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In second language (L2) reading research, the impact and feasibility of reading 

linguistically and culturally unmodified texts with novice language learners has been 

largely underexplored. Some studies, however, have shown that reading unabridged texts 

with learners enhances their reading comprehension more than does reading shorter texts 

from a textbook (Maxim, 2002, 2006). This dissertation explores how, through engaging 

with authentic foreign language (FL) texts, beginning L2 learners develop L2 reading 

comprehension abilities and cultural understandings.  

To investigate beginning learners’ FL reading development, a reading journal 

(RJ) task was developed that asked students to read two thematically related texts 

representing different genres. In each of three RJs, 56 second-semester collegiate L2 

German learners were evaluated on their ability to use textual evidence for text 

comparison and identification of each text’s readership(s). Data analysis triangulated 

students’ quantitative and qualitative pre- and post-treatment questionnaire responses 
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with their RJ scores to address two research questions: (1) how students’ reading abilities 

developed while working with guided reading journals, and (2) how students’ 

understanding of culture and cultural learning changed during the semester.  

Repeated measures analyses of variance (ANOVAs) were used to look for 

relationships between scores, instructional time, and text type. Text and instructional time 

were found to be statistically significant with regard to students’ reading comprehension. 

Learners’ ability to use textual evidence in their comparisons and in identifying texts’ 

readerships was also statistically significant, though those abilities developed only 

minimally. Finally, learners expanded their understanding of culture to include more 

items pertaining to cultural values and perspectives, while altering their understanding of 

cultural learning to include reading as a way of exploring FL cultures. 

These results suggest that a literacy-based approach to L2 reading using 

unabridged texts integrated within an intact language course can prompt changes in 

students’ reading comprehension and understanding of culture. Implications for 

beginning FL instruction are discussed, particularly the need for approaches to beginning 

reading that support development in learners’ reading abilities and understanding of 

culture and cultural learning, and that better prepare students for more advanced language 

instruction. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

Developing foreign language (FL) students’ ability to think critically about 

cultures—both the one(s) they are learning as well as their own—has been advocated as a 

key objective of collegiate FL instruction in North America (MLA Ad Hoc Committee on 

Foreign Languages, 2007). One way to help learners achieve this goal, many have 

suggested (Koda, 2010; Maxim, 2006; Swaffar & Arens, 2005), is through instruction 

that asks them to comprehend and analyze unmodified FL texts, texts much like those 

that they might encounter in the daily life of the target culture. Yet disparate approaches 

to reading in lower- and upper-level curricula point to different educational objectives 

and outcomes. In first-year instruction, second language (L2) learners tend to read short, 

linguistically and culturally simplified texts and are asked to demonstrate their 

comprehension of a text’s contents, while in more advanced instruction, they are 

expected to critically analyze longer, more complicated texts, often having had little 

experience with textual analysis in the first year (Maxim, 2006). These incongruent 

approaches to reading deprive beginning students of opportunities to work with 

unmodified FL texts in more structured environments before being asked to critically 

analyze longer texts in upper-level instruction. 

To further complicate the issue, learners’ expectations for reading L2 texts have 

been colored by those disparate instructional approaches. Post-reading activities in first-

year instruction that test learners’ comprehension of textual content encourage the 
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common student assumption that they will understand most or all of a text’s language. 

Additionally, beginning students are rarely asked to move beyond textual content, or to 

point to textual evidence as proof for how a text establishes and furthers cultural values, 

judgments, and attitudes. In terms of learning and development, an approach to beginning 

L2 reading that focuses solely on comprehension does little for students who, in further 

language instruction, will be asked to analyze a text for cultural messages that lie beyond 

its content. The stark contrast between these two approaches creates developmental issues 

for L2 learners and contradicts professional goals to help students at all levels work with 

texts.  

Learning to read in a foreign language means not only learning to comprehend the 

language of texts, but also to understand the contexts of their production and reception. It 

also means learning to see how readers’ own cultural context impacts the way they 

comprehend and interpret a text. The links between texts and their production and 

between text and reader have been explored within several scholarly fields, and have 

made their way into foreign language pedagogy via Kern (2000), who has written about 

the way that texts reflect, propagate, and sometimes contradict cultural values, and 

Swaffar & Arens (2005), who have developed structured assignments that allow students 

to identify the cultural values in texts and compare them with their own.  

 This dissertation addresses the instructional inconsistency between lower- and 

upper-division courses’ approaches to reading FL texts. Defining text as “a group of 

entities used as signs, which are selected, arranged, and intended by an author in a certain 

context to convey a specific meaning to an audience” (Gracia, 1995, p. 4), this 
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dissertation argues that texts can be used to examine cultural perspectives at all levels of 

the curriculum. Through a classroom study of 56 beginning L2 learners of German, the 

project examines students’ reading development and perceptions of culture and cultural 

learning as they work with unabridged and unsimplified texts through a guided task 

called a reading journal, adapted from Swaffar & Arens’ (2005) précis task. Through the 

reading journal, learners document their comprehension of and critical engagement with 

unmodified German-language texts, as they briefly summarize each one and use textual 

evidence (i.e., quotations they find within each text) to compare two separate texts’ 

content, topic treatment, and audience. By interacting with texts from other cultures 

through the reading journal, students can begin to view both texts and cultures as 

dynamic, sometimes conflicting entities. This study does not view learners’ cultural 

‘outsiderness’ as something to overcome, but rather as a tool for critically distancing 

themselves from their own and others’ reactions to a text and its cultural context(s).  

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

Two main research questions were developed to understand the experiences of 

beginning L2 readers in engaging with texts typically reserved for more advanced 

language instruction. The first research question is as follows:  

Research Question 1: How do students develop in their reading abilities through 

work with guided reading assignments?  

Understanding the linguistic, cognitive, and social factors that contribute to L2 reading 

comprehension is important in predicting the feasibility in beginning language instruction 
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of using text materials and analytical reading tasks typically found in more advanced 

coursework. 

The second research question addresses changes in students’ understanding of 

culture and of cultural learning through guided reading of FL texts:  

Research Question 2: How do students’ understanding of culture and their 

perspectives of cultural learning change as they engage with FL texts through 

guided reading assignments over one semester? 

To examine the relationship between reading and students’ understanding of culture and 

cultural learning, the data analysis in Chapter 4 examines student perspectives as 

expressed on pre- and post-study questionnaires and focuses on changes in learners’ 

understanding of culture and their perceptions of cultural learning. This analysis also 

provides insight into the relationship between students’ understanding of culture and their 

experiences of working with unabridged FL texts through structured reading journal 

assignments. 

