importance of reading anxiety mentioned above, L1 reading and L2 proficiency have
been considered separately. It means effects of foreign language reading anxiety
together with L1 reading and English proficiency on English reading has not been
explored yet. The research objectives of this study are to establish and explore as far
as possible the foreign language reading anxiety, relationship and effects of foreign
language reading anxiety (Saito et al., 1999), L1 reading ability, vocabulary and
grammar on English reading comprehension in terms of Alderson’s theory (1984,
2000). This study also considers and compares the effects of these variables on
English reading performance in each course level among Iranian learners. In order to
carry out these objectives, this research through the literature focused on each aspect

of this theory among Iranian students.
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1. To identify differences in foreign language reading anxiety among Iranian students
of three levels.

2. To identify differences of English reading comprehension among Iranian students
of three levels.

3. To determine relationship between foreign language reading anxiety with English
reading comprehension of Iranian students in three course levels (pre-intermediate,
intermediate, and advanced levels).

4. To determine relationship between Persian reading, vocabulary and grammar with
English reading comprehension of Iranian students in three course levels (pre-
intermediate, intermediate, and advanced levels).

5. To compare effects of foreign language reading anxiety, Persian reading ability
and English language proficiency of Iranian learners on English as a foreign
language reading comprehension in three course levels (pre- intermediate,

intermediate and advanced).

15 Research Questions

According to objectives of this study, the researcher tries to uncover the

answers to the research questions.

1. What are the differences between the foreign language reading anxiety of Iranian
learners in three levels at private English institutes in Iran?

2. What are the differences between the English reading comprehension of Iranian
learners in three different levels at private English institutes in Iran?

3. What is the relationship between foreign language reading anxiety and English
reading comprehension among Iranian learners in pre-intermediate, intermediate and
advanced levels?

4. What is the relationship between Persian reading, vocabulary and grammar with
English reading comprehension of Iranian learners in pre-intermediate, intermediate

and advanced levels?
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5. What are the effects of foreign language reading anxiety, Persian reading ability
and EFL proficiency on English as a foreign language reading comprehension in

three course levels (pre-intermediate, intermediate and advanced)?

1.6 Scope of the Study

The scope of this study examines Iranians as foreign language learners who
are studying English in institutes in Kerman, Iran. In addition to considering foreign
language reading anxiety and its effect of Saito et al. (1999), this study examines
effects of Persian reading ability and EFL proficiency which contribute to the
English reading comprehension (Alderson, 1984, 2000). Each institute includes five
levels: starter, elementary, pre-intermediate, intermediate, and advanced. In this
study only learners of three levels (pre-intermediate, intermediate and advanced) are
selected. Because learners at these three levels are in a situation to get familiar with
reading texts and experience anxiety differently, though reading skill is not taught
among learners of beginner and elementary. Therefore, three institutes of Kerman
with three different levels (pre-intermediate, intermediate and advanced) are included
as the scope of this study. So the participants of this study are from Iran, with similar

background knowledge but different course levels.

1.7 Significance of the Study

As learners had different anxiety levels in each language skill (Vogely, 1998;
Saito et al., 1999; Kim, 2000; Sellers, 2000), anxiety of each specific skill except
speaking has been studied less. Although anxiety is a significant factor for
second/foreign language learners, little attention has been focused on the role of
anxiety in foreign language reading skill (Saito et al., 1999), especially in Iran.

Furthermore, most studies emphasized ESL learners rather than EFL learners. It
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means foreign language reading anxiety based on the concept of Saito et al. (1999)
among lIranian students has not been explored deeply. Some researchers have also
highlighted the importance of L1 reading and L2 proficiency with affective variables
such as anxiety (Bernhardt, 2005) and L1 and L2 variables (Koda, 2007) rather than
only anxiety in L2 reading comprehension. This is the reason the aim of this study is
to focus on the effects of foreign language reading anxiety together with Persian
reading ability and English proficiency (vocabulary and grammar) as two factors of
Alderson’s theory (1984, 2000) on English reading comprehension among Iranians
FL students learning English in private institutes in Iran. It also aims to evaluate and
compare the effects of foreign language reading anxiety and two more factors of
Alderson’s theory (1984, 2000) — Persian reading ability, vocabulary and grammar as
English proficiency — on English reading comprehension in three different course

levels (pre-intermediate, intermediate and advanced).

