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The purpose of this study is to explore how L2 readers perceive, under
stand, and reconstruct the information in an L2 text, by examining both 
quantitatively and qualitatively the ways their knowledge, interest, and 
strategy interact with text characteristics. Thirty EFL learners attending a 
Korean university participated in the study and performed a recall task 
after reading expository texts. Three texts different in textual organization 
and topic were used for the recall task, and the subjects' knowledge of 
text topic and vocabulary, knowledge of rhetorical organization, and in
terest in the text topic were measured. The subjects' retrospection proto
cols were also collected. Findings include the aspects of indirect influence 
of prior knowledge and topic interest on recall via multiple interactions 
with other factors, the way textual organization and strategy use interact, 
and the role of L2 formal schema in strategy choice while reading and re
calling, etc. More findings and discussions are presented, along with im
plications for L2 reading instruction. 
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1 Introduction 

There is little doubt that skilled reading is a critical component in any 
L2 learning as in learning of many other subjects. Enormous body of re
search devoted to reading in educational psychology, language arts and 
literacy studies reflects such crucial importance of reading ability in the 
academic context. L2 reading researchers have also looked for ways to 
help language learners learn from text more effectively by elucidating 
the nature of process of reading comprehension and the factors interven
ing in the process. 

In the exploration of this process, the recall task has frequently been 
used probably because it is "the most straightforward assessment of the 
result of text-reader interaction" (Johnston, 1983, p.54). According to 
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Johnston (1983), recall protocols provide some clues about the organ
ization of the stored information, the retrieval strategies the reader uses, 
and about probable long-term recall of the newly-gained information. 
They also provide valuable information on specific influences of the in
dividual's background knowledge through patterns of intrusions, dis
tortions, and omissions. 

For this reason, a body of research on reading either in L1 or in L2 
has used the recall task as the measure of reading comprehension (e.g., 
Afflerbach, 1990; Alexander, Kulikowich, & Schulze, 1994; Baldwin, Peleg
Bruckner, & McClintock, 1985; Bernhardt, 1983; Carrell, 1983, 1984; Connor, 
1984; Garner, Alexander, Gillingham, Kulikowich, & Brown, 1991; Garner 
& Gillingham, 1992; Kendall, Mason, & Hunter, 1980; Kletzien, 1991; Lee, 
1986; Lee & Riley, 1990; Osako & Anders, 1983; Schumm, Mangrum, 
Gordon, & Doucette, 1992; Tyler & Voss, 1982; Wade, 1993). 

Several weaknesses inherent in the recall task have also been pointed 
out, however. For example, Johnston (1983) mentioned that one can say 
nothing about the comprehension or memory of what is not recalled. In 
addition, a recall task involves a large memory component and problems 
of retrieval, sometimes placing a large burden on readers. Heavy demands 
on oral or written production skill are another pitfall. Recall requires ex
pressing ideas and organizing information from memory but these skills 
may be quite independent of reading comprehension skills. However, 
Swaffar, Arens, and Byrnes (1991) suggested that it might rather be a 
strength when protocols for L2 texts are written in the students' native 
language as they reveal how the readers' logical manipulations (i.e., their 
predicting, organizing, and inferencing about textual meaning) interact 
with their recognition of textual vocabulary and syntax. 

Instead of being concerned about production, Swaffar et al. (1991) posi
tioned the shortcomings of the recall task in pragmatic matters, such as 
which (macro-vs. micro-proposition) to be ranked more heavily, and how 
to weigh and analyze propositions. It is probably because of such prag
matic concerns that L2 reading studies often resort to more economical 
devices such as mUltiple-choice, open-ended, or cloze tasks, although re
call is a superb tool for reading research that could provide much more 
in-depth and affluent information about the unseen process of reading 
than any other task. 

As Swaffar et al. (1991) recommended, having the readers recall in 
their L1 would be a way to counteract the weakness of recall task in L2 
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reading research. Actually some researchers argued that L2 learners may 
be at a disadvantage when they have to answer questions in the second 
language (e.g., Ammon, 1987; Bernhardt, 2000; Garcia, 1991; Lee, 1986). In 
particular, Lee (1986) found that L2 learners' text recall in the target lan
guage deteriorated compared to their recall in Ll. More recently, Wolf 
(1993) and Joh (1998) found that EFL learners' reading comprehension 
was significantly better when the learners were assessed in their native 
language regardless of the task format, and whether or not they were al
lowed to look back at the reading passage while performing the task. 
This was true for subjects of different proficiency levels in the target 
language. 

In Korea, not more than 10 papers have been published in the major 
journals over the last 15 years that addressed the issue of reading proc
ess or strategy (e.g., Chin, 1997; Kang, 2004; Kim, 1994; Lee, 2002a, 2002b, 
2004; Oh, 1999; Song, 1999), and there have been few, virtually no, stud
ies that implemented recall in reading research. It is probably because 
the majority of reading research in Korean EFL context has focused on 
the product of reading comprehension using quantitative methods. 
Practical concerns such as economy of data collection and analysis could 
have been associated with scarcity of qualitative research. Such un
balance in research methods, however, might narrow down the scope of 
L2 reading research and therefore probably our understanding of the 
area, too. 

Given this, more studies of L2 reading process, especially qualitative 
ones, seem necessary in Korean EFL context for at least two reasons: the 
critical importance of effective reading in general L2 learning; and the 
need for more indigenous studies toward the establishment of solid EFL 
reading theory that is supported by empirical evidence. This will· ulti
mately contribute to the establishment of a more comprehensive and ex
planatory theory of reading in general. 

Motivated by this realization of status quo, the present study aims to 
investigate how L2 readers perceive and understand information in an 
L2 text, and how they reconstruct their understanding of the text into a 
written discourse. For this purpose, the present study involves Korean 
EFL learners performing a recall task, and closely examines both quanti
tatively and qualitatively how their knowledge, interest, and strategy in
teract with text characteristics towards the goal of understanding and 
remembering of textual information. By so doing, the present study in-
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tends to describe some of the essential properties of the mental processes 
involved in L2 reading comprehension. 

2 Method 

2.1. Subjects 

A total of 3D students enrolled in a practical English course at a 
Korean university participated in the study. Nineteen were female and 
the rest were male. Twenty were English Language/Literature majors 
and the rest were from various disciplines including social studies, en
gineering, history, and German Language/Literature. The majority of 
them were juniors and the rest were seniors. 

There was not much variation among the subjects in terms of general 
English proficiency, which was partly evidenced by their scores on a 
3D-item English proficiency test (scores ranging from 18 to 30, with the 
mean of 24.8 and the standard deviation of 3.5). The subjects participated 
in the study on voluntary basis, by signing up for an individual appoint
ment with the researcher. 