TO MODIFY OR NOT TO MODIFY:  
THE VALUE OF TEXTS IN FL LEARNING 

Though instructional materials often intend to help students learn to read in an FL, 

the way these materials approach reading is sometimes more of a hindrance than a help 

when it comes to preparing students for further language study. Studies that have 

examined L2 textbooks across multiple languages (Brown, 2009; Gilmore, 2004, 2007; 

Kluge, 2003; Shook, 1996) reveal that beginning-level texts tend to be linguistically and 

culturally simplified. Such texts are typically followed by questions that test students’ 
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comprehension of textual content and that personalize the topic for students via in-class 

oral discussions of the reading (Levine, 2012b; Shook, 1996; Swaffar & Arens, 2005). To 

be fair, post-reading comprehension questions that encourage discussion and assess 

students’ comprehension of a text can serve valid pedagogical purposes—they can test 

whether students understood particular points in a text that instructors consider to be 

important for the lesson, and can provide opportunities for written and oral 

communication. Yet this approach tends to be the dominant one, according to the above 

studies, and limiting beginning students to this kind of reading approach may deprive 

them of opportunities to discover aspects of the FL culture that can only be accessed 

through textual analysis and through gaining critical distance from one’s own point of 

view. Moreover, the frequent and exclusive use of comprehension-based reading 

activities furthers students’ expectation that they are merely responsible for 

understanding a text’s content, not for discovering the world evoked through the text 

(Kern & Schultz, 2005).  

 Although beginning FL learners may possess admittedly limited knowledge of the 

language(s) and culture(s) they study, exclusively using abridged or linguistically altered 

texts in the FL classroom can present a number of linguistic, cultural, and cognitive 

disadvantages. When texts are simplified, L2 learners miss an important opportunity to 

see language as proficient speakers use it in real-life contexts. Similarly, cultural points 

of view in texts may be lost when language learners interact with readings that are 

adapted for lower proficiency levels (Shook, 1997). From a curricular perspective, when 

beginning learners spend the first year working only with short, simplified texts, they 
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receive neither the necessary time nor the structured environment in which to develop 

strategies for comprehending and analyzing more linguistically and culturally complex 

texts in further coursework (Maxim, 2002, 2006).  

 Nonetheless, FL educators often have compelling reasons for excluding unaltered 

materials not targeted at L2 learners1 from the beginning language classroom. Among the 

most frequently cited issues for not using original texts are their linguistic complexity 

relative to beginning students’ proficiency, understood here in terms of varied vocabulary 

and syntax (Bahrani & Soltani, 2012; Devitt, 1997), and complex morphological and 

writing systems (Alderson & Urquhart, 1984; Koda, 2005). From an instructor’s point of 

view, locating appropriate materials and developing tasks that help FL learners 

comprehend and engage with those texts in a meaningful way can require time-intensive 

labor.  

Additionally, instructors may be concerned that students’ backgrounds and 

cultural knowledge are not expansive enough to read texts containing a great deal of 

unfamiliar cultural references (Byram & Grundy, 2003; Reynolds, Taylor, Steffensen, 

Shirey, & Anderson, 1982). A case that illustrates how the inaccurate application or 

absence of appropriate cultural knowledge can impact L2 reading is Bernhardt’s (1984) 

comparison of a late beginning and an advanced L2 learner’s interpretation of Heinrich 

                                                
1 This dissertation deliberately avoids the term authentic materials. The term evokes a value judgment and 
an implicit assumption that some materials are superior to others. However, any text, whether modified or 
unmodified, can be useful for accomplishing various learning objectives. The goal of this project is to 
provide students with a structured environment in which they can learn to deal with linguistically and 
culturally undiluted texts in preparation for further coursework (specifically, in this institution’s second-
year course and beyond).  
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Böll’s post-WWII short story Mein teures Bein. Each student read the following excerpt 

in German (the translation is Bernhardt’s):2  

They gave me a chance. They sent me a card saying I should come to the board 
and I went to the board. At the board they were very nice. They took my card and 
said: “Hm.” I also said: “Hm.” “Which leg?” asked the official. “Right.” 
“Entirely?” “Entirely.” “Hm,” he said again. Then he looked through some 
papers. I was allowed to sit down. Finally the man found what seemed to be the 
right paper. He said: “I think there’s something here for you. A nice circumstance. 
You can sit during it. Shoe shiner in a public lavatory on the federal square. How 
would that be?” “I can’t shine shoes. I’ve always been obviously bad at shining 
shoes.” (Böll, 1977, p. 49) 
 

Upon reading this excerpt in the original German, the advanced student, who had just 

returned from a year in Germany, hypothesized that this excerpt told the story of a man 

who was about to be drafted but was making excuses to avoid joining the military. This 

student had met several people during his year abroad who had attempted to dodge 

compulsory military service in Germany. The learner’s background knowledge about life 

in Germany, while authentically based on his own experiences there, informed his 

inaccurate interpretation of the story of a soldier newly returned home from WWII who 

had lost a leg and was desperate for a job. In contrast, another student who had just 

completed his second year of German study read the narrative as a joke, not 

understanding why working as a shoe shiner in a lavatory was a true opportunity for the 

                                                
2 Böll’s original text: Sie haben mir jetzt eine Chance gegeben. Sie haben mir eine Karte geschrieben, ich 
soll zum Amt kommen, und ich bin zum Amt gegangen. Auf dem Amt waren sie sehr nett. Sie nahmen 
meine Karteikarte und sagten: “Hm”, und ich sagte auch: “Hm”. “Welches Bein?”, fragte der Beamte. 
“Rechts.” “Ganz?” “Ganz.” “Hm”, machte er wieder. Dann durchsuchte er verschiedene Zettel. Ich durfte 
mich setzen. Endlich fand der Mann einen Zettel, der ihm der richtige zu sein schien. Er sagte: “Ich denke, 
hier ist etwas für Sie. Eine nette Sache. Sie können dabei sitzen. Schuhputzer in einer Bedürfnisanstalt auf 
dem Platz der Republik. Wie wäre das?” “Ich kann nicht Schuhe putzen. Ich bin immer schon aufgefallen 
wegen schlechten Schuhputzens.” 
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man in the story. Like many beginning L2 learners, this student lacked relevant 

background knowledge that could have been used to interpret the story. As Bernhardt 

points out: 

For readers with appropriate background knowledge on the writings of Böll, on 
living conditions in post-war Germany, with prior information on the treatment 
and plight of returning German soldiers, or with the literary acumen to interpret 
the text in a more existential fashion, the passage is extremely moving and of 
superb literary quality. For the reader unaware of these factors, the passage is a 
trivial anecdote at best—one hardly worth reading. (Bernhardt, 1984, p. 326) 
 

Bernhardt’s point becomes all the more significant when one considers that Böll’s text 

contains unmodified language that is accessible for beginning learners. Following this, 

L2 learners at all levels may inaccurately fill in gaps in their understanding of the text 

with their own background and cultural knowledge, creating ‘mismatches’ between the 

author’s intended meaning and their own experiences (Bernhardt, 1986). Böll’s texts are 

often included in lower-division L2 German courses because of their perceived linguistic 

simplicity, but Bernhardt’s example points to the need in teaching L2 learners from the 

very beginning how to appropriately use background and cultural knowledge to aid their 

reading comprehension, and how to base their understanding of a text in its language. The 

more often students have the chance to practice such an ability, it has been argued 

(Swaffar & Arens, 2005; Swaffar, Arens, & Byrnes, 1991), the more independent they 

will be as L2 readers in helping themselves understand and interpret texts.  

