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Abstract

The purpose of the present study was to investigate the latent

pattern underlying reading ability. Some 272 male and female
participants, English majors at the BA level, participated in the
study.

Two valid tests were used in this study, the reading test
developed exclusively for the purpose of this project and
academic reading section of IELTS. To investigate the possible
latent underlying traits, factor analysis’ was conducted on the
data. The final analysis showed that a nine-factor solution and
eight-factor solution were the best explanations of the factor
patterns. It is concluded that the r;:ading ability consists of eight

or nine major skills which are distinguishable and testable.
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1.1. Overview

Reading is clearly one of the most important skills; in fact, in many
instances around the world it is argued that reading is the most
important foreign language skill (Eskey,1988). This is particularly
the case where students have to read English materials for their own
specialist subject but may never actually have to speak the language
itself (ibid). Furthermore, “it not only serves as a source of
information and pleasurable activity, but also as a means of
consolidating and extending one's knowledge of the language”
(Rivers, 1987).

Despite the “critical role of effective reading in academic

progress and achievements” ( Carrel,1988,p.1) reading research is

just a little more than a hundred years old. Hence, not too much

progress has been made in terms of determining the nature of
reading process. Although there has been a lot of research during
this short period, as a result of the double difficulty describing and
understanding reading in second language, compared with reading in
one's native language, the problem still remains (Chun & Plass,
1997). The problem rises as a consequence of the large number of

factors that interact in a non-linear and non-sequential manner in




reading process. On the other hand, employers, admission officers,
teachers, and other end-users of test data often want information
especially about a candidate's reading a‘bility (Weir, 1994). To
supply such data, attempts should be made to reduce the possibility
of muddied measurement and focus on testing the construct of
reading and control the contamination of the measurement of this

ability (ibid). As a result of this desire to measure reading ability and

- nothing else language testers are obliged to be as explicit as possible

concerning the nature of the ability they want to test.

1.2. Statement of the Problem and the Purpose of
the Study

Every test is intended to measure one or more constructs. A
construct is a psychological concept, which derives from a theory of
the ability to be tested (Alderson, 2000). Considering construct
validity as the core of validity, Bachman and Palmer (1996) state:
“ a construct is the specific definition of an ability that provides the
basis for a given test task and for interpreting scores derived from
this task™(p. 64). Whatever the purpose of a test is, there's no way to
avoid interpreting a language test score (Bachman, 1990).

But it should be kept in mind that there are some limitations

which restrict the ability to make such inferences. A major concemn




of language test development, therefore, is to minimize the effects of -
these limitations. To accomplish this, Thorndike and Hagen, (1977),
cited in Bachman (1990), suggest three steps: (1) identifying and
defining the construct theoretically; (2) defining the construct
operationally, and (3) establishing procedures for quantifying
observations. The first step in measurement of a given language
ability, therefore, is to distinguish the constructs by defining it
clearly, precisely, and unambiguously.

It can be concluded here that construct validity whether the test
actually measures aspects of the behavior under consideration _is
of particular importance if one is to rely on test scores (Powell,
1989). As tests are, in manner of speaking, operational definition of

constructs, Brown (1994) insists that a teacher needs to be satisfied

that a particular test is an adequate definition of a construct.

Despite the importance of defining the construct clearly and the
significant increase in test usage across the world, numerous issues
surrounding the testing of reading have remained to be settled
(Johnson, 1986). One of the issues and probably a major one is lack
of clarity of the reading process. As Grabe (1991) states: “Among
language skills reading has been considered as the most studied yet
the least understood process in language teaching and testing™

(p.376). In reality, even if they know the reading process, it does not
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mean at all that test developers are able to examine its occurrence in

somebody through his performance.

Meanwhile, it should be taken into account that the act of
reading consists of the deployment of a range of separate skills,
abilities, or strategies. Therefore, researchers have long tried to
establish what skills are essential to text comprehension. This has
involved identifying a priori what skills are theoretically needed, and
then devising tests aimed at measuring such skills (Alderson,2000).
Typically the relationship between the items testing the different
skills 1s then analyzed, to see to what extent they can be empirically

isolated (and therefore presumably tested and taught)(ibid).

Much controversy surrounds such research. There is

contradictory evidence as to whether these skills are separately
identifiable ( Rost , 1993). Different analyses of the same databases
of skills have resulted in more or fewer factors that appear to
underlie skilled understanding. Davies (1968) claimed that the skills
tested in his list were empirically distinguishable, whereas
Thorndike (1974), who reanalyzed the data claimed that only one
skill (world knowledge) could be distinguished from the others.
Spearitt (1972) also did a re-analysis of skills in Davies’s list, and
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claimed there were four separate factors: recalling word meanings,
drawing inferences from the context; recognizing a writer’s purpose,
tone and mood; following the structure of the text.

As it will be seen in great detail in Chapter Two, there are

statistical and judgmental reasons for doubting whether skills can be

measured separately or whether subskills of reading can be shown to
" exist and be related to the ability to answer particular sorts of test

questions.

Although there is no empirically established theory illustrating
the separability or inseparability of reading skills, the issue is of
crucial importance to the assessment of reading. And the issue is: “if
we are not able to define what we mean by the ‘ability to read’, it
will be difficult to devise means of assessing such abilities”
(Alderson,2000).

It is noteworthy to mention here that a number of issues related to
the testing of skills thus far have been investigated: how many
underlying factors, or empirically separable skills, are there? Is
reading simply one unitary skill? Can judges distinguish which skills
the items are testing? Which skills contribute most to performance

on reading tests? (Weir and Urquhart,1998).




Regarding the factors underlying reading, some believe in a
general factor (Thrndike, 1917a;1917b;1917c; Thurstone, 1946;
Thorndike, 1973-74.Goodman, 1976, Rost,1985,among others).
However, there are some scholars who support the multiple factor
view of reading (Gray, 1919; Davis, 1944; Greoben, 1982).
Moreover, some others take a third position in that they believe in
two factors underlying the reading ability, one accounting for
vocabulary and literal reading and another accounting for general
comprehension or inferential reading (Johnson & Reynolds, 1941;
Stocker & Kropp, 1960; Vernon, 1962; Grabe,1997;to mention a
few).

Considering the component skills of reading, some scholars

have proposed at least six general component skills and knowledge

areas (Grabe; 1991). These components and skills will be discussed

in great detail in the review of literature section.




1.3. Significance and Justification of the Study

It is commonplace in theories of reading to seek to identify skills
which underlie or contribute to the reading process. Sometimes, the
skills identified relate to linguistic features of the text in general
(Munby, 1978), sometimes these skills relate to different sorts of
meaning in the text, and sometimes they relate to supposedly
different levels of the understanding that readers can derive from the
the text (see, Gray, 1960). The theoretical nature and status of these
skills and their interrelationships are far from clear, and there are
many issues to be resolved. However, “it is a common practice

among teachers, testers and researchers of reading to assume that

reading skills can be identified, taught, tested and researched”

(Alderson,1991). Using different approaches to explore the nature of
these skills have produced different and sometimes contradictory
results. For example, Carr and Levy (1990) argue that reading can be
broken down into underlying skills and strategies for the purpose of
teaching and testing. This view held by many language testers and
teachers is labelled as the divisibility view. Carrol (1993) re-
analyzes over 30 factor—analytic studies and identifies four common

factors in reading: (general) reading comprehension, special reading