2.2. Context of the Study 

The present research is a kind of case study which was basically guid
ed by the question of how L2 readers process expository texts when 
they have to perform a recall task and what characterizes the product of 
their reading. For this purpose three different types of data were col
lected and analyzed: 1) reader characteristics that have been known to 
affect reading process and product; 2) recall protocols written by the 
subjects; 3) and the subjects' introspection protocols elicited by means of 
interview after the completion of the task, which was audio-recorded 
and transcribed. In the following sections a detailed description of each 
data source will be presented. 
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2.3. Materialsl) 

2.3.1. Texts 
Usually, text variables include topic, content, type/genre, difficulty (or 

readability), and organization, etc. (Alderson, 2000). In this study, how
ever, only organization and difficulty were examined, confining text 
type/genre to expository texts. It is because the population and sample 
under investigation are likely to read this type of texts most frequently 
at the present and in the future. 

For the variable of text organization, three different types of organ
ization were outlined for this study,2) by referring to relevant previous 
studies (e.g., Carrell, 1984; Kendall et al., 1980; Kobayashi, 2002; Meyer 
and Freedle, 1979). They are 'causation' type where causes and effects of 
an event or a phenomenon are logically presented, 'description' type 
where facts or phenomena are objectively described or explained, and 
'list' type where pieces of information on a specific topic are listed, each 
of which has almost the same degree of importance. 

One text per organization type was used for the present study. The three 
texts were similar in length (about 390 words) but different in organization 
and topic. The readability grades for these texts were 8,10,11 as measured 
by SMOG formular (cf. McLaughlin, 1969), in the order of list, causation, and 
description type text. The topics were gender difference in life expectancy, 
shaping of American values, and etiquette on cyber world (or 'netiquette') in 
the order of causation, description, and list type text, respectively. These top
ics were chosen as they seemed to be likely to interest the population/sample 
under investigation. All the texts were drawn from books written by native 
speakers of English and aimed at general readers. 

2.3.2. Measures of Variables 
(1) Target Language Proficiency 
The subjects' general English proficiency was assessed using a 30 item 

multiple-choice format test that included 3 subsections (10 items each for 
vocabulary, grammatical structures, and reading comprehension). The 

1) Much of the materials in the present study (texts and measures of knowledge and interest, 
among others) are basically the same as those in Joh (2004a, 2004b, 2006), and several new 
instruments were added for the purpose of qualitative analysis this study aims at. 

2) Different views could exist about this. 
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items were extracted from existing test preparation materials with con
firmed reliability and validity, such as those for TOEFL, TEPS, and 
Cambridge FeE. 

(2) Prior Knowledge 
Based on the results from previous studies (Joh, 2004b, 2006), two 

types of prior knowledge were examined in the present study: topic 
knowledge (operationally defined as the knowledge of the information 
with high degree of importance in the given text); and knowledge of 
topic vocabulary (operationally defined as the knowledge of vocabulary 
contained in a text that has important semantic information to under
stand the text),3) 

The former was measured using four open-ended items per text that 
concerned the important messages in tl;le given text. An example is 
shown in the below. 

Q. What are the factors that influence one's life expectancy? 

Items were written in Korean, the native language of the subjects, be
cause it was thought that topic knowledge should be differentiated from 
the knowledge of language. The rationale was that it would be the most 
efficient way to examine whether and how the prior knowledge of the 
text content independent of target language proficiency contributes to 
L2 reading comprehension. 

Next, the knowledge of topic vocabulary was assessed by asking the 
subjects to write down the meaning(s) of 10 lexical items in the text 
(either a word or a phrase) that were considered important to ad
equately understand the given text. 

(3) Knowledge of Rhetorical Structure 
Knowledge of rhetorical structure was defined as the ability to figure 

out the organizational structure of a given text. This variable was meas
ured by asking the subjects to choose one from five different descriptors 
that best depicts the organizational structure of the given text after 
reading it. The alternatives were written in the subjects' native language 

3) Low correlation around .3 was found between topic knowledge and knowledge of topic 
vocabulary. 
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for their clear understanding, and the five descriptors corresponded to 
'cause and effect', 'comparison and contrast', 'description', 'list', and 'problem 
and solution', respectively. For example, the alternative given for list 
type text organization was 'list of facts or ideas on a topic, with each 
of the facts or ideas having equivalent importance'. 

(4) Topic Interest 
Topic interest was defined as the reader's interest in the topic of the 

text being read, and was measured by having the subjects indicate the 
degree of their interest in the text topic by means of marking one of the 
four scale descriptors ranging from 'Not interested at all (1)' to 'Very in
terested (4)" after they read a given text. The even number scales were 
used intentionally for clear categorization of all the subjects into either 
high or low interest group. 

(S) Self -Perceived Text Difficulty 
Self-perceived text difficulty was included as a variable in order to 

cross-check if the selected texts were appropriate and comparable in dif
ficulty for the subjects on the one hand, and to see if any difference in 
the research outcomes ascribable to text difficulty could be found, in 
case the perceived difficulty was different among the three texts. Again 
the four scale descriptors were used to measure this variable, that ranged 
from 'Very easy (1), to 'Very difficult (4),. The subjects were asked to mark 
one of the four descriptors after reading the given text. 

2.3.3. Interview Questions 
For the purpose of eliciting introspection data, a semi-structured inter

view was designed. The key questions for the interview concerned the 
following themes: 1) the reader's knowledge of rhetorical structure - the 
criterion of identifying the organization type, whether and how it af
fected reading and recalling; 2) strategy of reading and recalling; 3) 
judgement of relative importance of each proposition while reading and 
creating protocols; 4) the role of interest in reading and recalling the 
text; 5) and difficulties experienced while performing the recall task. 

In conducting the interview key questions were asked of every partic
ipant, and then additional questions were asked of individual partic
ipants depending on their responses to the key questions and/or on the 
specific condition(s) each participant belonged to. 
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2.4. Procedure 

Each of the subjects met the researcher twice to complete the tasks. 
For the first session, in which prior knowledge and general English pro
ficiency were measured, two to four subjects met the researcher in the 
researcher's office at the time of their choice. There was no time limit 
for this session, and the variation among the subjects in the time spent 
answering the questions was negligible, ranging from 23 to 27 minutes 
and reaching the average of 25 minutes. 

About a week later the subjects met the researcher again, now one at 
a time in the researcher's office. For this second session, each subject 
read a passage of about 390 words, and answered short questions con
structed to assess his/her knowledge of rhetorical structure, degree of in
terest in the topic of the passage, and perceived difficulty of the given 
text. Then a blank sheet of paper was provided for a written recall pro
tocol, and a semi-structured interview followed the recall task. Based on 
the empirical evidences from previous research (e.g., Ammon, 1987; 
Bernhardt, 2000; Garcia, 1991; Joh, 1988; Lee, 1986; Wolf, 1993), recall was 
performed in Korean, the subjects' native language. 

Again there was no intended time limit, but the subjects spent com
parable amount of time reading and performing the recall task: 5 to 7 
minutes for reading and 10 to 12 minutes for producing recall protocol, 
respectively. Individual interviews lasted 12 to 15 minutes. While inter
viewing each participant, the researcher referred to his/her written re
sponses to other instruments (e.g., his/her knowledge of rhetorical struc
ture, target language proficiency score, degree of topic interest, etc.) 
whenever necessary or relevant. The interview was recorded using a 
high-quality audio recording equipment. 

