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Abstract—This study was an attempt to investigate the relationship between cultural background of Iranian
EFL learners and reading comprehension. 45 Iranian language learners majoring in TEFL and English
language translation from three different ethnicities in different provinces were selected through purposive
sampling. All participants received three different reading comprehension sub-tests: a reading sub-test
including culturally familiar topics and two reading sub-tests with culturally unfamiliar topics. The results
showed that the means of all groups on culturally familiar reading tests were greater than their means on
reading tests with unfamiliar contents.
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. INTRODUCTION

Reading comprehension as an important language skill for L1 and L2 readers is greatly influenced by many factors.
Among these factors is the role which background knowledge or familiarity with the texts plays in reading
comprehension. The question raised in this study was if there was any relationship between cultural background and
reading comprehension.

Schema theory emphasizes that reading comprehension is an interactive process between the reader’s previous
background knowledge and the text. According to the theory, ESL readers’ reading comprehension is not only due to
how easy or difficult a text is for them but more depends on the level of readers’ recall from their culturally familiar
background knowledge and from the contextual clues about cultural origins (Carrell, 1984; Carrell, 1987; Floyd &
Carrell, 1987). Generally, there are three major types of schemata, namely, formal schemata, content schemata and
cultural schemata, which are closely related to reading comprehension.

Carrell and Eisterhold (1983) have stated that content schema refers to the readers’ familiarity with the subject matter
of the text. A study carried out by Koh (1986) to show the impacts of familiar context on student’s reading
comprehension supports the notion that one’s comprehension of a text depends on how much relevant prior knowledge
the reader has about the subject matter of that particular text. He has also suggested that students must be made
conscious of what is involved in successful reading. Alvermann and Readence (1985) have suggested that when prior
knowledge which contradicts information in the text is activated, readers may let prior knowledge override the text.

Formal schema, also called textual schema (Singhal, 1998), is defined as knowledge of language and linguistic
conventions, including knowledge of how texts are organized and what the main features of a particular genre of writing
are (Alderson, 2000; Carrell, 1987, 1988; Carrell & Eisterhold, 1983). According to Carrell (1987) “research into
formal schema suggests that texts with familiar rhetorical organization should be easier to read and comprehend than
texts with unfamiliar rhetorical organization” (p. 464).

Content schema, which is described as knowledge of the content (Carrell, 1983), can further be divided into two
different types: background knowledge and subject matter knowledge. The former refers to the knowledge that may or
may not be relevant to the content of a particular text, and the latter is directly related to the text content and topic
(Alderson, 2000).

The relationship between background knowledge and reading comprehension in native language has been
investigated extensively. Results in this area have shown a facilitating effect on reading comprehension, in both adults
and children, of having background knowledge of the topic of a text (Anderson &Pearson, 1984; Weber, 1991). Lipson
(1983) compared the reading comprehension of children in relation to their religious affiliation and found an effect of
religious affiliation on reading comprehension when children read texts about a topic dealing with aspects of their
familiar or unfamiliar religion.

Some researchers have also provided evidence for a potential role of background knowledge in reading
comprehension in a second/ foreign language. Droop and Verhoeven (1996) have suggested that via reading-aloud
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protocols, retelling, and questioning, the children's reading performance on the distinguished types of texts were
analyzed. A facilitating effect of cultural familiarity was found for both reading comprehension and reading efficiency.
Bernhardt (2005) findings suggested that texts which contain culturally familiar content schema are easier to process.

A number of studies regarding the activation of content schema suggest some ways to EFL teachers. As Anderson
and Pearson (1984) have argued that the readers are able to only fully comprehend a text if they already know quite a
bit about what is in the text. Krashen (1993) has suggested two ways to activate the students’ schemata. The first, Free
Voluntary Reading, is to have the students select and read texts that are of interest to them. His second suggestion is to
have them read in their first language so as to build up the knowledge base necessary to understand them in the second
language.

Il. METHOD

A. Design

The research used in the present study has been ex-post facto with within-subjects design. In this design the existing
groups with their own specific cultural background were compared in terms of some dependent variables. That is,
different groups’ scores on culturally specific section of reading comprehension tests were labeled as dependent
variable. The groups were labeled independent variable.