Obviously a large number of Iranian learners have low proficiency in
English. This problem is highlighted for two reasons: translation which learners use
in schools does not help learners to improve their English language and especially
reading skill. The second reason is that some institutes focus more on communicative
abilities while little attention is devoted to reading skill. In addition to these two main
problems, Iranian students have no opportunity to enhance their level of reading
skill. It means less attention on the English reading skill of learners in school and

institutes limits learners’ reading comprehension.

Apart from that, a number of Iranian students continue their studies outside of
Iran. They should first learn the English language especially reading comprehension,
because each university subject requires different assignments to be completed by
students. This result is supported by studies of Noor (2006) who determined reading
as the most important element in an academic context. Obviously each assignment
needs learners, as university level students, to read various articles and understand
the content as well. Because it is clear that if they do not completely understand, they
are likely to experience anxiety. They also prefer to translate their English articles to

Persian language to understand the meaning clearly. Importance of English reading
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comprehension for those Iranians who are studying outside of their country is also
highlighted.

As the exploration of this research provides a number of findings and
implications related to English teaching in Iran, instructors would be better able to
select reading materials. This study is also significant both theoretically and
practically. Theoretically, this study aims to fill the gaps mentioned in the review of
the literature to discover related factors of reading anxiety and effects of reading
anxiety (Saito et al., 1999), Persian reading ability, vocabulary and grammar on
English reading comprehension regarding Alderson’s theory (1984, 2000) among
Iranian learners. In practical terms, results of this study provide useful insights about
recommendations for future research. Because social atmosphere in the classroom
reduces reading anxiety of Iranian students as foreign language learners and helps
them to remove some obstacles they might face in reading comprehension. This
might develop participants’ reading comprehension in general and help to construct
positive attitudes toward reading comprehension in particular. Furthermore, this
research considers the effects of foreign language reading anxiety, English language
proficiency and Persian reading on English reading comprehension because of some
reasons. Firstly, this mixed model has the potential to focus more on this field of
study. The findings yielded in this study can also confirm or disconfirm previous
studies which explored each variable separately, and to open new directions for

further studies.

1.8 Theoretical Framework

Some researchers criticized the importance of foreign language reading
anxiety and focused on L1 weakness as the main reason of L2 reading difficulties
(Spark et al., 2000). Additionally, Koda (2007) highlighted the importance of L1 and
L2 variables in L2 reading comprehension. Bernhardt (2005) has also suggested
investigating affective variables such as anxiety together with L1 reading and L2

proficiency. The current research aimed to consider vocabulary, grammar and
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Persian reading besides foreign language reading anxiety as predictors of English as
foreign language reading comprehension. That is the reason the theoretical
framework of foreign language reading anxiety (Saito et al., 1999) and English as a
foreign language reading comprehension (Alderson, 1984, 2000) are mixed. Because
it aims to consider foreign language reading anxiety, the relationship between FLRA,
Persian reading, vocabulary and grammar with English reading comprehension and
the effects of these variables on English reading comprehension and highlight the

importance of each component.

Saito et al. (1999) were the first to examine FLRA. They mentioned the
importance of two factors: unfamiliar cultural backgrounds and unfamiliar writing
scripts which make foreign language reading anxiety, leading to some inconsistent
research findings. On one hand, in some studies of FLRA, there is a positive
relationship between reading anxiety and learners’ achievement (Liu, 2011;
Loghmani and Ghonsooly, 2012). But in other studies there is a negative relationship
between these two variables (e.g., Saito et al., 1999; Sellers, 2000; Young, 2000;
Salazar-Liu, 2002). In other words, a large number of researchers have confirmed
that anxiety is determined as a harmful factor in FL/SL reading comprehension
(Sellers, 2000; Matsumura, 2001; Hsiao, 2002; Miyanaga, 2005; Kuru-Gonen, 2007;
and Zhou, 2008).

