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I. Introduction

The opinion is (requently voiced by language teachers that it
is senscless to teach students to Tead in a foreign language before
teaching them to read in their mother tongue. By "reading in
their mother tongue" is usually meant "reading well in their
mother tongue", rather than simply being literate in the mother
tongue. The assumption being made is that if, for example, a
student cannot read well in Spanish, he will not be able to learn
o read in English. Tn other words, it is assumed that there iy
a close relationship between reading ability in Spanish und ability
10 read in Fnglish: that the lack of ability to read in one lan-
guage will imply 2 similar lack in the other, and that ability in
the one will predict ability in the other, These assumtions and
Suppositions, however, are rarely put to the test. To pather
empirical evidence on the matter was the aim of this rescarch
project,

A further, related, question which the research sought to in-
vestigate was: Is the students' knowledge of Inglish, or Lnglish
proficiency, a more important precondition for English reading
comprehension than their reading ability in Spanish? That is,
can they leam to read Inglish regardless of their reading skills
in Spanish, provided they are proficient enough in Fnglish? The
answer to this question about the importance of Lnglish proficicncy

Yhis report is a revised version of a pPaper given at the Mextesol
Mational Conference in Monterrey, October 1977.
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was usually given in the affimmative by the proponents of awdio-
visual methodologies, for example, up until only a fow ycars ago.
More recently, however, mcthodological approaches to the teaching
of reading comprchension have come into conflict with the previ-
ous ‘proficiency-first’ view, and, hased on the assumption that
reading comprehension can or should be leamt before a student
has received 2 thorcugh course in general sooken Fnglish, there
now exists an incrcasing mmmber of commercially available ESP
courses, for cxample, which implicity or explicity contradict
that previously strict audiolingual principle by their very
existence. In other words, 2 strictly orthodox user of the old
Collier Macillan Fnglish 990 series, for cxample, would introduce
the written lorm only of thesc Lnglish basc sentences which the
student had already mastered and could produce orally. The stu-
dent's being taught to read the Fnglish of his enginecering texts
was anathemz and entirely out of the question for rcasons founded
in that methodological approach,

How might these matters be investigated? A variety of possible
procexures sugpest themsclves, but we need at least the following
instruments:

Firstly, to find cut how our students read Spanish would reguire
a test of some kind., Fopefully, the results of such a test would
give us a valid, reliable and objective measure of their reading
ability in Spanish. Secondly, since we want to comparc their
reading ahility in Spanish with their reading ability in English,
we will need a reliable measure of their reading comprehension in
English. This, of course, would require that our subjects have
some previcus knowledge of Lnglish.,  So we would alse need a
measure of their knowledge of Fnglish, which might he supplied by
a proficicncy test, for example. Then we must compare the results
of the three measures - reading in Spanish, reading in English, amd
Fnglish praficiency - in order te fiml out what relationship or
relationships exist, if any.

that are some of the possible implications for teaching which
we might expect to come oul of the comparison of these three measures
of our university students?

1) We might find no relationship whatsoever bhetween reading
comprechension in Spanish and realding comprehension in English,
In other words, those who did well in reading aml understanding
Spanish didn't necessarily do well in rceading and understanding
Fnglish., If this were the case,w¢ might assume that there werce
two entirely different ficlds of knowledge and ahility; one in
Spanish, and another onc, independent of the first, in English.
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Such a result, i.e. no rclationship between reading in Spanish
and rcading in Fnglish, would suggest that we might discount
Spanish reading ability as a factor which might cffect our
teaching approach to reading in English,

2) We might find a strong relationship between reading ability
in Spanish and reading ability in Inglish, This sort of result
would lead us to assume a possible large amount of transfer of
reading skills (rom Spanish to English, which might conceivably
be exploited through the teaching of reading strategies helpful
in both lanpuages, for example, instead of considering thesc
strategies to be lanpuage-dependent, and thercfore to be taught
in different courscs. Such a reading-strategies course could
perhaps be designed which might be offered by the wumiversity to
all entering students, and not only to these whe are studying
English as well as their academic field or profession. Or, such
2 reading-strategics course might be offered as a pre-requisite
to taking a particular Inglish reading course.