B. Participants

To homogenize the sample cut from research population (Arabs=35, Kurds=32, Turks=28) a general English test
consisting of 30 multiple-choice items in reading comprehension, adopted from Longman paper and pencil sample test
(2011), was administered. On the basis of the test results, the population was sorted into two groups of high-level
(scores above 20 out of 30) and low-level (scores below 20 out of 30). Out of high-level students, altogether 45 Iranian
EFL language learners, 15 Arabs, 15 Turks, and 15 Kurds, with the average age of 22, were purposively selected as the
participants of the study. They were all undergraduate students majoring in English Translation and TEFL in Islamic
Azad Universities of Kurdistan, Khuzestan (Abadan), and Tabriz, Iran. The criteria for including the participants in the
study were 1) belonging to one of the three aforementioned ethnicities (Arab, Kurd, and Turk), 2) having passed the
course of reading I, 3) having taken reading course Il, and 4) their score in the general English test administered. They
were assured that the information about their ethnicities as well as their scores on the test would be kept confidential.

C. Instruments

1. General reading test

This test was adopted from Longman paper and pencil sample test (2011). It consisted of 30 multiple choice items.
The passages were all about general topics. This test served as a placement test to identify whether the participants were
initially homogenous or not so that the researchers could generalize any possible differences between the groups to the
role of cultural familiarity. The reliability of this test was estimated through KR-21 method and the reliability index
was estimated to be 0.76.

2. Culture specific tests for groups

A reading comprehension test consisting of three culture-oriented subtests was used for collecting data. Each sub-
test consisted of four or five passages containing culturally specific topics such as music, wedding ceremony, way of
dressing, behavior, and Nowruz (new year festival).

Based on  Flesch-Kincaid Reading Ease, Online Readability = Measurement  (www.standards-
schmandards.com/exhibits/rix/index.php), the readability of each of the three passages (Arabs’, Kurds’ and Turks’
culture specific passages) was measured and turned out to be 0.40, 0.48, and 0.37 respectively. According to the
interpretation of this test, indexes ranging from 0.30 to 0.49 indicate the “difficult readability” level which is
appropriate for college students. As the readability level of these three passages fall within this range, the reading
comprehension passages (as tests) given to the participants have been suitable for their level.

The reliability of each sub-test estimated through KR-21 formula was 0.80 (for Kurdish culture), 0.70 (for Arabic
culture), and 0.69 (for Turkish culture) when answered by Kurd participants; when answered by the Turk participants,
the gained reliabilities were 0.81, 0.75 and 0.72, and when answered by the Arab participants, the reliabilities estimated
were 0.70, 0.85, and 0.72.

D. Procedure

After selecting the participants based on the 4 criteria mentioned in the “participants” part, the culture oriented test
package was administered to the groups in different cities in three separate 30-minute sessions. In each session a part
(containing a specific cultural background) of the test package was administered. To remove the effect of the tiredness
of the participants there was a 30 minute-break with refreshment after each session.

Ethically, to take care of the psychological security of the participants, they were assured that the results of the test or
their scores were not considered as a kind of evaluation concerning their knowledge of language. Moreover, to keep
them anonymous, they were asked not to write their names on the question and answer sheets. In these ways the consent
of the participants was obtained.
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I1l. DATA ANALYSIS

To analyze the data collected, one-way ANOVA for correlated scores (within-subjects factor/design) or repeated
measures (Ary et al., 2006) was used and the results are presented as follows.

TABLE (1):
DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS FOR ARAB STUDENTS
IMean Std. Deviation N
Arabic text 13.3333 1.39728 15
Turkish text 8.4667 1.30201 15
IKurdish text 8.3333 1.44749 15
TABLE (2)
MAUCHLY'S TEST OF SPHERICITY FOR ARAB STUDENTS
Within Subjects Mauchly's  [Approx.  [df  [Sig. Epsilon”
Effect \i Chi-Square Greenhouse-Geisser [Huynh-Feldt  |Lower-bound
[factorl 0.140 25.599 2 0.000 ]0.538 0.546 0.500

As the results in Table (2) show, the assumption of sphericity was not met (p<0.05). So, we cannot rely on the
multivariate test. The “epsilon” values on the right-hand side of Table (2) are three different ways to calculate an
appropriate adjustment to the degrees of freedom of the F test. Table (3) shows the revised results using each of these
corrections.