As it has been reported that text organization might affect reading 
comprehension (e.g., Joh, 2004a, 2006; Kendall et aI., 1980; Kobayashi, 
2002; Lee and Riley, 1990), one of the three different types of text was 
randomly assigned to each participant, in order to examine the potential 
influence of text organization on processing and/or recall strategy. 
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2.5. Data Analysis 

Data analysis was conducted in the following four steps: 1) text analy
sis of the passages used; 2) grading of recall protocols; 3) qualitative 
analysis of recall protocols; 4) and analysis of retrospection protocols. 

First, the texts were decomposed for the quantitative analysis of recall 
protocols so that the subjects' protocols written in their mother tongue 
could easily be mapped onto the original passage. A minimum unit that 
includes a semantic agent and its predicate (referred to as 'idea unit' in 
Table 1) was used as the basic unit for grading of recall protocols. Table 
1 summarizes the result of text decomposition. 

Table 1. Decomposition of Texts 

Text Words Paragraphs Sentences Mean Words Idea Units per Sentence 
Causation 393 4 30 13.1 45 

Description 392 5 21 18.7 44 
List 392 9 34 1l.5 60 

A recalled segment was scored as correct if it was recalled verbatim or 
as a meaning-preserving paraphrase and was scored as incorrect other
wise (cf. Schraw & Bruning, 1996). Two judges (the researcher and a 
trained doctoral candidate in TEFL) scored the protocols independently 
and the inter-rater reliability ,gained by means of correlation coefficient 
reached .88. Each case of disagreements between the judges was settled 
in conference. 

The number of correctly recalled units was then transformed into per
cent for comparison across texts, as the three texts were different in the 
number of idea units. Separate from correct recall, the amount of total 
recall was also considered for analytical purposes by counting any re
called unit as long as it contained information in the original text even 
though it partly distorted original message or added new information 
not mentioned in the text. The cases of distortion and/or addition were 
also counted for each of the subjects. 

After the quantitative analysis was completed, the qualitative aspects 
of recall protocols were closely examined in order to infer the readers' 
mental processes while they were reading, recalling, and organizing their 
recalled information into a written discourse. Recalled segments were 
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carefully scrutinized in terms of the major variables of interest such as 
rhetorical structure, prior knowledge (especially topic knowledge), and 
topic interest. Special attention was paid to the patterns of distortion 
and/or addition of information, and at the same time the probable rela
tionship between those patterns and the subjects' background knowledge 
was looked for. 

Although most analysis at this phase was conducted manually, simple 
statistical procedures were also employed where necessary and appro
priate as in the case of examining the relationship between topic knowl
edge or topic interest and the amount of recall. 

Last part of the data analysis began with transcribing the retro
spection protocols. Eliciting the strategies used in reading and recalling 
was the focus at this final stage of analysis. In addition, individual sub
jects' retrospection protocols and their recall protocols were cross-checked, 
wherever possible, in order to see if the subjects' self-reports matched 
their actual recall products. Idiosyncratic characteristics of each subject 
such as his/her knowledge or interest level were also referred to at this 
stage of data analysis for more qualitative discussion. 

3. Results and Discussion 

3.1. General Picture of the Subjects 

Table 2 shows descriptive statistics on the variables among the three 
text groups. 

Table 2. Means and SD's by Text Group 

Text TL Topic Topic Topic Text 
N Proficiency Knowledge Vocabulary Interest Difficulty 

Causation 23.2 (2.70) 1.79 (.37) 5.05 (l.34) 2.8 (.63) 2.0 (.47) 10 

Description 24.3 (4.11) 1.55 (.83) 6.45 (.72) 2.8 (.42) 2.1 (.31) 10 

List 26.8 (2.57) 2.60 (.74) 6.75 (1.78) 3.1 (.32) 2.0 (.00) 10 

Total 24.8 (3.45) l.98 (.80) 6.08 (1.51) 2.9 (.48) 2.03 (.32) 30 

Simple statistical analyses indicated that there was not statistically sig
nificant difference among three text groups in terms of general profi
ciency in the target language (2, 3.31, p = .052), interest in the topic of 
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the given text (2, 1.33, P = .28), or in the perceived text difficulty (2, .31, 
P = .74). The near-significant difference found in the target language pro
ficiency seems to have resulted from relatively higher mean proficiency 
score by the subjects who were assigned the list text. However, there 
was significant difference among the three text groups in their knowl
edge of text topic (2, 6.62, P = .005), and that of topic vocabulary (2, 4.48, 
P = .021). 

A post hoc analysis revealed that the subjects who were assigned the 
list text had significantly more knowledge about the text topic than those 
who were assigned either the causation (p = .012) or the description text 
(p = .002). But the difference between causation and description text 
groups was not significant. The results also showed that the subjects 
who were given the causation text had significantly less knowledge of 
topic vocabulary than those who were given either the descriptive (p = 
.029) or list type text (p = .009). 

As for the variable of topic interest, most of the subjects responded 
they had moderate to high interest in the topic of the passage they read, 
only 5 out of 30 subjects choosing the scale 'Not much interested'. 
Though a little higher interest was reported for 'Netiquette' passage, it 
did not reach statistical significance. This result means that the (topics of 
the) texts used in the present study were interesting enough for the sub
jects to engage themselves in the given task. 

In addition, the experimental texts proved 'relatively easy' to read for 
90% of the subjects, 'very easy' to one subject, and 'a little difficult' to 
two subjects. Overall, the texts seemed quite readable to the subjects, 
and there was virtually no difference in the degree of perceived diffi
culty among the three different texts. 

Meanwhile, the subjects in the present study turned out not very suc
cessful in discerning the way ideas are organized in English expository 
texts. Only 7 out of 30 chose the expected answer (i.e., the most appro
priate description of the organization of the given text), and all the rest 
were misled by the superficial features of the text. For example, for the 
passage describing two major causes of women's longer life expectancy 
than men's and therefore when 'cause and effect was the expected an
swer, most subjects chose 'comparison and contrast as the best descrip
tion, thinking that the passage 'compares and contrasts' men and 
women. 4) Table 3 shows the relevant result. 
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Table 3. Knowledge of Rhetorical Structure and Patterns of Incorrect Answers 

Text Type 
Knowledge of Rhetorical Structure 

Correct Incorrect Incorrect Answers Chosen 
Cause-Effect 3 7 * Comparison-Contrast: (7) 

Description 2 8 * Cause-Effect: (6) 
* Comparison-Contrast: (2) 

List 2 8 * Problem-Solution: (8) 
Total 7 23 

Target language proficiency does not seem to be related with this type 
of knowledge as there was virtually no difference in proficiency score 
(24.71 vs. 24.78 out of 30) between the two groups. This result seems to 
indicate that average Korean college EFL learners do not have what is 
called 'formal schemata' in the target language. In the later sections of 
this paper will be discussed how this lack of formal schemata is re
flected in processing and recalling an L2 text. 