According to SL/FL reading comprehension, Alderson (1984, 2000)
hypothesized whether L2 reading is problem of L2 proficiency or L1 reading
problem. Two hypotheses of FL/SL reading comprehension (linguistic threshold
hypothesis (Clarke, 1980), and linguistic interdependence hypothesis (Cummins,
1991) which are addressed in Alderson’s theory (1984, 2000) have been formed in
the current study. According to the first hypothesis, some difficulties in FL/SL
reading comprehension derive from L2 problems not L1 reading ability (Clarke,
1980). Regarding the second hypothesis, Cummins (1991) illustrates that L1 and L2
reading ability are interdependent and L1 reading ability plays an important role in

developing L2 reading comprehension.
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To summarize, most of the previous studies did not provide evidence that
vocabulary, grammar or L1 reading affects L2 reading in a way that effect is
indicated in a single model. They still support the premise that other data analysis
models such as multiple regressions should be taken into consideration to compare
effects of some specific variables on SL/FL reading (Hsu, 2008). Specifically, the
current study aims to examine whether an expanded framework helps develop the
importance of foreign language reading anxiety (Saito et al., 1999) together with
Persian reading and EFL proficiency. Because earlier studies have shown that
studying each variable (L1 reading, EFL proficiency, and reading anxiety) was
drawn separately by plenty of SL/FL researchers’ attention in reading comprehension
(Alderson, 1984, 2000). Moreover, few studies have focused on foreign language
reading anxiety, Persian reading, and linguistic features among Iranian learners. In
present study in addition to conception of foreign language reading anxiety (Saito et
al., 1999), theory of foreign language reading comprehension (Alderson, 1984, 2000)
with two main components (L1 reading, EFL proficiency) is conducted. Because it
aims to determine the relation between foreign language reading anxiety, Persian
reading, vocabulary and grammar with English reading comprehension and effects of
these variables on English reading comprehension in relation to the clear theories. In
order to gain better understanding of this research, it aims to investigate the
hypothesis of Saito et al. (1999) related to foreign language reading anxiety, and
Alderson’s theory (1984, 2000) related to SL/FL reading comprehension. Because
this mixed theory shows whether English reading comprehension is L1 reading

problem, problem of EFL proficiency or a reading anxiety problem.

After the explanation of the theoretical framework is defined in this study
(Saito et al., 1999; Alderson, 1984), the conceptual framework is explained to clearly
ascertain each component of this theory. Detailed information about the theoretical

framework is mentioned in the literature review.
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Figure 1.1 A mixed model of foreign language reading (Saito et al., 1999 and
Alderson, 1984, 2000).

1.9  Conceptual Framework

According to the study of Saito et al. (1999), foreign language reading
anxiety consists of two sources (unfamiliar writing scripts and unfamiliar cultural
background). Additionally, the foreign language reading comprehension of
Alderson’s theory (1984, 2000) is used to know whether foreign language reading
comprehension is a reading problem or a language problem. These two hypotheses
(linguistic interdependence hypothesis and linguistic threshold hypothesis) in which
foreign language reading comprehension is an L1 reading problem or an L2
proficiency problem are developed in Alderson’s (1984, 2000) and Bernhardt’s

hypotheses (2005) as well. In this study foreign language reading anxiety level,
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relationship between reading anxiety, Persian reading, vocabulary and grammar with
English reading comprehension and effects of these variables on English reading
comprehension are considered. FLRA level based on the theory of Saito et al. (1999)
and FLRC regarding Alderson’s model (1984, 2000) are examined. In order to gain
better results in detail, this study focused on mixed theories of FLRA (Saito et al.,
1999) and FLRC (Alderson, 1984, 2000).

As previous studies examined L2 readers’ reading problem, they
demonstrated the importance of language knowledge, and particularly vocabulary,
grammar, or both grammar and vocabulary as L2 proficiency. In L1 reading,
orthography and overall reading ability were examined (see appendix K). For
example, the relationship between L1 reading and L2 knowledge with L2 reading
comprehension has been considered by many studies (Carrell, 1991; Bernhardt &
Kamil, 1995; Brisbois, 1995; Lee and Schallert, 1997; Song, 2001; Yamashita,
2002). According to L2 proficiency of Alderson (1984), Brisbois (1995) estimates
that 27% relate to vocabulary and only 3% relate to grammar. In order to support the
findings of Alderson (1984) about the importance of vocabulary and grammar,
Yamashita (2002) has determined that L2 proficiency refers to knowledge of
vocabulary and grammar as the clearest examples of language proficiency. Earlier
studies have mostly considered vocabulary and grammar as L2 proficiency in
developing foreign language reading comprehension (see appendix K). Although
vocabulary and grammar have been represented as the most important L2
knowledge, there are inconsistent results in terms of the importance of these two
factors in developing SL/FL reading comprehension. In other words, some
researchers mainly focused on the importance of vocabulary in L2 knowledge rather
than grammar (Bossers, 1991; Carrell, 1991; Bernhardt and Kamil, 1995). Findings
of the other study have shown that relationship between grammar and L2 reading
comprehension has not been studied extensively (Barnett, 1988). In this study, these
two aspects of English proficiency (vocabulary and grammar) are conducted to
indicate the effect of each variable of English proficiency in developing English
reading comprehension in detail. In contrast, studies of Nassaji (2004) have
highlighted the importance of English proficiency and in particular, grammar in