3) We might find that a strong relationship existed between
previous knowledge of Fnglish, or English proficiency, and
reading comprehension ability in Fnglish, If this were the case,
we might simply teach general English courses and not design
ESP reading courses in particular fields of study, or programs
in English for Academic Purposes. This has been the assumption
comon in the past, when courses to teach reading as a scparate
ability in English were simply not offered, since rcading was
assumed to be a logical by-product of general knowledge or pro-
ficiency in spoken [nglish. The problem with that approach was
that it based its assumption on methodological considerations of
what was the best way to tecach oral Fnglish, The specific
teaching of reading was at best downgraded and postponed until
the student's oral production was considerable, The point is that
whatever pedagogical approach is adopted, it be adopted not only
on the basis of intuition and suppositions, but also on the basis
of empirical data, Thus the aim of this study is to gather some
facts about the nature of reading ability in English and Spanish,
which might then lead us to medify our approach to the teaching

of reading.
I1I. The experiment

This experiment was designed as a preliminary exploration
of the relation between reading in Spanish and in Lnglish,




1) The sample

Twenty-eight Mexican students registered in the Master's
program in Administration and at the same time taking a general
English course participated in the experiment, -The tests were
administered to all the Administration students present in the
English class on successive days. Those who took all three parts
of the battery were included in the study.

Z) Instmmentation

Two reading texts were selected from the field of adminis-
tration for testing. One was taken from a textbook in English
on human organization and has a high cognitive or conceptual level
of content and ideas (Text B), The second text is also from a
textbook in administration, but is at a comparatively low level
of cognitive difficulty, and contains fewer vocabulary items which
are specilic to administration. (Text A)

Lach of the original pieces was then translated into Spanish
and revised and edited by native Spanish-speaking teachers of
English and of Administration to ensure the Spanish translations
were corrcct anxl readable. After translating the two original
texts into Spanish, we had a total of four texts: the originals
in Inglish, and their translated versions in Spanish, For cach
of the four texts, comprehension questions or items were written,
using both miltiple-choice and true-false formats. The test items
were designed to test over-all general understanding of the text,
awarencess of the difference between information aml presented
as personal opinion of the author and information presented as
fact, inference, logical extensions of the arpuments presented,
direct reflerence, etc, (for examples of the tests see Appendix)

Besides the four reading comprehension tests, the TEAL test
battery of Inglish language proficiency for adult students (Caroline
Clapham, 1975) was applicd to all the subjects to measure their
general knowledge of English,

3) Method

0Of the four reading comprechension tests, two werce given to
each subject, one in Fnglish and one in Spanish, The subjects
were selected at random to receive one or the other of the al-
ternate pairs of tests, half receiving text A in English, text
B in Spanish; the other half receiving text B in Inglish and




text A in Spanish., Thus

2) one group of students did:
1) text A in Fnglish (easy text)
2) text B in Spanish, and
3) the TFAL proficiency test

b) the other group did:
1) text B in Fnglish (difficult text)
2) text A in Spanish, and
3) the TEAL proficiency test,

Fach pair of comprehensiontests was administered during = one and
2 half hour class period. The TEAL proficiency test was given in a
separate period. Both class periods used for the test applications
fell during the 1ast week of classes in the [nglish course. The
students seemed generally agreeable to participation in the experi-
ment .

III RESMNTS

The tests were scored, and item-analysed, Poor items were
removed and the tests rescored, Although the texts had been se-
lected to represent two distinct levels of difliculty, at least
for a native speaker non-subject specialist, texts A and B turned
our to be of equal difficulty in English for these subjects, the
mean being 11.6 (53%) on A and 11.1 (533 on B). In other words,
for our testees the comprehension tests in English were statis-
fically equivalent measures of Inglish reading comprehension,
The Spanish versions, however, seemed to show up at least some of the
differences between the two original texts, in the sense that one
Bad seemed to us to contain greater cognitive or conceptual dif-
ficulty of content and more specialized wcabulary, In ish,
the mean for text A was 17,2 (82%) and for text B 13,0 (72%).