3.2. Findings and Discussion 

3.2.1. Content Schema and Recall 
It was already found in Joh (2006) that the reader's knowledge about 

the text topic did not bring about a significant difference in the amount 
of recall. Topic knowledge did not contribute substantially to Korean 
EFL learners' reading comprehension measured by multiple-choice or 
open-ended items, either. These results seem to provide a reliable evi
dence that topic knowledge (Le., content schema) may not facilitate the 
comprehension of a certain group of L2 readers (EFL readers, more spe
cifically) regardless of the criterion measure used to assess the reading 
comprehension, as much as the schema theory would predict. 

Qualitative data sources in the present study provide some new as
pects of inner mechanism in L2 reading, which will be discussed in the 
below. Table 4 presents the descriptive statistics regarding topic knowl
edge and text recall. 

4) This information was obtained while interviewing the subjects. 
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Table 4. Topic Knowledge and Recall (%) 

Degree of Knowledge Correct Recall (SD) Total Recall (SD) N 
LowS) 18.6 (13.5) 30.6 (18.5) 9 
High 28.9 (15.3) 43.8 (17.7) 11 

Border-liners 22.4 (14.5) 35.7 (11.3) 10 

Total 23.9 (14.7) 37.4 (14.9) 30 

As predictable from the table, those subjects with more knowledge in 
the given topic produced significantly longer protocols than those with 
less knowledge (2, 3.714, P = .045), though the higher knowledge group's 
protocols did not include significantly more units correctly recalled (p = 
.124 ). This results seemed to imply that the readers possessing relatively 
more topiC knowledge might have added or distorted some information 
in the course of actively utilizing their background knowledge. However, 
statistical analyses failed to support this reasoning. That is, there was 
low and non-significant correlation between topic knowledge and the 
amount of distortion of textual information or elaborative addition of in
formation not mentioned in the text. Also, no significant main effect of 
topic knowledge on distortion or on addition was found. 

A parallel pattern was observed with regard to the role of topic vo
cabulary in recall. That is, more knowledge of topic vocabulary seemed 
to bring about significantly longer protocols (2, 4.410, P = .022; significant 
difference found between low and high group) but not significantly 
more information correctly recalled (2, 1.947, P = .162). Table 5 shows the 
descriptive statistics. 

Table 5. Knowledge of Topic Vocabulary and Recall (%) 

Degree of Knowledge Correct Recall (SD) Total Recall (SD) N 

Low6) 19.5 (11.4) 30.6 (10.9) 12 
High 30.2 (18.5) 46.3 (16.4) 11 

Border-liners 19.9 (8.4) 32.9 (10.8) 7 
Total 23.9 (14.7) 37.4 (14.9) 30 

S) The criterion of grouping was the subjects' scores in the measure of topic knowledge. 
Scores above 2 were classified as 'high', those below 2 as 'low', and the others as 'border
liners', where 4 was the highest score possible. 

6) The criterion of grouping was the subjects' scores in the measure of topic vocabulary 
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Although Joh (2006) already found that the reader's knowledge of top
ic vocabulary did not 'cause' better recall while it was the best predictor 
of the reader's comprehension measured by multiple- choice or open 
ended items, the reason for this was not clear without enough empirical 
data. Did the difference in the measure of reading comprehension bring 
out the discrepant result in terms of the role of topic vocabulary knowl
edge? Or could there be other potential factors relevant to this phenom
enon? Motivated by these questions, more analyses were conducted and 
the results showed that the knowledge of topic vocabulary was neg
atively correlated, though not high, with the amount of distortion (r= .37, 
p = .047). 

This result means that those subjects with less knowledge of topic vo
cabulary tended to make more distortions of the original information in 
their recall protocols. Although the degree of correlation was not that 
high, this result also indicates that the knowledge of topic vocabulary 
could play a meaningful role in L2 reading comprehension (as measured 
by recall) by intervening in the process by which L2 readers decode, un
derstand, and reconstruct textual information. This reasoning was partly 
supported by the significant main effect for the knowledge of topic vo
cabulary on distortion (2, 6.587, p = .004). A post hoc test revealed that 
the High Topic Vocabulary Group produced significantly less cases of 
distortion than either Low Group or Border-liners. 

3.2.2. Formal Schema (Knowledge of Rhetorical Structure) and Recall 
Whether or not the reader recognized the textual organization did not 

make significant difference in the amount of correctly recalled in
formation, with less than 5% of difference between those who correctly 
identified the rhetorical structure of the passage they read and those 
not. Table 6 shows the result. 

Table 6. Formal Schema and Recall (%) 

Formal Schema Mean (SD) N 
Present 27.4 (10.7) 7 
Absent 22.S (16.1) 23 
Total 23.9 (14.7) 30 

knowledge. Scores on or above 7 were classified as 'high', those on or below 5.5 as 'Iow', 
and the others as 'border-liners', where 10 was the highest score possible. 



What Happens When L2 Readers RecaiH 219 

As the mean on the target language proficiency test was almost the 
same for the two groups (24.7 versus 24.8 out of 30), it seems safe at the 
present to say that the knowledge of rhetorical structure was not a crit
ical factor in reading comprehension measured by recall, at least for the 
EFL readers in the present study. 

This result is quite different from Lee and Riley's (1990) finding that 
recall was significantly better, both in quantity and quality, when the 
readers knew the rhetorical structure of the given text and used the 
knowledge in organizing recall protocols. In the present study, however, 
the subjects who recognized the rhetorical structure and utilized this 
knowledge in composing recall protocols did not necessarily yield better 
recall than those who did not exactly identify the rhetorical structure or 
those who did but not incorporated the knowledge into recall protocols'?) 

What was going on in the subjects' mind? The retrospection protocols 
obtained from individualized interviews revealed that most of the sub
jects had a tendency to try to retrieve every bit of information in the 
exactly same order as it appeared in the given text, rather than re
structure the text content by using the rhetorical organization as the ba
sic skeleton around which segments of retrieved information string 
appropriately. Even the few who exactly identified the rhetorical struc
ture of the given text did not necessarily base their recall protocols on 
the very organizational structure. 

This finding suggests that rhetorical structure may not be a major con
cern in the reading process to certain groups of L2 readers, at least to 
some Korean EFL readers. Above all, the absence of formal schemata 
was prevalent among them as can be seen from the much higher pro
portion of subjects who chose a wrong descriptor as the rhetorical struc
ture of the given text (23 out of 30 subjects). 

It is thought that these results reflected one of the overall character
istics of Korean adult EFL learners. Namely, it seems that Korean EFL 
learners generally lack explicit knowledge about organizational structure 
of written discourse in the target language, and that this deficiency is 
true of the students enrolled in fairly good ranking universities in Korea, 

7) It was not easy, however, to statistically or strictly compare these two groups (or three 
groups) because there were few, though not none, subjects who both knew the rhetorical 
structure and utilized such knowledge in creating recall protocols on the one hand, and 
because only small number of subjects (7 out of 30) correctly identified the rhetorical or
ganization of the given text on the other hand. 
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who speak quite good English and have considerable knowledge of vo
cabulary and structures. As already mentioned, about 80% of subjects in 
the present study could not correctly identify the rhetorical structure of 
the text given to them. In relation to this, Joh (2004a) observed that tex
tual organization had an influence on reading comprehension (measured 
by either multiple-choice or open-ended items) only among the highest 
proficiency level subjects, and lower level ones were not affected by the 
type of textual organization, simply showing a kind of floor effect in the 
criterion measure. 