TABLE (3):
TESTS OF WITHIN-SUBJECTS EFFECTS FOR ARAB STUDENTS
Source Type 111 Sum of Df Mean Square  |F Sig.
Squares
Sphericity Assumed 243.511 2 121.756 74.400 0.000
cctorl Greenhouse-Geisser 243.511 1.07 226.517 74.400 0.000
Huynh-Feldt 243.511 1.09 222.817 74.400 0.000
Lower-bound 243.511 1.000 243.511 74.400 0.000
Sphericity Assumed 45.822 28 1.637
Error(factor1) Greenhouse-Geisser 45.822 15.050 3.045
Huynh-Feldt 45.822 15.300 2.995
Lower-bound 45.822 14.000 3.273

Mauchly's test indicated that the assumption of sphericity had been violated, {x* (2) = 243.511, p< 0.05}. Therefore,
degrees of freedom were corrected using Greenhouse-Geisser estimates (e = .538). The results showed that there was a
significant effect of the sub-test taken, [F (1.07, 15.05) = 74.4, p = .000, p< 0.5]. That is, the participants had different
performances on the three different sub-tests. To find the sources of differences, we ran a post hoc test the results of
which are presented in Table (4).

TABLE (4):
PAIRWISE COMPARISONS
95% Confidence Interval for Difference
(I) factorl |(J) factorl [Mean Difference (I-J) |[Std. Error |Sig. Lower Bound Upper Bound
Arabic Turkish 4.133" 435 0.000 |3.200 5.066
Kurdish 4.400" .349 0.000 |3.651 5.149
Turkish Kurdish 0.267 0.182 0.164 |-.123 0.656

As the results in Table (4) show, there has been a significant difference between the Arab students’ mean on reading
test with Arabic background and their means on the other two sub-tests (Turkish and Kurdish), p = 0.000, mean
differences = 4.13 and 4.40. However, the results show that the difference between the Arab students’ means on
reading passages with Turkish and Kurdish passages was not significant, p = 0.164, mean difference = 0.267.

TABLE (5):
DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS FOR TURK STUDENTS
IMean Std. Deviation N
Turkish text 13. 1.2 15
Arabic text 8.7 1.3 15
IKurdish text 8.9 1.5 15
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TABLE (6):
MAUCHLY'S TEST OF SPHERICITY FOR TURK STUDENTS

Within Subjects [Mauchly's W [Approx. Chi-Square [Df [Sig. |[Epsilon” |
Effect Greenhouse-Geisser|Huynh-Feldt]Lower-bound]
ffactort 0.15 27 2 0.0000.54 0.55 0.51 |

As the results in Table (6) show, the assumption of sphericity was not met ( p < 0.05). Table (7) shows revised results

using each epsilon values.

TABLE (7):
TESTS OF WITHIN-SUBJECTS EFFECTS FOR TURK STUDENTS
Source Type 111 Sum of Squares  [df Mean Square F Sig.
Sphericity Assumed 243.511 2 124.756 74.7 0.000
kactort Greenhouse-Geisser 243.511 1.12 228.517 74.7 0.000
Huynh-Feldt 243.511 1.093 224.817 74.7 0.000
Lower-bound 243.511 1.000 249.511 74.7 0.000
Sphericity Assumed 45.822 28 1.7
Error(factorl) Greenhouse-Geisser 45.822 15.03 3.07
Huynh-Feldt 45.822 15.300 2.995
Lower-bound 45.822 14.000 3.273

Mauchly's test indicated that the assumption of sphericity was not met{x?(2) = 27, p< 0.05}. Therefore, degrees of
freedom were corrected using Greenhouse-Geisser estimates (e= .54). The results show that there has been a significant
effect of the sub-test taken {F (1.12, 15.03) = 74.9, p= .000}. The results show that the participants had different
performance on the three different tests. In order to find the sources of differences, we ran a post hoc test the results of
which are shown Table (8).

TABLE (8):
PAIRWISE COMPARISONS

95% Confidence Interval for Difference

(1) factorl (J) factorl Mean Difference (I-J) [Std. Error |Sig. Lower Bound Upper Bound
Kurdish Arabic 4.3 0.435 0.000 |3.3 5.07

Turkish 4.1 0.349 0.000 |3.7 5.2
Arabic Kurdish 0.2 0.182 0.17 -14 0.66

As the results in Table (8) show, there has been a significant difference between the Turk students’ mean on reading
test with Turkish background and their means on the other two tests( Arabic and Kurdish), p=0.000, mean differences=
4.3 and 4.1. However, the results show that the difference between the Turk students’ means on reading passages with
Arabic and Kurdish passages has not been significant, p= 0.17 and mean difference is 0.2.

