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Abstract

The main purpose of this study was to determine the effectiveness of implementing
sociocultural teaching techniques (teacher and peer scaffolding) on second
language reading comprehension as compared to a non-scaffolding teaching
technique and to explore and document the microgenetic development of the
learners' dialogic interactions within the scaffolding groups. A Nelson English
Language test, a reading comprehension test and a reading strategy questionnaire
were used to address the quantitative questions. To answer the qualitative
questions of the study, the learners’ interactions in the sociocultural group (teacher
& peer scaffolding) were recorded and transcribed. In order to determine the
learners’ microgenetic development and to identify their transition from other- to
self-regulation, Aljaafreh and Lantolf’s (1994) regulatory scale has been used. The
sociocultural teaching techniques resulted in better reading comprehension and
reading strategy use for EFL learners. It was also indicated that proficiency factor
played a determining role in reading comprehension development of the two
groups and that the low proficiency learners outperformed the high proficiency
learners. However, the interaction effect between proficiency factor and teaching
technique was non-significant for reading strategy use, leading to the conclusion
that strategy use of the learners was not affected by their proficiency level. The

teacher scaffolding mechanism was more effective in moving the learners to a



higher level of development in their ZPD than did peer scaffolding. Teacher
scaffolded learners made the most out of their collaboration with a more
knowledgeable peer in achieving self-regulation and independency. Analyses of
peer scaffolding group demonstrated that the help provided by peers was partially
effective as learners, in the majority of the cases, provided random feedback in
dealing with the problematic areas. Unlike teacher scaffolded help which started
from implicit feedback and gave appropriate level of help, peer scaffolded
assistances started from explicit help. Peer scaffolding learners' interactions,
though dialogic, were not graduated and contingent in the sense Aljaafreh and
Lantolf (1994) put forth. In this regard, they consist of several different types of
random moves by the learners to help each other in the process of learning. In
other words, the peer scaffolding learners' interactions did not conform to the
learners' ZPD, which consequently did not lead to the potential level of

development.
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Chapter One:
Introduction




1.1. Introduction

Reading comprehension is of utmost importance in learning languages and it is
widely believed that the more you read, the more you learn. Second language
teachers have always been engaged in the process of improving their learners
reading ability because they long believed learning to read in a language equals
learning it (Harmer, 2001). Furthermore, taking into account the context of
learning another language like English in a non-English speaking country as a
foreign language, it would seem more understandable to talk about the importance
of reading. Although many learners in non-English speaking countries do not have
the opportunity for speaking, listening, and writing, they have the chance for
reading a lot and it seems that reading is the main source of learning another
language in non-English speaking countries. Because of this, reading was the focus
of attention for many years among scholars and those interested in the process of

language learning.

Reading is a multifaceted process and its understanding requires that we
investigate several different processes that are involved in it. It is probably true to
say that more time is spent teaching reading than any other skill (Nunan, 2001).
The reason for this is that reading is a complicated process that involves so many

other processes in it. For this reason, there are plenty of researches in this area.



Yet, reading comprehension continues to be a problematic area for foreign
language students (Dreyer & Nel, 2003) and traditional teaching techniques in
reading comprehension do not seem to solve learners’ reading comprehenson

problems.

For many years reading was investigated purely from a cognitive perspective and
a great deal of research has focused on the cognitive aspect of reading (King,
1987; Rueda, MacGillivray, Monzo & Arzubiaga, 2001; Segalowitz &
Lightbown, 1999). For those who are working in this area, reading is considered
as a receptive skill and the central question is what cognitive processes underlie
and account for success and failure in learners’ attempt to master the
second/foreign language in general and second/foreign language reading in
particular (King, 1987; Rueda, MacGillivray, Monzo & Arzubiaga, 2001,
Segalowitz & Lightbown, 1999). For cognitive theorists and researchers the main
areas of inquiry include memory, information processing approaches, attention

and noticing. Claros (2008) stated that

cognitive theorists conceived language learning as a cognitive and
individual process in which knowledge is constructed as the learner 1)
is exposed to comprehensible input, 2) is given opportunities to

negotiate meaning, 3) and receive negative feedback. They tend to



agree that a learner needs to be exposed to input. However, there is no
agreement on the type of input needed and much less, how such input

Is processed in order to become acquired (p.145).

The main criticism leveled against this view to language learning in general is that
the social context of learning is overlooked to a great extent. This criticism, which
Is drawn upon from sociocultural theory of learning, tries to put more focus on the
social factors in the process of learning. Indeed, it states that learning is not an
individualistic process and it needs to be learned in a social context with the help
of some peers or expert teachers (Lantolf & Thorne, 2006; Yang & Wilson, 2006;
Zuengler & Miller, 2006). Unlike cognitive approaches which view learning as
something that is to be learned based on some predetermined stages, sociocultural
theory points out that learning takes place in a sociocultural environment and
views learners as active constructors of their own learning environments (Johnson,
2006; Mitchel & Myles, 2004; Williams & Burden, 1997). Sociocultural theory,
like cognitive theory, is concerned with cognitive development, but unlike
cognitive theory it puts social factors first. In other words, sociocultural theory
states that without social interaction with other more knowledgeable peers,
cognitive development will not occur. Indeed, mediation and scaffolding are
prerequisites for cognitive development to take place (Aljaafreh & Lantolf, 1994;

Lantolf & Thorne, 2006).