 Many FL educators recognize the linguistic and cultural benefits of including 

unabridged texts in FL instruction, from poetry to entire novels (Bernhardt & 

Berkemeyer, 1988; Devitt, 1997; Garcia, 1991; Gilmore, 2004; Herron & Seay, 1991; 
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Maxim, 2002, 2006; Mousavi & Iravani, 2012; Swaffar, 1985; Swaffar & Arens, 2005). 

By working with longer, unsimplified texts, for example, FL readers may become 

familiar with an author’s expectations through repetition, elaboration, and structural 

elements such as cohesive structures, lexico-grammatical patterns, cognates, and 

syntactical variation (Day & Bamford, 1998; Martino & Block, 1992; Swaffar & Arens, 

2005). Honeyfield (1977), perhaps the earliest critic of simplified texts, has also 

suggested that simplification processes such as paraphrasing and limiting vocabulary 

deprive students of the chance to see language in a more realistic form and to develop 

strategies for using context clues to determine meanings of unfamiliar words.  

Despite the demonstrated benefits of using longer texts in FL instruction (Day & 

Bamford, 1998), only a few studies have shown how beginning learners interact with 

such materials. For example, Maxim (2002, 2006) investigated the feasibility of in-class 

reading of extended discourse in a first-semester collegiate L2 German course. He found 

that students in the treatment group, who had read a translated American romance novel 

over the course of a semester, not only achieved similar scores on regular chapter exams, 

but also saw greater improvement in their reading comprehension than the comparison 

group, who had read shorter, more topically varied FL texts from their textbook. Maxim’s 

findings support the idea that L2 students’ linguistic and cultural development is not 

impeded by reading unabridged L2 materials targeted at proficient audiences. Indeed, 

students in the treatment group were able to develop reading strategies and identify the 

cultural values that motivated different characters’ behavior within a literary text—

opportunities for textual analysis that their peers in the control group did not receive.  
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In a related study of first-year college L2 French students with only twelve hours 

of instruction, Gascoigne (2002) found that beginning learners were able to comprehend 

an unabridged 200- to 300-word French text from an introductory French textbook on the 

word, sentential, and supra-sentential levels. Specifically, they could comprehend its 

main idea as well as some of its details, as evidenced in a recall task where learners 

reconstructed the text as best they could in English from memory. Given that learners 

typically read texts of 40-50 words in length at this level, this study, which drew on a 

considerably longer text at an early stage, challenges the assumption that short texts are 

the only feasible reading option for beginning learners.3 Gascoigne’s findings add to the 

body of L2 reading research by suggesting that even in early instruction and even with 

limited language knowledge, beginning learners can recall a great amount of textual 

information, including the main idea and textual details. 

The two studies by Maxim and Gascoigne point to abilities among collegiate 

beginning L2 learners in comprehending various text types meant for proficient users of 

the target language. While Gascoigne’s study offers evidence that learners at a very early 

stage of FL instruction can read for both global and sentence-level understanding, 

Maxim’s study shows that beginning learners can do more than respond to questions 

about the content of a text; they are able to question the validity and norms of that 

                                                
3 From the few studies that have investigated the topic, text length appears to have little effect on FL 
students’ overall reading comprehension. Jalilehvand (2012) found in a study of Iranian EFL high school 
students that having a picture with a text aided reading comprehension more than did reading a shorter text. 
Her findings support those of Mehrpour & Riazi (2004) who found no statistically significant effects of text 
length on reading comprehension among Iranian university-age EFL learners. Because text length is linked 
to a number of other text- and reader-related factors that influence reading comprehension, such results 
should be regarded with caution.  
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content, too. The studies also support arguments that reading FL texts can foster cultural 

and language learning (Grabe & Stoller, 1997; Horst, 2005; O'Donnell, 2009) and L2 

writing abilities (Tsang, 1996).  

The concept of FL literacy has garnered a great deal of attention in world 

language teaching practices since the early 1990s (Byrnes & Kord, 2002; Cazden, Cope, 

Fairclough, and Gee, 1996; Cope & Kalantzis, 2000; Kern, 2000; Kern & Schultz, 2005; 

Swaffar & Arens, 2005). In first language (L1) contexts, traditional notions of literacy are 

defined as the ability to read and write in an academic setting. Within FL education, the 

construct has acquired a host of additional names and nuances with the terms cross-

cultural literacy (Kramsch & Nolden, 1994), multiple literacies or multiliteracies 

(Byrnes, 2010; Byrnes & Kord, 2002; Cazden et al., 1996; German, 2011; Swaffar & 

Arens, 2005), foreign cultural literacy (Berman, 1997), pluralistic literacy (Mueller, 

1991), and critical literacy (Flower, 1990). These terms are discussed in more detail in 

Chapter 2. Common goals of literacy-based instruction are to increase students’ 

awareness of the relationship between texts and their contexts, to help them understand 

how their own cultural context(s) reflect on their understanding of other cultures (Kern, 

2000), and to “mediate the comprehension or expression of meanings outside their 

immediate experience” through language (Swaffar, et al., 1991, p. 2). Literacy-based 

approaches transform traditional L2 reading pedagogies that focus primarily on assessing 

reading comprehension to encompass cultural, historical, and political circumstances 

surrounding textual production and the role language plays in the process. 



 

 12 

SIGNIFICANT IDEOLOGICAL SHIFTS AFFECTING FL 
INSTRUCTION 

This section looks at three interconnected ideological shifts in reading research 

and educational paradigms that have motivated this project. It first examines the 

profession’s move toward affording cultural learning a central role within FL learning 

and teaching. Next, it considers to what extent this change has impacted how texts are 

used in FL instruction. Finally, the section concludes with a discussion regarding trends 

in L2 learning research that examine reading through the lens of FL literacy.  

THE EVOLVING ROLE OF CULTURE IN FL INSTRUCTION 
One of the more current models of culture in FL education, and one that reflects 

current debates in the profession, is the 2006 ACTFL Standards for Foreign Language 

Learning, a response to the U.S. Department of Education’s mandate to establish 

common values and learning outcomes for all core subject areas (National Standards in 

Foreign Language Education Project, 2006).4 The Cultures standard, of primary concern 

for this project, defines culture as the three elements of products, practices, and 

perspectives. These three pillars capture the dynamism of culture and its permeation in 

many aspects of human interaction. Referred to as the “3 Ps,” they represent an 

interconnected understanding of cultural knowledge: a culture’s products and practices 

reflect its perspectives, or the values and judgments that motivate and shape the creation 

and propagation of the more visible parts of culture. The task of foreign language 

                                                
4 Five main goals comprise the National Standards for Foreign Language Learning (hereafter, the 
Standards): Communication, Cultures, Connections, Comparisons, and Communities (Project, 2006). 
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education, according to the Cultures standard, is to help students identify the perspectives 

that lie behind the products and practices of both their own and the target culture(s) 

(National Standards in Foreign Language Education Project, 2006). The 3Ps framework 

is useful for a number of reasons: (1) it breaks culture down into ‘teachable’ parts, (2) it 

allows for discussion of national cultures as well as the subcultures that exist within 

national political boundaries, and (3) it captures the dynamism of individuals as well as 

groups. For these reasons, this dissertation adopts the 3Ps as its definition of culture, and 

will later examine whether students’ understanding of culture changes during a semester 

in which they read unaltered texts.  