TABLE (9):
DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS FOR KURD STUDENTS
| JMean Std. Deviation N
Kurdish text 12.9 1.23 15
Arabic text 3.8 1.4 15
Turkish text 8.7 1.6 15
TABLE (10):
MAUCHLY'S TEST OF SPHERICITY FOR KURDISH STUDENTS
[Within Subjects IMauchly's W |Approx. Chi- Df [Sig. [Epsilon®
Effect Square Greenhouse-Geisser  |Huynh-Feldt |Lower-bound
Jfactorl 0.16 26.8 2 .000 [0.55 0.56 0.51

As the results in Table (10) show, the assumption of sphericity has not been met (p< 0.05). Therefore, the epsilon
values in Table (10) were used to adjust to the degrees of freedom of the F test and the results are shown in Table (11).
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TABLE (11):
TESTS OF WITHIN-SUBJECTS EFFECTS FOR TURKISH STUDENTS
Source Type 111 Sum of df Mean Square F Sig.
Squares
Sphericity Assumed 243.511 2 121.756 74.900 .000
cctorl Greenhouse-Geisser 243.511 1.1 226.517 74.900 .000
Huynh-Feldt 243.511 1.093 222.817 74.900 .000
Lower-bound 243.511 1.000 243.511 74.900 .000
Sphericity Assumed 45.822 28 1.637
Error(factorl) Greenhouse-Geisser 45.822 15 3.045
Huynh-Feldt 45.822 15.300 2.995
Lower-bound 45.822 14.000 3.273
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Mauchly's test indicated that the assumption of sphericity had been violated {x2(2) = 27, p< 0.05}. Therefore, degree
of freedom were corrected using Greenhouse-Geisser estimates (e= .54). The results show that there has been a
significant effect of the sub-test taken {F (1.1, 15) = 74.9, p=.000}. The results also show that the participants have had
different performances on the three different subtests. To find the sources of differences, we ran a-post hoc test the
results of which are shown in Table (12).

TABLE (12):
PAIRWISE COMPARISONS

95% Confidence Interval for Difference

(1) factorl (J) factorl Mean Difference (1-J) Std. Error Sig. Lower Bound Upper Bound
Kurdish Arabic 41 44 .000 33 5.07
Turkish 43 .35 .000 3.7 52
Arabic Turkish 0.2 19 .18 -14 0.66

As the results in Table (12) show, there is a significant difference between the students’ mean-on reading sub-test
with Kurkish background and their means on the other two subtests( Arabic and Turkish), p=0.000, mean differences=
4.1 and 4.3. However, the results show that the difference between the Kurdish students’ means on reading passages
with Arabic and Turkish passages is not significant, p= 0.18 and mean difference is 0.2.

1V. DiscussION

This study was an attempt to investigate the relationship between cultural background of Iranian EFL learners and
reading comprehension. In doing so, a test package containing three reading sub-tests (two culturally different tests, and
one culturally specific test) was administered to three groups of language learners with three different cultural
backgrounds living in the same country. The data of the study were analyzed through both descriptive and inferential
statistics.

The finding of the present study was that ethnic language learners’ mean scores on reading test with culturally
specific contents were significantly different from their mean scores on reading tests containing culturally different
contents (Tables 4, 8, 12). The results in Table (1) also showed that the groups’ mean scores on reading tests containing
culturally different contents were less than their means on reading tests with culturally specific items. The participants
had the same performance on the reading tests containing different cultural issues. The finding is therefore consistent
with the findings of many related studies (Droop & Verhoeven, 1996; Bernhardt, 2005; Pulido, 2004; Salmani-
Nodoushan, 2003; Sharp, 2002; Peregoy & Boyle, 2000; Bensoussan, 1998; Carrell 1984; Foo 1989; Goh 1990;
Johnson, 1981, 1982). The main common finding of these researchers is that comprehension of receptive skills such as
reading depends on knowledge; that is, linking what we don’t know to what we already know.

So, one explanation is that background knowledge is important, and that content schema plays an integral role in
reading comprehension.

The result is also consistent with Gilakjani and Ahmadi (2011) who have argued that the closer the consistency
between the text and the reader’s schema, the more comprehension occurs. Accordingly, it could be explained that
comprehension of reading depends on specific knowledge which can link what we don’t know to what we already know.

Furthermore, this finding is consistent with those of several researchers (e.g., Carrel & Eisterhold, 1983; Williams,
1987; Cook, 1997, Harmer, 2001. Nunan, 2007) who have argued that when prior knowledge, which contradicts
information in the text, is activated, readers may let prior knowledge override the text and that activation of background
knowledge has several implications for teachers.