It is interesting that the two texts appear to be different
from cach other when readers are reading In their mother tongue,
but tv&mﬂxeyrmdinaforei,gnlmlguage, the differences
disappear, The reason for this could be that the problems of
Teading in a foreign language ave greater than any inherent con-
ceptual or linguistic difficulties that might exist in onc text
and not the other,
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Concerning the relationship between reading in Spanish and
peading in Lnglish, the primary objectives of the experiment, we
found positive but low correlations between the subjects' per-
formance on one as corpared to their performance on the other:

A Spanish 44 (p <£.05)

a} B English
A Fnglish .56 (p <.05)

b) B Spanish

In other words, there was a relationship between reading compre-
Rension in Inglish and reading comprehension in Spanish. That
is, the students who did well in reading in Spanish tended to
do well in reading in English as well. This tendency or
relationship was not found to be strong cnough to be able to
predict a student's score on one test, given his results on the
other.

The strongest relationship encountered was between Fnglish
language proficicncy as measured by the TEAL test, and reading
comprehension in English (Teal with B Inglish .67, p <.05). This
finding is of considerable importance, since it suggests that
the student's knowledge of Fnglish is much morc important to his
comprehension of English texts than is his reading ability in
Spanish, Although the finding is not swrprising, since onec would
not expect students with poor English to be able to read well in
Inglish, it is important because it appears to provide some sort
of answer to those who feel that reading ability in one's mother
tongue is the most Lmportant determinant of reading ability in
English, Onc should be cautious, however, in interprcting this
result, as a correlation does not imply a causal relationship,

Tt does not follaw that a concentration on improving our students'
general proficiency in Fnglish will lead to a commensurate
improvement in Inglish reading ability, However, there is a
suggestion that it is even less likely that improving Spanish
reading ability will lead to an improvement in English reading.

Tt should he noted that the easy text (Text A) correlated at
a considerably lower level with TEAL than the Jifficult text
(.42 v .67). This might he taken to mean that knowledge of
English is less important to the understanding of an easy text
than to the comprehension of a difficult text, Certainly it in-
dicates that one should be careful about generalising results
gained from the use of certain texts to statements about reading
ahility in general, repardless of the nmature -linguistic and
conceptual - of the text. TFurthermore the difference between the
two correlations of the Inglish and Spanish texts might well be
atiributable to the difference in texts. That is, it could be
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pmerally truc that the ability to read a difficult text in
panish will correlate higher with the ability to read an easy
fext in English, than the ability to read an easy text in Spanish
will correlate with the ability to read a difficult text in
= h. Such a conclusion is entircly speculative at present,
Conclusion.

The research posed the following questions:

1) How well can cur students read Spanish?

2) 1Is their Spanish reading ability related in any way to
their ability to rcad in Fnglish?

3) Is their proficiency in general English more important
than reading ability in Spanish as a pre-condition to
their learning to read Inglish?

The results of the study indicate a positive tendency for
wading ability in Spanish to relatc to reading ability in Fnglish.
This rclationship, however, is far from close, which is perhaps
mhat surprising, at least for these who hold the view that
there is a necessarily close comnection between the two.
The study also found that the best predictor of reading ability
in English was not reading ability in the mother tomgue but pro-
ficiency in the forcipn language. FHowever, as the text variable
< also seen to have an effect, no geaeral conclusion can he
ched, Therefore, at this stage no recommendations can be made
s to the type of course that might be helpful for students who
3 +0 learn to read in [nglish. Nevertheless, we feel that such
ecommendations might change if subsequent studics should provide
“learer ansSWers to our questions. Further rescarch inte the
mature of the relationship of reading in Spanish and Inglish is
clearly necessary, possihly concentrating on measuring reading
strategies (the css of reading) and on measuring the various
of information (the product of reading: factual, inferential,
uated, etc.) that can be extracted from text.