The role of culture in FL instruction has changed dramatically over the past ten 

years, and came sharply into focus again in 2007 with the release of the Modern 

Language Association’s call for addressing the language/culture gap in collegiate 

language instruction. The report argued that the language-literature dichotomy that exists 

in many modern language departments propagated an outdated assumption that language 

learning must precede cultural learning. The committee recommended streamlining 

language and culture/literature study into continuous stages within a FL program to 

eliminate this divide. The ultimate goal of FL instruction, according to the report, should 

be to develop students’ translingual and transcultural competence, the ability to operate 

between one’s own and the target language and culture. Instead of reaching for the 
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impossible goal of nativeness in their linguistic and cultural knowledge,5 FL students 

learn to conceive of themselves as occupants of a space between their own and the target 

culture. In developing their translinguistic and transcultural competence, FL users should 

learn to: 

function as informed and capable interlocutors with educated native speakers in 
the target language. They are also trained to reflect on the world and themselves 
through the lens of another language and culture. They learn to comprehend 
speakers of the target language as members of foreign societies and to grasp 
themselves … as members of a society that is foreign to others. (MLA Ad Hoc 
Committee on Foreign Languages, 2007, p. 3-4) 
 

Such an assertion necessarily changes the very essence of lower-level FL instruction and 

shifts the pedagogical focus to language as a semiotic system and a means for 

establishing and reinforcing cultural perspectives.  

The transcultural and translingual competence that the MLA Report refers to is 

among a host of new terms in the field that question the nature, objectives, and outcomes 

of cultural learning. Some related terms, such as cultural competence (Schulz, LaLande, 

Dykstra-Pruim, Zimmer-Loew, & James, 2005) focus on the understanding of another 

culture on its own terms. Others, such as intercultural competence, cross-cultural 

competence, and multicultural competence (Kramsch, 1998), emphasize the ability to 

understand and navigate multiple cultures and to exist in a ‘third space’ between them 

(Kramsch, 2009; Rutherford, 1990). With the rise of Communicative Language Teaching 

in the late 1980s and 1990s, other terms, such as intercultural communicative competence 

                                                
5 For an eloquent position paper on why students and teachers should abandon nativeness as a goal for 
language learning and embrace the value of being a non-native speaker, see Kramsch (1997).  
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(Byram, 1997) and cross-cultural communicative competence (Byrnes, 1991), blended 

communicative abilities with culture, looking at a learner’s ability to communicate in and 

with people from another culture. Additional terminologies avoid the term ‘competence’ 

altogether, as it conjures up notions of Chomsky’s universal grammar, and implies that 

knowledge is a rigid category rather than a spectrum. For example, Schulz & Ganz 

(2010) refer to intercultural awareness and intercultural understanding, which denote an 

ability to notice and to explain cultural phenomena, respectively. Each of these terms is 

affiliated with different scholars and research trends, but all are anchored in holistic 

learning. Instead of the four-skills paradigm that has dominated instructional approaches 

in the two-tiered system, these terms involve both comprehension and production of the 

foreign language and its cultural products, practices, and perspectives across multiple 

modalities.  

This dissertation explores the claim that, even at elementary stages, students can 

use their nascent command of an L2 to access its culture(s) and enhance their reading 

abilities through engaging with texts that they may not ordinarily encounter until later in 

their FL studies. The research design rests on scholarship (Swaffar & Arens, 2005; 

Wallace, 2003) that suggests that beginning L2 learners can enhance their understanding 

of a text by learning to identify its content and its context. Consequently, this dissertation 

suggests that one component of FL literacy is the ability to analyze the messages and 

implications of FL texts for different audiences, a skill that can carry beyond the 

language classroom into personal and professional realms. 
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Shifts in FL Teaching Materials and New Approaches to Reading and Culture 
Studies of first-year FL textbooks reveal that beginning-level reading tasks tend to 

be limited to short texts, dialogues, film excerpts, or paragraphs, often with vocabulary 

glosses. Furthermore, these texts are often accompanied by cultural notations in the 

margins that unintentionally trivialize the FL culture (Gilmore, 2004; Kluge, 2003; 

Kramsch & McConnell-Ginet, 1992; Maxim, 2002, 2006). By presenting a normalized 

view of foreign cultures, textbooks even at the beginning level undermine a program’s 

larger goals in exposing learners to foreign cultures at all levels of instruction. Moreover, 

use of such textbooks underestimates students’ abilities, especially given recent reports of 

learners’ success with unabridged, longer materials (Gascoigne, 2002; Ketchum, 2006; 

Maxim, 2002, 2006). Simple comprehension questions typically found in beginning-level 

textbooks also fail to reflect the active processes between reader and text (Adams, 1990; 

Swaffar, 1988).  

The role of textbooks in cultural learning and FL reading development is much 

contested. Reflecting the popularity of communicative approaches to language teaching 

with their emphasis on orality (Byrnes, 2006; Kern & Schultz, 2005), current lower-level 

language textbooks tend to marginalize working with FL texts in favor of developing 

students’ interpersonal listening and speaking skills (Kern, 2000; Kern & Schultz, 2005; 

Maxim, 2006). This point is best observed in the common follow-up activity to textbook 

reading passages where class discussion tends to focus on students’ personal opinions and 

only tangentially relates to the texts’ content. Emphasizing learners’ personal points of 

view, though a valuable pedagogical practice, can fail to provide the variety of cultural 
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perspectives and viewpoints that emerge through engaging with multiple FL text 

materials. In developing literacy in another language, learners must be able to access and 

analyze different types of media through multiple modalities to learn about the richness 

and multifaceted nature of languages and cultures. The scope of that goal has emerged in 

concert with pedagogical research and changing definitions of culture itself, as will be 

discussed in the next two sections. 

FOREGROUNDING LITERACY IN FL READING RESEARCH 
The linguistic and cognitive processes L2 readers draw on as they read are only 

partially understood, despite extensive research on L1 reading comprehension (Cain, 

Oakhill, & Lemmon, 2004; Kintsch, 1998; Perfetti, 1994). While the extent to which 

these same processes contribute to L2 reading is unclear, some similarities between L1 

and L2 reading are presumed to exist. The work of Kintsch & van Dijk (1978; 1983), 

perhaps the most influential model of L1 reading comprehension, explains the reading 

process as consisting of several different simultaneous processes involving knowledge of 

syntax and semantics, activation of background knowledge, memory, and mental 

organizing of information into macro- and microstructures. Their psychological model 

suggests that reading, at least in the L1, is neither additive nor linear.  