However reading researchers have reported the significant role of for
mal schema, and emphasized the need for explicit instruction of rhetor
ical structure in a reading classroom. For example, Droop and Verhoeven 
(2003) maintained that special attention to the structure of a text can fa
cilitate vocabulary learning and reading comprehension, adding that 
children can presumably acquire new knowledge from moderately un
familiar texts when the necessary structural cues are provided. They fur
ther claimed that instruction should therefore focus on the identification 
of organizational structures as well as signal words and topic sentences 
in order to detect the main ideas, critical pieces of information, and the 
relations between them. Dickson, Simmons, and Kameenui (1995) also 
mentioned that explicit instruction with regard to the structure of a text 
facilitates the development of important comprehension strategies. 

The findings from the present study and voice from relevant previous 
studies seem to suggest a strong need for explicit instruction about the 
rhetorical structure of English written discourse in Korean EFL class
rooms so that learners can read and understand more effectively in 
English, and further enhance their learning from the texts written in 
English. 

3.2.3. Topic Interest and Recall 
The subjects were classified into two groups (either high or low) based 

on their response to the measure of topic interest. The two groups were 
comparable in terms of target language proficiency, topic knowledge, 
and topic vocabulary knowledge, though the high interest group was 
much larger in size (25 out of total 30 subjects). Table 7 reports the de
scriptive statistics. 
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Table 7. Topic Interest and Recall (%) 

Interest Level Mean (SD) N 

High 33.6 (12.3) 5 

Low 21.9 (14.6) 25 

Total 23.9 (14.7) 30 

At first glance, there was seemingly tangible difference in the amount 
of correctly recalled information between the low and high interest 
group. However this difference did not reach the statistical significance 
(1, .905, p = .107). This result could partly be related to the large differ
ence in the group size and the overall small number of subjects in the 
present study.8) In addition, topic interest was not highly correlated 
(around .1 of coefficient) with any of the reader knowledge variables ex
amined in the present study (i.e., target language proficiency, topic 
knowledge, and knowledge of topic vocabulary), suggesting that interest 
in the text topic might be quite an independent trait within this sample. 

Searching for a fuller picture of the role of topic interest in recall, all 
the data were scrutinized again, this time focusing on the qualitative 
aspects. A close look at the data revealed that all the low interest sub
jects were those who read the causation or description text, of which 
the topic was the cause of women's longer life expectancy and how the 
American values were shaped, respectively. On the other hand, those 
who read the list text, of which the topic was netiquette, all expressed 
mid to high degree of interest in the topic. 

In addition, all the subjects in the low interest group reported that low 
interest or lack of interest in the text topic did not impede their reading 
process or recalling. This response sharply contrasts with those of the 
high interest group in that almost all ( except two) members of the latter 
group mentioned facilitating effects of (high) interest in the text topic 
while reading or recalling. Three subjects from low interest group said 
that it was not difficult for them to read the given text, even though 
they were not interested in the topic, because the topic was familiar to 
them. 

This means that for the low interest subjects topic knowledge would 
have been a more important factor that affected their reading process. 

8) Personal communication with an expert of statistics. 
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One subject in this group reported that her lack of interest did not affect 
reading since she could predict how the text would flow. In contrast, the 
two high interest subjects who did not believe in the facilitating effect 
of topic interest in reading process gave different opinions. One of them 
showed a similar view to the three low interest subjects, saying that it 
was not topic interest but topic familiarity that helped him read tl::le giv
en text effectively. 

What the other high interest subject [Subject LJ said was completely 
different from all this. He said that interest in the topic helped neither 
reading process nor recalling. According to him, he tends to accept the 
information in a text as it is when he is not interested in the topic of 
the given text. However, when the text is about a topic he is interested 
in, his background knowledge about the topic gets actively invoked and 
his personal opinions intervene in the reading process. This in turn 
makes him quite confused, after completing reading, between what he 
comes to know from the text and what he has already known from pre
vious learning. For him, topic interest, therefore, more impedes reading 
than helps, especially when he has to recall what has been read. 
Actually his recall performance was below average while he was one of 
the two who marked on the highest scale eVery interested') in the topic 
interest measure. As he himself reported, his recall protocol contained 
more than average number of distortion and elaboration, probably as a 
result of negative effect of background knowledge. 

His retrospection is somewhat special not only because he was the on
ly subject who explicitly mentioned the negative effect of topic interest 
on reading and recalling but also because it suggests a possibility of a 
unique mechanism operating in reading comprehension that involves in
terest and background knowledge. 

Meanwhile, the subjects from high interest group presented a fairly 
wide spectrum of ideas about the role of topic interest, some of which 
seem to deserve attention. The analysis of retrospection protocols re
vealed several elements that appeared to influence reading and/or recall
ing via interacting with topic interest, or interacting with one another. 
They were engagement, speed, motivation, and background knowledge. 
By 'engagement', I mean some inner force on the part of the readers 
that helped them concentrate on the reading activity and keep reading 
the text on. Actually, 8 subjects said that as they were interested in the 
topic they could concentrate on reading, easily follow the lines, and re-
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member a lot of what they read. 
Interestingly, the subjects' retrospection protocols suggest a possibility 

that easiness of the text (in terms of vocabulary or syntax) may not 
counteract the lack of interest in the topic. According to some of the 
high interest subjects, lack of topic interest makes them distracted and 
consequently re-read the text over and over again, even when the text 
is easy [Subjects Kl, K2, K3, K4, KS, K6, Y, and R]. 

On the other hand, effective engagement in reading invoked by topic 
interest seemed to bring about several positive influences, i.e., elevated 
reading speed and facilitated retrieving of information obtained from the 
text. Three subjects overtly mentioned the speed in relation to topic in
terest, saying that they could read fast (with understanding) as the text 
was about the topic they were interested in. In addition, seven subjects 
reported that their interest in the topic helped them recall what they 
read. 

Background knowledge (or topic familiarity) was mentioned by 6 
subjects. Their retrospection protocols showed how they perceived the 
relationship between topic interest and background knowledge. Five of 
them said that topic interest usually entails [a certain amount of] back
ground knowledge of the topic and that this combined interest and 
background knowledge enhances their comprehension and memory. 

"When I am interested in the topic, it is often the case that I have 
some background knowledge of the topic. Thus it is generally easy to 
read the text and remember its content when it is about a topic I'm in
terested in." [Subject LJ 

Topic interest also seemed to be related with motivation to read in the 
sense that readers with high interest had a tendency to vigorously put 
efforts to figure out from the context the meaning(s) of unknown words. 
Three subjects talked about this aspect of topic interest. 