The results are also consistent with the findings of the studies by quite many researchers ( to name just a few, Carrell
1984; Foo 1989; Goh 1990; Bensoussan, 1998; Peregoy& Boyle, 2000) who have argued that lack of an appropriate
schema that can fit within the content of the text will result in the failure to make sense of a text. Therefore, it could be
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argued that the reading tests with unfamiliar contents, due to the lack of schema, could not help readers comprehend the
passages easily.

Therefore, it could be argued that language learners living within the same country may not be familiar with the
cultural backgrounds of the other minority groups and consequently may not be able to comprehend reading passages
dealing with cultural issues different from theirs. This finding is consistent with that of Xiao (2001) who has argued that
the rhetorical patterns of a text are language specific and culture-unique and reflect the thought pattern of a specific

group.

V. CONCLUSIONS

In this study, the main focus was laid on the relationship between cultural background on reading comprehension by
making a comparison between language learners’ mean scores on reading sub-tests with culturally familiar contents,
and culturally unfamiliar contents. On the basis of the findings, it can be concluded that:

a. Background knowledge is really instrumental in connecting the contextual meanings with EFL readers’
comprehension.

b. The ability to understand a text is based not only on the reader’s linguistic knowledge, but also on general
knowledge of the world and the extent to which that knowledge is activated during processing.

c. With culturally relevant information, EFL students’ prior and familiar experiences are valuable to their reading
comprehension. As Floyd and Carrell (1987) suggested, the cultural-content -schema-training” (p.103) is a very
powerful way to help readers’ second language acquisition. In support of Floyd and Carrell’s recommendation,
localized literature may be used to activate learners’ prior knowledge through reading about their familiar local cultures
(Brock, 1990).

d. Conducting readers’ cross-cultural background knowledge is absolutely a powerful instructional strategy to EFL
reading comprehension.

e. If the unfamiliar content of a text has an effect on reading comprehension, then it must be considered as a criterion
in the selection of reading materials and in the evaluation of reading comprehension.

f. Background knowledge (schemata) determines the ease or complexity of understanding the text. In other words, no
matter how well a reader may know a language, he or she cannot read in that language with good comprehension if the
subject matter or the content of the text is one he or she knows absolutely nothing about.

VI. IMPLICATIONS

This study can have several implications for teachers, test designers, and language learners. EFL teachers should bear
in mind that if the unfamiliar content of a text has an effect on reading comprehension, then it must be considered as a
criterion in the selection of reading materials and in the evaluation of reading comprehension.

Third, as Greenberg (2006) has argued EFL teachers can use extensive reading (ER) to build up learners’ background
knowledge. Greenberg (2006) indicated that learners in extensive reading class should be encouraged to choose their
reading materials by their own interests and proficiency levels. ER is a very learner-centered approach.

Fourth, teachers can design different types of reading activities and materials to increase their students’ background
knowledge.

Fifth, the syllabus designers should also provide the learners with culturally familiar reading passages in order to
make teaching and learning atmospheres interesting.

Sixth, test designers and interpreter should know that any generalizations made about learners’ general language
proficiency on the basis of the test takers’ performance on reading tests with familiar contents may not be fair and valid.

Finally, as reading the passages with familiar contents is easier than the other types of the reading passages, EFL
learners are strongly recommended to make use of such passages in order to develop their reading skills.

VII. LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY

There are several limitations to the present study. The major limitation of the study was the sample size. In this study,
the sample size is not large enough. With the small number of participants, the results of the study cannot be
generalized to a large population. The third limitation of the study was sample selection. As it was very hard to select
the participants randomly, the research had to select them through purposive sampling. Thus, the generalizations should
be made with great care.

VIIl. RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER STUDIES

This study has investigated the impact of cultural background on reading comprehension. This variable may
influence language learners’ performance on productive (encoding) skills. Therefore, the other researchers are
recommended to study the impact of cultural background on EFL learners’ writing and speaking.

In this study, the participants’ major was the English language. The results may be different with students of other
majors. Therefore, the other researchers are highly recommended to replicate this study with the other participants.
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Moreover, the other researchers are recommended to replicate the study using participants with different general
language proficiency. They are also required to compare the effect of cultural background on language learners to see
whether it has the same impacts on reading comprehension of EFL learners with general language proficiency.
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