While Kintsch & van Dijk’s process model of reading comprehension is useful for 

explaining L1 reading, L2 researchers have raised serious questions about the degree to 

which findings about reading in the L2 apply to reading in the L1 (Bernhardt, 2005; 

Kern, 1994). L1 and L2 reading both rely on knowledge of print conventions and 

fundamentals of the text’s grammar and vocabulary, but it remains to be established how 
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(or how usefully) L1 literacy abilities transfer to L2 reading. Specifically, L2 reading 

researchers have yet to discover exactly how much vocabulary knowledge must be 

automatic, how much memory must be free to distinguish between a text’s main ideas 

and its details, and how much background knowledge learners require to make inferences 

about the cultural references and genres of FL texts. Admittedly, these are difficult items 

to measure and may differ between individual readers as well. Furthermore, these factors 

may interact with and compensate for one another, as some models of L2 reading suggest 

(Bernhardt, 2005).  

 Several studies on L2 reading have addressed the relationship between L1 and L2 

reading abilities as well as Alderson & Urquhart’s (1984) classic question of whether 

reading is in essence a language problem or a reading problem. In a study of L1 English 

speakers learning Spanish, Bernhardt & Kamil (1995) found that 20% of L2 reading 

comprehension can be attributed to L1 reading abilities, such as vocabulary knowledge 

and familiarity with alphabetic conventions, text structure, and sentence configuration, 

and approximately 30% to L2 knowledge of vocabulary, cognates, and, to a very small 

degree (estimated at about 3%), to syntax. The remaining 50% is still undetermined, but 

may consist of factors that are even more difficult to measure than L2 knowledge, such as 

motivation, affect, cultural knowledge, and background knowledge.  

In a review on reading research ten years after her 1995 study with Kamil, 

Bernhardt (2005) concludes that the field still has not identified the factors contributing 

to the other 50% of L2 reading comprehension: 
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The question is not if language and literacy skills transfer. The question is how 
much transfers, under what conditions, and in which contexts. The question is not 
one of identifying a linguistic threshold. It is one of clarifying the relationship of 
linguistic knowledge to literacy knowledge to individual/idiosyncratic knowledge. 
(2005, p. 138, italics in original) 
 

Bernhardt suggests that these findings hold for all syllabic languages. Moreover, she 

suggests, any model of L2 reading must consider elements and influences beyond 

vocabulary and grammar, such as familiarity with the topic at hand, cultural knowledge, 

and knowledge of generic conventions.  

For the purposes of this project, being literate in an FL means the following: (1) 

the ability to participate in discourses around texts (in written, visual, and oral forms) and 

to exchange points of view, which necessitates L2 linguistic knowledge (Kern, 2000; 

Kern & Schultz, 2005); (2) an awareness of how an interlocutor’s own culture influences 

his or her understanding of cultures and their artifacts, including but not limited to texts 

(Kramsch, 2009; Kramsch, et al., 1996; Kramsch & Nolden, 1994); and (3) the ability to 

support claims about cultural artifacts with evidence (Swaffar & Arens, 2005). FL 

classroom practices that target these aspects of literacy can provide learners with 

opportunities for evaluating their own responses to and understandings of cultural 

artifacts, as well as those artifacts’ position(s) within their cultural, historical, political, 

and social contexts. 

OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY 

To investigate beginning students’ experiences in reading unabridged texts, a 

classroom-based study was conducted in which 56 collegiate second-semester (late 



 

 20 

novice/early intermediate) L2 German learners read three sets of two thematically related 

German-language texts, then completed a guided reading journal assignment (RJ) to 

compare the content, delivery, and audience of each set of texts. This study explores 

whether reading unmodified texts in a second-semester L2 German class leads to 

development in learners’ reading comprehension abilities and their expanded perceptions 

of culture and cultural learning. Through analysis of the students’ RJ assignments and 

pre- and post-treatment questionnaire responses in regards to reading ability and 

intercultural learning, this study investigates how beginning L2 learners engage with 

German language texts and how they develop their literacy in a second language.  

OUTLINE OF DISSERTATION 

The dissertation begins with an overview of the literature on L2 reading and student 

conceptualizations of culture in Chapter 2 in order to identify key insights these fields 

have developed. Discussion here identifies gaps in the research on beginning- and 

intermediate-level FL reading. Chapter 3 outlines the methodology of the cross-sectional 

classroom study performed in fall 2012 and includes overviews of classroom procedures 

and materials, data collection instruments, and methods for data analysis. Chapter 4 

presents analysis of the data (i.e., student reading journals and responses on pre- and 

post-study student questionnaires) to answer the two main research questions posed in the 

current chapter. Finally, Chapter 5 concludes the study with pedagogical implications for 

FL instruction and broader educational objectives, limitations of the study, and 

recommendations for future research. Through analysis of students’ work and 
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questionnaire responses, the dissertation seeks to show how students’ understanding of 

culture and perceptions of cultural learning change as they work with FL texts through 

structured reading assignments. In carrying out this project, I hope to add to the existing 

research in support of using unaltered L2 texts and guided reading tasks in the beginning 

FL classroom and to provide further insight into beginning learners’ experiences when 

engaging with these materials. 
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF RELATED RESEARCH 

INTRODUCTION 

Chapter 2 expands upon the terrain laid out in Chapter 1 and reviews major 

research findings on L2 reading development, attitude changes toward culture, and 

literacy-based approaches to L2 reading. The studies presented here address a range of 

languages (mostly Indo-Germanic), not just German.  

This chapter first discusses the major differences between L1 and L2 reading, 

examining the linguistic and cognitive processes that contribute to reading 

comprehension in each language, and how those processes relate to each other. Research 

on reading strategies, cultural knowledge, and background knowledge also provides 

insight into aspects of reading not directly tied to language.  

The second section discusses student attitudes toward culture and cultural 

learning. Recent studies have begun to examine changes in learners’ attitudes as they 

engage with new instructional approaches or move through an FL program. Given the FL 

classroom’s unique environment for discovering one’s own cultural identity as well as 

learning more about culture in general (Kramsch, 2009), measuring attitude changes 

during a semester with a new pedagogical approach may offer relevant perspectives on 

unexpected developments in student learning. 

In the third section, FL reading is examined through the lens of literacy-based 

instruction. This section argues that reading and learners’ understanding of culture find a 

meeting point in literacy, more specifically, in learners’ engagement with written texts to 

understand the values and perspectives of another culture. Through reading FL texts, it is 
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suggested, novice language learners can reflect on the target culture as well as their own 

culture(s). 