"If the text is about a topic of my interest, I try hard with willingness 
to infer the meaning from the context when faced with unknown 
words." [Subject Cl 

On the other hand, two subjects said they would rather, and actually 
they do, give up when they are not interested in the topic, suggesting a 
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de-motivating effect lack of interest could bring about. Joh (1998) re
ported that a group of Korean LEP high school students said that they 
were not inclined to read a given passage even in a test situation if the 
text was not interesting. The result in the present study suggests that 
topic interest could influence the motivation to read even for the adult 
readers at higher levels of target language proficiency. 

To make a picture more exciting and complicated, several subjects in
sinuated interactions among topic interest, text difficulty, reading speed, 
or background knowledge. According to one subject [Subject J], it does 
not matter to her whether or not she is interested in the text topic (i.e., 
she can read a text with speed) if only the text is easy. However, topic 
interest does matter when a text is difficult: she can read at reasonable 
speed only when she is interested in the topic. Another subject said that 
interest in the topic facilitates his comprehension on condition that the 
text is not difficult AND he has some degree of background knowledge 
about its topic [Subject N]. 

All these self-reports by the subjects seem to provide clues, though in 
part, to the findings on topic interest in the previous studies (Joh, 2004a, 
2004b, 2006) and in the present study, such as unexpectedly low correla
tions of topic interest with other reader variables and its insignificance 
as a factor in L2 reading comprehension. In other words, although read
ers' interest in the text topic is generally helpful to motivate readers by 
keeping them engaged in reading, the interaction patterns involving in
terest is so entangled that its effect may not be easily detected by stat
istical means. 

These findings from the present study deserve attention for reasons. 
First of all, the previous studies that addressed the issue of interest in 
reading comprehension were mostly conducted in the context of Ll 
reading. Moreover, although several assumptions and conclusions were 
made about the role of interest and its relationship with prior knowl
edge in reading comprehension, they were based almost exclusively on 
quantitative data or on speculations (e.g., Baldwin et aI., 1985; Fincher
Kiefer, Post, Greene, & Voss, 1988; Garner & Gillingham, 1991; Osako & 
Anders, 1983; Schumm et al., 1992; Wade, 1993). 

After all, the role of topic interest in reading and recall of L2 texts 
seems to be intricately interrelated with extraneous factors such as prior 
knowledge or text difficulty. Much more systematic and pin-pointed re
search seems necessary, however, to figure out the exact mechanism of 
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interactions between topic interest and other factors before solid general
izations could be made about the role of topic interest in L2 reading 
comprehension. 

3.2.4. Text Organization and Recall 
The subjects produced significantly longer ep = .000) and also more 

correct ep = .000) recall protocols when the text had cause-and-effect or
ganization than either descriptive or listing type organization. Meanwhile, 
distortion of information occurred significantly more often when the 
text was descriptive. The difference in the frequency of distortion be
tween the causation and description texts was not significant, though 
near ep = .052), while the difference between the list and description 
texts was significant (p = .031). Tables 8 shows the descriptive statistics. 

Table 8. Correct Recall (%) and Distortion by Text Organization 

Text Correct Recall Frequ~ncy of Distortion N 
Causation 38.9 (14.3) 2.5 (1.5) 10 

Description 15.9 (6.2) 4.2 (2.6) 10 
List 16.8 (9.0) 2.3 (1.3) 10 

Total 23.9 (14.7) 3.0 (2.0) 30 

The significantly better recall by the causation text readers is some
what interesting considering the following two sets of data. First, there 
was no significant difference among the three text groups in terms of 
general English proficiency ep = .052),9) the self-appraised text difficulty 
ep = .736, virtually the same among the three text groups), or interest in 
the text topic (p = .282). Second, the list text readers had significantly 
more topic knowledge than either the causation or description text read
ers ep = .005), while the causation text readers had significantly less 
knowledge of topic vocabulary than either the description or list text 
readers ep = .021). 

Remember that less knowledge of topic vocabulary was a mediocre 
predictor of more distortion and that knowledge of topic vocabulary was 
positively interrelated with, and significantly affected, the total recall.lO) 

It is possible that the influence of text organization was stronger than 

9) See Table 2 for relevant information. 

10) Refer to the section '3.2.1. Content Schema and Recall'. 
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that of prior knowledge, since the subjects recalled more of causation 
text even though they knew relatively less lexical items in the given 
text and had less background knowledge of the topic. 

On the other hand, those subjects who read the list text showed high
est interest in the text topic, and got highest scores on the English profi
ciency test as well as on the measures of topic knowledge and topic 
vocabulary. The list text was also perhaps syntactically easier with few
er words per sentence and the lowest readability index. In spite of these 
apparent advantages, they did not remember much of the information 
in the text. 

Now let's look at those subjects who read the description text. They 
recalled significantly less units correctly than the causation text group 
while they significantly more often distorted the original passage than 
those who read the causation or list text. Actually there was no ground
ed reason to expect their inferior performance in the recall task as they 
had as much background knowledge and topic interest as those who 
read the causation or list text. In addition they were significantly better 
than the causation text readers and comparable to list text readers in 
their knowledge of topic vocabulary. 

When the multiple-choice and open-ended items were used to measure 
reading comprehension of the same texts with comparable subjects, it 
was found that in both measures the description text group got sig
nificantly lower scores than either causation or list text group (Joh, 
2004a). This result is similar to that in the present study with regard to 
the description text but different with regard to the list text. One of the 
reasons could be the difference in the nature of task between multi
ple-choice/open-ended items and recall, and the most salient feature of 
the difference would be whether or not the reader is allowed to look 
back at the text while performing a given task. 

Analysis of qualitative data and closer looks at individual subjects' re
call performance provided some clues to these phenomena. To begin 
with, nine o~t of the top 10 high achievers were from the causation text 
group, and it is possibly related to the clarity and logical cohesion in
herent in the texts having cause-effect organization, as Kobayashi (2002) 
pointed out. That is, it is probable that the logical clarity and simplicity 
in rhetorical structure (i.e., hierarchy among the propositions) had a 
stronger influence on short term memory than other factors, e.g., text 
difficulty, topic knowledge, or topic interest. 



What Happens When L2 Readers Recall? 227 

For example, text difficulty does not seem to have been a critical fac
tor in recall, for the SMOG readability formula by McLaughlin (1969) in
dicated that the list text was presumably the easiest (Grade 8) while the 
causation and description texts were harder than this (Grade 10 and 11, 
respectively). This. means that the relative easiness of the list text did 
not help better recall. Why this happened? Probably it is because the 
parallel structure of the list text, which is composed of numerous propo
sitions with equal or comparable importance, imposed heavy burden on 
memory. Actually several subjects explicitly mentioned this kind of diffi
culty associated with the list text. 

"The text was very easy to read, mostly because it was itemized with 
short segmented paragraphs, but when I had to recall what I read it be
came quite a different matter. It was not as easy to remember [the text] 
as to read or understand it." [Subjects H, J, KI, K2, K3, K4] 

By contrast, the relative difficulty of the causation text seems to have 
been cancelled by the clear logical relations among the propositions, and 
as a result did not debilitate but facilitate storing and retrieving of in
formation in the text. 