developing English reading comprehension. But Jahangard et al. (2010) have
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highlighted the importance of vocabulary on English reading comprehension. While
reviewing related studies of reading anxiety, it was found that there are few studies
about foreign language reading anxiety (Saito et al., 1999). In addition to the
importance of foreign language reading anxiety in English reading comprehension,
the importance of L1 reading and L2 proficiency as the most important factors of
SL/FL reading comprehension were examined separately in previous studies. It
means our understanding of whether poor reading performance is due to high reading
anxiety or other factors such as L1 reading and L2 proficiency is still incomplete.
According to the present study, clear theories regarding to both FLRA and two other
hypotheses of FLRC (Persian reading as L1 reading and EFL proficiency) are mixed
among Iranian learners of three levels (pre-intermediate, intermediate, and advanced
levels). Because it aims to determine the effects of two important components of
Alderson’s theory (1984, 2000) and foreign language reading anxiety (Saito et al.,

1999) related to English reading comprehension.
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1.10 Definition of Terms

Anxiety is “The subjective feeling of tension, apprehension, nervousness, and
worry that are experienced by an individual,” and the “heightened activity of the
autonomic nervous system that accompanies these feelings” (Spielberger, 1983, p.
5).

Foreign Language Anxiety is “A distinct complex of self-perceptions, beliefs,
feelings and behaviors related to classroom language learning that arise from the

uniqueness of the language learning process” (Horwtiz et al., 1986, p. 128).

Foreign Language Reading Anxiety is defined as the anxiety learners
experience in foreign language reading comprehension. It is related to but different
from general foreign language anxiety (Saito et al., 1999). According to studies of
these researchers, two important factors are highlighted in foreign language reading
anxiety, which are unfamiliar writing scripts and unfamiliar cultural background
(Saito et al., 1999).

L2 Reading model: Alderson (1984, 2000) hypothesized whether L2 reading
is L1 reading problem or L2 proficiency problem. In terms of Alderson’s hypothesis
(1984, 2000), L1 reading refers to linguistic interdependence hypothesis and L2
addresses linguistic threshold hypothesis. Linguistic interdependence hypothesis
developed into Common Underlying Proficiency (CUP) model (Cummins, 1981)
shows that when students learn first language proficiency skills which are learnt from
L1, it can be transferred to L2. According to the second hypothesis (Clarke, 1980),
those learners who were unable to transfer their L1 literacy to the second language

reading is because these readers were short-circuited by their lack of L2 proficiency.
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1.11 Conclusion

The first chapter concentrates on effects of foreign language reading anxiety
based on theory of Saito et al. (1999) together with Persian reading (L1), vocabulary
and grammar (EFL proficiency) on English reading comprehension regarding the
hypothesis of Alderson (1984, 2000) among Iranian participants of three different
levels (pre-intermediate, intermediate, and advanced levels). But the effect of foreign
language reading anxiety on English reading comprehension has been investigated a
little in Iran. Moreover, besides foreign language reading anxiety, L1 reading and L2
proficiency are determined as significant predictors of L2 reading comprehension. In
this study in addition to foreign language reading anxiety and its effect, the effect of
Persian reading ability and vocabulary and grammar as English proficiency on
English reading comprehension among Iranian respondents are measured based on
different course levels which has not been examined yet. It means foreign language
reading anxiety and foreign language reading comprehension of Iranian learners give
the researcher the opportunity to consider this study seriously in order to enrich the
knowledge of foreign language reading anxiety, Persian reading, vocabulary and

grammar.
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