L2 READING COMPREHENSION 

L1 VS. L2 READING: CRITICAL DIFFERENCES 
Much of what scholars originally thought about L2 reading stems from L1 reading 

research in cognitive psychology conducted in the 1960s and 1970s. This branch of 

inquiry sought to explain the process (or processes) through which reading 

comprehension occurs (Adams & Collins, 1977; Anderson, Reynolds, Schallert, & Goetz, 

1977; Goodman, 1967, 1968; Gough, 1972; Kintsch & van Dijk, 1978; van Dijk & 

Kintsch, 1983). From L1 scholarship came two major approaches to reading: a top-down 

model whereby readers compare their hypotheses about the text’s content against their 

own hypothesis about what comes next in the text (Goodman, 1967, 1968), and a bottom-

up model that highlights the importance of automaticity in reading, suggesting that 

comprehension happens when readers process letters, syllables, words, sentences, and 

paragraphs very rapidly, mentally connecting each concept as they read along (Gough, 

1972). What were once seen as two contrasting approaches are now regarded as 

complementary in L1 and L2 reading research. Scholars generally agree that readers use 

top-down and bottom-up strategies in L1 and L2, though the success of that usage may 

differ between individuals (Bernhardt, 2011; Stanovich, 1980). 

The circumstances in which L1 and L2 readers learn to read differ significantly, 

and must also be considered when planning reading instruction, especially the amount of 

linguistic knowledge and prior experience with the L2. By the time L1 readers learn to 



 

 24 

read, typically as children, they have had extensive oral and aural experience in at least 

one language. They also possess a substantial lexicon and an implicit sense of L1 

phonology, syntax, and morphology (Ipek, 2009; Odlin, 2003). By contrast, when L2 

learners first read, they are typically older, lack oral experience with the L2, and are 

learning to produce and process the L2 in all four modalities simultaneously. 

Additionally, this learning often takes place in a classroom setting with readers who are 

already fully literate in their L1. Learners’ L1 knowledge and experience can both help 

and hinder comprehension, depending on the linguistic distance—the morphological, 

orthographical, lexical, phonological, and syntactical relatedness—between learners’ L1 

and L2, as well as on learners’ ability to strategically apply their L1 literacy abilities to 

L2 reading (van Gelderen et al., 2004). Because L1 and L2 learning take place in such 

different ways, beginning learners need additional linguistic and strategic support while 

learning to read in the L2. 

Furthermore, non-linguistic factors such as cultural knowledge, background 

knowledge, and strategy use can impact an L2 learner’s reading comprehension. While 

L1 readers tend to have a wide range of cultural experiences associated with their L1, L2 

readers are often unfamiliar with the culture(s) associated with the target language. L2 

learners typically also do not engage with the target culture on a daily basis outside of the 

classroom, as they do with their L1 culture. While they have more world experiences than 

L1 readers do, L2 readers usually require strategies for using their world knowledge to 

accurately understand FL texts (Koda, 2005). Cultural and background knowledge may 

be areas in which beginning L2 learners require additional help from instructors, whether 
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that means assistance in activating their background knowledge or explicit teaching of the 

information students need to make sense of L2 texts. 

The L1-L2 relationship, especially the extent to which L1 reading abilities serve 

as a predictor for L2 reading comprehension, has become a major research focus with the 

growing popularity of research into individual learner differences in FL learning. Most of 

the studies in this area (Durgunoglu, Nagy, & Hancio, 1993; Koda, 1989, 2005; van 

Gelderen et al., 2004) have attempted to determine whether L1 or L2 factors are more 

important in determining how much an L2 reader can comprehend from a text. Koda’s 

(1989) study of learners with diverse L1 backgrounds learning L2 Japanese examined 

whether familiarity with the type of writing system impacted reading task performance. 

Her study showed that readers who lacked experience with non-alphabetic scripts 

performed more poorly on reading tasks than those whose L1 orthography was related to 

Japanese. These findings were echoed in a follow-up study performed on L2 English 

learners of Japanese nearly fifteen years later (Koda, 2005). In a study of L1 Spanish 

speakers learning English, Durgunoglu, Nagy, & Hancio (1993) determined that L1 

phonemic awareness and word recognition positively correlate with word recognition 

during L2 reading. The researchers found that Spanish phonological awareness and word 

recognition were strong predictors of English word recognition, but that neither Spanish 

nor English oral proficiency correlated with English word recognition. Another study by 

Verhoeven (1994) of 98 L1 Turkish-speaking children learning Dutch as an L2 revealed 

that transferring L1 abilities to the L2 sometimes requires explicit strategy instruction. He 

found that such an approach is especially helpful in teaching students how to transfer 
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pragmatic knowledge, L1 reading abilities, and phonemic awareness to L2 reading. In 

combination, these studies display the numerous areas in which L2 learners may require 

assistance when using their L1 linguistic and strategic knowledge to aid their L2 reading. 

In more recent years, scholars have attempted to address which areas of transfer 

are the most difficult for students to overcome, and which are the greatest predictors of 

L2 reading abilities. In an examination of L1-L2 transfer, Van Gelderen et al. (2004) 

conducted a longitudinal study of 281 L1 Dutch, L2 English students in grades 8 through 

10 to examine the contribution of processing speed (automaticity), linguistic knowledge 

(grammar and vocabulary), and metacognitive knowledge (reading strategies) to both L1 

and L2 reading abilities. Timed word- and sentence-recognition tasks as well as 

questionnaires about metacognitive strategies were used. Results showed that L1 reading 

ability was the most significant predictor of L2 reading ability, followed closely by L2 

word knowledge and, to a lesser degree, metacognitive strategies. Processing speed was 

not found to be a strong determiner of either L1 or L2 reading comprehension. Though 

this study thoroughly examined the relationship between reading comprehension and L1 

and L2 language knowledge, background and cultural knowledge were not considered as 

potential predictors in L2 reading comprehension, factors that other empirical studies 

have pointed to as contributing to text comprehension and lexical inferencing (Aleptekin, 

2006; Erten & Razi, 2009). 

In a meta-analysis of 59 studies on L2 reading, Jeon & Yamashita (2014) also 

looked for the biggest predictor of L2 reading abilities. They determined that L2 grammar 

knowledge, L2 vocabulary knowledge, L2 decoding, and L1 reading ability were most 
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strongly correlated with L2 reading ability. While the analysis provides a rich picture of 

L2 reading comprehension, the authors exclude background and cultural knowledge, 

purpose for reading, text-related factors such as length and difficulty, and affective 

factors such as motivation from their analysis, noting that the reporting for these factors 

among the studies reviewed was inconsistent and not of adequate quality for their own 

analysis. However, other studies have pointed to background and cultural knowledge as 

major predictors of lexical inferencing abilities and overall text comprehension (Carrell, 

1984; Steffenson, Joag-Dev, & Anderson, 1979). 

Bernhardt (1991) also examined major predictors of L2 reading comprehension. 

She found that in a group of beginning L2 learners of Spanish, L2 reading comprehension 

correlated positively with word recognition and readers’ familiarity with the writing 

system, but not with processing speed. Additionally, complicated syntax interfered with 

comprehension, but simplified syntax did not necessarily aid L2 readers or simplify 

textual meaning. Bernhardt’s most important finding by far, and in contrast to Jeon and 

Yamashita’s (2014) meta-study of 59 studies, was the statistical significance of the 

relationship between background knowledge and L2 reading comprehension: when 

students knew more about the text’s topic, their recall protocols received higher scores. 

However, Bernhardt noted that when students relied on inaccurate background 

knowledge while reading, as illustrated in the Heinrich Böll story recall discussed in 

Chapter 1, their recall scores were considerably lower.  