Meanwhile, the poor recall performance among the description text 
readers could possibly be attributed to the interaction of topic familiarity 
and loose organization of the text. Two thirds of the subjects for the 
present study were English majoring juniors or seniors, and the content 
of the description text was probably quite familiar to these English ma
jors - founding of a new country by early settlers from Europe, their 
independence from England, the ideal of individual freedom, etc. 
However, the text contained much more than that, and the new in
formation was neither logically presented as in the causation text nor 
neatly itemized as in the list text. It was more like a historical narrative, 
but it was not organized exactly in chronological order. Under such cir
cumstances, the subjects seem to have resorted to their background 
knowledge, not remembering much of the new information in the text, 
which probably resulted in frequent distortion and/or addition. A male 
subject who majored in history is an example. Although his recall proto
col included a great number of idea units, not many of them were from 
the original text but from his own discipline knowledge. Similar cases 
were observed in the protocols by several English majoring subjects who 
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read the description text. 
These results regarding the effect of text organization on recall suggest 

that L2 readers might have difficulty in retrieving the information 
gained from an L2 text when the text lacks logical cohesion (like de
scription texts), or when it contains segments of information each of 
which has comparable importance (like list texts), even though they 
have little difficulty understanding the text. It is probably because lack 
of transparent logical ties among paragraphs or absence of clear hier
archy among the propositions could impose unduly cognitive burden on 
L2 readers, independently of linguistic difficulty. By contrast, an L2 text 
could be recalled without big trouble if the logical relationships among 
the propositions in the text is clear and simple, and therefore judging 
the relative importance of individual propositions is rather easy (as in 
cause-effect organization), even though the text contains a little difficult 
vocabulary and/or syntactic structures and the reader does not have 
much background knowledge about, or interest in, the topic. 

At this pOint Seidenberg's (1989) observation regarding the potential ef
fect of text organization on reading comprehension seems worth quoting 
that well-structured text clearly helps children identify, summarize, and 
outline the main ideas. 

However, the difficulty in recall associated with, or caused by, organ
izational characteristics needs to be differentiated from comprehension 
difficulty while reading. The same reader might have little difficulty un
derstanding a text which is easy and which s/he has both interest in 
and background knowledge about, as the subjects' self-reports suggested. 

3.2.5. Strategy in Reading and Recalling 
Analysis of the retrospection protocols revealed that most frequently 

used strategies across texts were 'trying to memorize', 'focusing on the 
topic sentence', and 'grasping overall context/main ideas', in this order. 
Other strategies mentioned by more than two subjects included 'grasping 
main ideas of each paragraph', 'focusing on key words', 're-reading un
derlined parts (which were not completely understood or memorized)" 
'ignoring or paying less attention to details (such as the year of a histor
ical event)', and 'repeated reading with different focus each time'. The 
purpose of repeated reading was the same for the 1st reading, i.e., skim
ming, but diverse for the 2nd reading, e.g., 'intensive reading for specific 
information' or 'looking for the main idea in each paragraph'. There 
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were also two subjects who reported that they focused on specific part 
of the text, either the last part or both the first and the last part, be
cause they thought those parts were most important in the given text. 

Although the majority of the subjects "tried to memorize" for better 
recall, one female subject [Subject N] said that she put more efforts on 
'understanding' than on memorizing because (she thought) she could 
paraphrase in her own language, even without memorizing the text, if 
she 'did understand'. Actually she produced a good recall protocol, rank
ing the 3rd in the description text group. 

'Trying to memorize' was a kind of cover term for the single most fre
quently used strategy among the subjects. However, there were various 
ways to implement this strategy. Simply trying to memorize everything 
in the text was most common (from all three text groups), trying to 
memorize what is important first and then supporting details was most 
rare (only one from the causation text group), and there were two sub
jects both from the list text group who tried to memorize by 
"associating text content either with [the aspects of my] real life related 
to the text topic or with [my] background knowledge about the text top
ic". More about these two list text readers will be discussed later. 

As already mentioned, the subjects on the whole did not correctly re
call much of the information in the text they read, merely about a quar
ter of the total information on average.· This overall performance was far 
from the researcher's expectation because the subjects were generally 
hard-working, good language learners and they knew what they had to 
do after reading the text. And close examinations of their recall proto
cols, retrospection protocols, arid of other personal data gave clues to this 
rather unexpected result. 

First of all, the subjects were not very efficient on average in their 
strategy use. That is, not many of them concentrated on grasping main 
ideas and information of relatively higher importance, which would be a 
kind of scaffolding for their construction of recall, according to van Dijk 
and Kintsch's (1978) discourse comprehension model. Instead, they allo
cated most of their attention to memorizing the propositions in the text. 

This does not mean, however, that the subjects never tried to grasp 
the main ideas or overall context. Neither does it mean that they did not 
consider the relative importance among the propositions at all. The thing 
is that most of them allocated considerable portion of their limited cog
nitive capacity to such strategies as memorizing secondary or tertiary 
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details, which proved not very helpful to perform the task after all. 
On the other hand, effective strategy use by some of the causation 

text readers seem to have contributed to the significantly superior recall 
performance by the causation text group. This group's recall could al
ready have been facilitated to an extent by the clarity and coherence of 
the organizational structure. Given this, use of strategies such as 
'grasping main ideas' or 'using the cause-effect organization as the frame
work of recall protocol' would surely have had an additive effect. 

Another interesting finding worth mentioning is the very unique strat
egy used by two list text readers: trying to memorize by "associating 
text content with [the aspects of my] real life related to the text topic" 
or by "associating text content with [my] background knowledge about 
the text topic." As explained earlier, the list text readers recalled least 
among the three text groups in spite of lowest text difficulty and high
est topic interest and target language proficiency on average. However, 
these two subjects produced relatively good recall protocols, ranking 1st 
and 2nd in the list text group, a little over the grand sample mean in re
call performance. 

Although they also tried to 'memorize' while reading as many others 
did, what differentiated them was their highly sophisticated strategy 
use. That is, they did not simply try to memorize mechanically (or try 
to cram the information into their memory facilities) but actively and ef
ficiently employed further strategies that could facilitate the working of 
memory strategy itself. Thus their relatively good recall could be consid
ered a natural consequence. 

Overall, the strategy use among the subjects can be summarized as 
follows. First, most subjects tended to focus on intensive reading, paying 
the same amount of attention to every proposition and spending most of 
their time on trying to memorize all the content of the given text for 
the sake of 'perfect recall'. In addition, quite a few of them spent time 
ineffectively trying to include in the recall protocol everything remain
ing in their memory, leaving little mental faculty for determining 
whether or not to include a certain piece of information by judging its 
relative importance. Such tendency was reflected in several subjects' re
call protocols in which earlier sections of the given text were recalled in 
detail but later parts of the same text could hardly be found. The sub
jects' self reports about strategy use and difficulties experienced while 
performing the recall task also provided evidence for the presence of 
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such tendency. 
These findings imply that the effect of a variable (e.g., text character

istics, topic interest, or general language proficiency), which is expected 
to either facilitate or debilitate reading process and/or product, could 
vary as a function of the reader's strategy use. This observation is inter
esting in that it adds a new perspective to our knowledge of L2 reading 
strategy. That is, many of the previous L2 reading studies often reported 
much more efficient strategy use by L2 leaners with higher target lan
guage proficiency (e.g., Bialystok, 1981; Hosenfeld, 1984; Kern, 1988; 
O'Malley, Chamot, Stewner-Manzanares, Kupper, & Russo, 1985). However, 
the present study suggests that use of strategy could vary to a great de
gree even among L2 learners of quite comparable target language profi
ciency, and that this difference in strategy use could result in significant 
difference in the amount of recall. 

After all, it seems that the two most influential factors in the recall of 
L2 expository texts in the present study were text organization (already 
discussed in the previous section) and strategy use. As can be seen in 
the relatively good recall performance by several subjects who read de
scription or list text, the difficulty in recall imposed by textual organ
ization could be compensated for by the reader's strategy choice to an 
extent. In addition, exerting oneself to memorize everything in the text 
turned out less efficient than figuring out main ideas or allocating differ
ent amount of attention to individual propositions in accordance with 
relative importance of each proposition. A tentative conclusion that can 
be drawn, therefore, is that the unsuccessful recall performance by the 
most subjects is ascribable to their inefficient strategy use and the diffi
culty associated with textual organization. 

About this, van Dijk and Kintsch's (1978, 1983) model of discourse com
prehension seems to provide a useful theoretical explanation. They postu
lated that successful Ll readers use in recall the macrostructure as a re
trieval cue for the detailed propositional information about the text. It is 
because what is stored in memory corresponds to the macrostructure of 
the text, with some of the microstructure propositions subordinated un
der the macrostructure categories. Seen from their viewpoint, therefore, 
many of the subjects in the present study could not produce good recall 
protocols because they failed to construct a macrostructure of the given 
text, which is a necessary component of comprehension. 

Meanwhile, there was little variation in the strategy use in accordance 
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with textual organization. Remember that only 7 out of 30 subjects cor
rectly identified the rhetorical organization of the given text. In addition, 
just 3 out of the few 7 reported that they utilized such knowledge in 
creating recall protocols. But recall protocols by those 7 subjects did not 
prove to be any better than their counterparts. This implies that almost 
all the subjects approached the given text in the same way regardless of 
the organizational structure of the text. Once again, what mattered 
seems to be the absence of formal schemata and lack of strategic effi
ciency among Korean EFL readers. 

4. Conclusion 

The present study intended to explore the nature of L2 reading proc
ess and product by closely examining Korean EAP learners performing a 
recall task after reading an expository text. In an effort to enhance the 
validity of the findings, most of the major factors known to affect read
ing were included and both quantitative and qualitative approaches to 
data analysis were employed. The findings can be summarized as 
follows. 

First, prior knowledge (neither topic knowledge nor topic vocabulary 
knowledge) did not turn out to significantly influence the amount of 
correctly recalled units. However, it was found that the more topic 
knowledge or topic vocabulary the reader had, the significantly longer 
recall protocols slhe produced. In addition the readers with more topic 
vocabulary knowledge showed fewer cases of distortion. This finding 
suggests that pre-reading activities on key words and phrases in a given 
text could be more effective for adult EFL learners than providing back
ground knowledge about the topic of the text, if the background knowl
edge is to be represented in the learners' native language. 

Second, the present study clearly showed that Korean EFL learners 
generally lack knowledge of rhetorical structure of written discourse in 
the target language. However, reading researchers have pointed out that 
explicit instruction with regard to text structure facilitates reading com
prehension (e.g., Dickson et aI., 1995; Droop and Verhoeven, 2003). It 

seems necessary, therefore, to bring in explicit instruction on the rhetor
ical structure of English discourse in Korean EFL classrooms to help the 
learners more effectively read, understand, and learn from the texts 



What Happens When L2 Readers Recall? 233 

written in English. 
Third, although interest in the text topic did not prove to increase re

call in the present study, the subjects reported that topic interest influ
enced reading speed and helped them stay motivated to keep reading or 
to infer from' the context when faced with unknown expressions. The 
subjects' retrospection protocols also revealed fairly complicated patterns 
of interaction among topic interest and other variables, such as topic fa
miliarity and text difficulty. After all, much more systematic exploration 
seems needed before drawing a conclusion about the exact role of inter
est in L2 reading comprehension, including the development of legit
imate device to measure the construct of topic interest. 

Fourth, text recall deteriorated either when the text lacked logical co
hesion or when it consisted of propositions with comparable importance, 
even though the text was about a familiar topic and relatively easy syn
tactically or semantically. One of the reasons for this is probably the 
burden on memory inherent in the spedfic text organization, and the 
recall protocols and retrospection protocols indicated that use of efficient 
reading strategy could compensate for this type of difficulty to an 
extent. This finding implies that L2 reading instruction should allocate 
more time to get learners sensitive to the organizational features of tar
get language discourse and train them to be able to choose the most ap
propriate processing strategies that best match the characteristics of a 
given text. Otherwise, L2 readers' optimal understanding and learning 
from text could not be hoped. 

Fifth, the subjects extremely relied on memory strategy in performing 
a recall task, instead of optimally allocating their cognitive capacity 
based on critical judgement of the organizational features of text and 
relative importance of each piece of information. Lack of instructional 
experience in this aspect of reading would be a plausible explanation for 
this result. Unique soda-educational context where the subjects were 
brought up also seemed to play a role in their beliefs of reading/reading 
task, and further in their approaches to a given reading situation. That 
is, the subjects' heavy reliance on memory strategy in recalling might 
have reflected an aspect of Korean socia-educational environment where 
traditionally indoctrination of knowledge has prevailed . 
. In spite of cares and efforts put forth in designing and conducting this 

research, the present study is never free from limitations. The subjects 
might not be representative of general Korean adult EFL learners not to 
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speak of L2 readers in general, and the sample size was not large 
enough for safe generalizations. The measures used to elicit cognitive or 
affective traits, especially those solely based on self-reports by the sub
jects, might have affected the validity of the results in unexpected ways. 
More strict control over the text variables could have been desired, too, 
though it was practically impossible to perfectly control all the topic, dif
ficulty, and organizational features so that selected texts could be com
pletely equivalent in the criteria under investigation. The exploration of 
'process' could have been much better accomplished if think-aloud was 
used as the tool for eliciting reader's verbal reports, though it would also 
entail its own limitations. 

Bernhardt (1991, 2000) once observed that L2 reading comprehension is 
taken to be a function of general literacy ability, word knowledge, and 
syntactic knowledge, leaving about half of the variance in reading scores 
still to be explained. Her observation seems to rightly point out the ex
tremely complicated, and multi-faceted nature of L2 reading. The find
ings from the present study give us a glimpse of such intricateness in
herent in L2 reading,· indicating patterns of complicated interaction 
among the reader's knowledge, interest, strategy choice, text structure, 
and possibly influences from socio-educational context. Admitting that 
there IS limit in generalizability of these findings, the empirical evi
dences obtained in the present study seem to deserve consideration for 
both theory and practice of L2 reading. 
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