In fairness to each of these studies, acknowledging all of the factors that 

contribute to L2 reading comprehension is extremely complicated both in terms of 
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methodology and data analysis. After all, the reading process is largely invisible to the 

observer. Yet it is nonetheless important to understand how diverse factors impact and 

interact with one another in the text comprehension process.  

THE COMPENSATORY MODEL OF READING COMPREHENSION 
In an effort to recognize the complex and individual nature of L2 reading, some 

models conceptualize it as a process that is both top-down and bottom-up. Such models 

also organize reading abilities hierarchically in a way that allows stronger skills to 

compensate for weaker ones (Bernhardt, 2005, 2011; Stanovich, 1980, 2000). 

Bernhardt’s (2005, 2011) compensatory model, for example, suggests that weak word 

recognition abilities may be supplemented by a reader’s background knowledge about a 

text’s topic, or that strong L1 reading abilities (such as inferencing words from context or 

the use of particular reading strategies) may partially offset an L2 reader’s lack in 

syntactical parsing abilities. Most importantly, Bernhardt’s model suggests that linguistic, 

cognitive, and social processes of L2 reading are not mutually exclusive, though they 

may contribute to reading comprehension in different ways.  

The compensatory model is learner-centered in its acknowledgement of individual 

differences in reading abilities (e.g., word recognition, syntactical parsing, background 

knowledge, L1 reading ability, strategy use, etc.). It permits different ways for L2 readers 

to derive meaning from a text, any or all of which may be considered ‘correct,’ 

depending upon the interpretive community (Fish, 1980). Although individual differences 

make reading ability difficult to predict, the compensatory model is more in tune with the 

current trend in holistic, learner-centered learning environments where individual 
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differences and ways of interpreting spoken and written language are seen as acceptable 

and even more desirable than adhering to one model of a successful L2 learner (Ortega, 

2013). Furthermore, the compensatory model has been expanded to reflect different 

proficiency levels; McNeil (2012), for example, suggests that readers with lower L2 

proficiency may rely less on strategic and more on metalinguistic knowledge than readers 

at higher proficiency levels. Less linguistically proficient readers may also rely more on 

background knowledge and inferencing abilities than more advanced learners, as some 

studies have suggested (Hammadou, 1991; Johnson, 1982).  

This dissertation defines L2 reading as a series of linguistic and cognitive 

subprocesses in which a person engages to comprehend and analyze a text (Grabe, 2009). 

Text comprehension results from various reading abilities interacting with and 

complementing each other. Thus, reading is viewed here also as a social process that 

happens in specific political, ideological, cultural, and social circumstances. Finally, 

reading is understood here as an inherently critical interaction between reader and text 

(Iser, 1978; Wallace, 2003). The result of reading is not merely text comprehension or the 

phonological production of words on a page; rather, the primary outcome of reading, 

when a reader truly engages with a text, is a change in the reader’s knowledge—of the L2 

itself, of the topic, of the author, or of the reader him/herself (Hudson, 2007). 

COMPONENTS OF READING COMPREHENSION 
A number of scholars have attempted to break down the reading process into 

components that fit into a hierarchy of skills to understand whether some abilities can or 

must be learned before others (Hudson, 2007; Kintsch, 1998; Koda, 2005; Rayner & 
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Pollatsek, 1989). Each of these skills is complex in its own right, and interacts with other 

skills at various points in the reading process, though not in a consistent or continuous 

manner (Grabe, 2009). Furthermore, each model of L2 reading defines and classifies 

skills somewhat differently, but almost all models agree that certain skills must precede 

others; for example, a reader must be able to recognize certain words in a text before he 

or she can begin to construct a mental model of the text (Hudson, 2007). 

Understanding which skills must precede others is especially important for a 

project that investigates reading among beginning L2 learners. Lower-level processes 

include:  

(1) word recognition, which includes orthographic processing (Cunningham, 

Perry, & Stanovich, 2001), phonological processing (Hulme, Snowling, 

Caravolas, & Carroll, 2005), and morphological processing (Kuo & 

Anderson, 2008; Rayner & Pollatsek, 1989); 

(2) syntactic parsing, i.e., integrating the meanings of words and knowing 

their relationships with one another based on L2 syntax and morphology; 

(3) encoding of semantic propositions, “propositions” defined as “small 

packets of information linked together in a meaningful unit” such as a 

prepositional phrase or noun phrase (Kintsch, 1998), and 

(4) working (short-term) memory, which is responsible for the integration of 

lower- and higher-level skills. 

It should be noted that the classification of these processes as ‘lower-level’ does not 

denote them as less important than higher-level processes. Rather, the distinction pertains 
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to the expected order of text processing: lower-levels processes typically happen before 

upper-level processes can occur. 

In contrast to lower-level processes, which rely on word- and sentence-level 

comprehension, higher-level processes require comprehension at the supra-sentential 

level. Higher-level processes include but are not limited to: 

(1) text-model formation, in which a mental network of ideas is established 

based on a reader’s comprehension of the text’s propositions (Grabe, 

2009; Kintsch & van Dijk, 1978); 

(2) situation-model building, in which readers build their own interpretation 

of a text based on other texts they have read in the same genre, their 

ability to relate to the character, and other affective factors (Grabe, 

2009); and 

(3) executive control processes, whereby readers set reading goals, monitor 

their progress in meeting those goals, monitor their comprehension, and 

apply reading strategies (Grabe, 2009). 

The reading journal designed for this project was created with the development of 

low- and high-level processing abilities in mind, and based on practical suggestions from 

Swaffar, et al. (1991) and Swaffar & Arens (2005), who have suggested that students can 

develop multiple levels of reading comprehension in FL instruction. Learners can be 

asked to read in various ways to glean certain information from the text. For example, 

they can use higher-level abilities to summarize a text’s main idea and to make 

hypotheses about its audience and lower-level abilities to read for specific details on the 
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word and sentence level that could support a short argument about how texts treat 

particular topics. Beginning L2 readers in particular may require extra direction from the 

teacher during the phases where they are asked to recognize textual details, specifically 

relating to the type and topic of words to be found. Instruction that asks students to read 

texts in these different ways can help relieve the cognitive burden that beginning L2 

readers often encounter when engaging with L2 texts and help students focus on the 

information they do understand from a text to make informed arguments about its content 

and its implications. 

L2 LANGUAGE PROFICIENCY AND L2 READING COMPREHENSION 
An understanding of L2 grammar and vocabulary is a necessary factor in L2 

reading comprehension. Language proficiency interacts with a number of factors in 

reading comprehension but is itself comprised of several areas, including syntax, 

phonological awareness, and vocabulary. Several of the studies discussed above address 

the importance of both L1 and L2 language knowledge in L2 reading comprehension 

(Jeon & Yamashita, 2014; van Gelderen et al., 2004; Verhoeven, 1994), but the amount 

of language knowledge required for L2 reading has yet to be determined, and may even 

differ between languages.    

Two major theories have attempted to determine the minimum amount of 

knowledge L2 readers require to function in a language. The first, known as the 

Language Threshold Hypothesis, suggests that L2 learners need a specific amount of 

language knowledge in order to comprehend written or spoken language in the L2 

(Coady, 1979; Cummins, 1979, 1991). However, some students, even at very low levels 
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of L2 proficiency, can still demonstrate a surprising amount of comprehension in recall 

tasks based on unabridged texts (Gascoigne, 2002). The second, the Language 

Interdependence Hypothesis, suggests that bottom-up and top-down processing occur in 

L2 reading regardless of L2 proficiency and that L1 reading abilities transfer to L2 

reading (Clarke, 1978, 1980). The problem with such a model is that while some studies 

have noted that L1 reading ability is a major predictor of L2 reading (Verhoeven, 1994), 

other studies have found that it is not always the greatest predictive factor (Jeon & 

Yamashita, 2014) and that the contribution of L1 reading abilities may vary with 

learners’ L2 proficiency levels (McNeil, 2012).  

Yamashita (2002a) explored the relationship between L2 proficiency and L1 

reading ability in a study of 241 Japanese university students learning English as an FL. 

In an attempt to provide evidence for the compensatory nature of reading, she aimed to 

explore whether and to what extent each of these factors compensates for the other. Her 

students read four 300-word passages, two in Japanese and two in English, on differences 

between Western and Japanese culture. They then took a fill-in-the-gap test (similar to a 

cloze test, but designed to test reading comprehension based on vocabulary relating to the 

passage and cohesive devices) and a multiple-choice test. Students’ L2 proficiency was 

measured using the TOEFL. Using a multiple regression analysis, she concluded that L2 

reading ability relies more on L2 language proficiency than on L1 reading ability. She 

also noted that a 1% increase in L2 proficiency resulted in a 1.07% increase in L2 reading 

ability (as measured by the test scores), while a 1% increase in L1 reading ability resulted 

in only a 0.22% increase in L2 reading ability. When students were divided into groups 
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according to their L1 reading ability and L2 proficiency, Yamashita found that high L1 

reading ability compensated more for low L2 proficiency in students who were just 

beginning to learn English. While Yamashita’s method of testing L2 reading 

comprehension is more rigid than recall protocols and puts great emphasis on 

understanding what the researcher saw as important parts of the texts, her results are 

nonetheless relevant. They provide direct evidence for reading as a compensatory 

process, at least in terms of these two factors, and they reveal that, while L2 proficiency 

plays a major role in determining L2 reading abilities, L2 reading comprehension does 

not solely rely on language knowledge. 

L2 language knowledge is vital to reading comprehension, yet, as Yamashita’s 

study demonstrates, proficiency alone does not determine how well a reader will 

understand a text. L2 proficiency is augmented by a number of other factors, including 

background knowledge, cultural knowledge, and strategic knowledge to contribute to a 

reader’s overall comprehension of a text. A primary aim of this study is to argue for 

developing students’ higher-level comprehension processes, which is not typically done 

in lower-level FL courses due to the assumption that lack of L2 proficiency hinders 

reading ability. 

COGNITION: READING STRATEGIES AND L2 READING COMPREHENSION 
The studies described so far in this chapter have primarily examined the 

contributions of L2 proficiency and L2 reading ability to L2 reading comprehension. But 

cognitive factors such as reading strategies, background knowledge, cultural knowledge, 
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motivation, and affect also interact with linguistic factors and L1 reading abilities to 

result in text comprehension. 

The effects of explicit strategy instruction on learners’ reading comprehension 

have been examined extensively in L2 reading research (Carrell, 1989; Graham, 2004; 

Kern, 1988, 1989; Shook, 1997; Yamashita, 2002b). During the 1970s and 1980s, 

research on the use of reading strategies differentiated between so-called ‘good’ and 

‘poor’ readers. It was assumed that good readers knew about and actively applied specific 

L1 strategies when reading an L2 text, such as looking for the main idea, making 

predictions about what would happen next in a text, and selectively skipping over 

unfamiliar lexical items. Weaker readers, in contrast, were understood to lack awareness 

of L1 reading strategies that could be applied to L2 reading (Hosenfeld, 1977, 1984). 

Today, the focus has shifted from distinguishing between good/poor and 

successful/unsuccessful readers to identifying how L2 learners use various strategies in 

reading comprehension, whether those strategies can be taught, and whether they aid L2 

reading (Akkakoson, 2013; Carrell, 1998; Urlaub, 2012; Yamashita, 2002b).  

Affect and motivation have also long been considered important factors in L2 

learning. For example, Krashen and Terrell’s (1983) notion of the affective filter, an 

emotional barrier of anxiety and self-consciousness that can prevent adults from engaging 

with the L2, has received a great deal of attention from L2 researchers, but has been 

criticized as something difficult to measure, although teachers intuitively know it exists 

(Gregg, 1984; McLaughlin, 1987). Other researchers including Horwitz, Horwitz, and 

Cope (1986) have developed scales such as the Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety 
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Scale (FLCAS) for measuring students’ anxiety toward language learning. Horwitz’s 

team suggested that language learning anxiety is caused by poor language learning, not 

vice versa (Horwitz & Young, 1991). To examine differences between general FL 

anxiety and FL reading anxiety, Saito, Garza, and Horwitz (1999) administered the 

original FLCAS and the Foreign Language Reading Anxiety Scale (FLRAS) to 30 first-

semester French, Russian, and Japanese classes and found that 59% of the variance 

between students’ scores on the two scales was unaccounted for, indicating that reading 

anxiety may be separate from general foreign language learning anxiety. They found that 

both unfamiliar writing systems and cultural material were anxiety-inducing for 

beginning students, and that more than one quarter of the students reported translating 

word-for-word during FL reading. The researchers suggested that explicit teaching of 

reading strategies may be one way to reduce students’ anxiety.  

Learners enter an L2 classroom with a great deal of background knowledge and 

world experiences—for example, what it is like to have friends, eat at a restaurant, or 

travel in a big city—but they may lack familiarity with a specific cultural group’s norms 

and customs, e.g., how to become friends with those in another cultural group, how to 

appropriately (or inappropriately) interact with restaurant staff, or which side of the street 

to walk on. Background knowledge and cultural knowledge are two distinct terms and 

stem from separate sources. Background knowledge involves experiential or world 

knowledge, i.e., knowledge that learners gain from engaging with people and collecting 

experiences in their lives (Urquhart & Weir, 1998). Students acquire this type of 

knowledge mostly from their experiences in their daily lives before entering the language 
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classroom. Related to background knowledge, cultural knowledge is understood as 

information about a specific cultural or social group—about their practices, products, or 

perspectives (Koda, 2005). Learners gain cultural knowledge, which refers to the specific 

L2 culture(s) being taught in conjunction with the language, mostly through L2 

instruction, especially in cases where students are enrolled in a language class and may 

be not using their L2 on a regular basis outside of instruction (Alderson, 2000; Urquhart 

& Weir, 1998).  

A number of studies have found that background knowledge aids L2 learners’ 

reading comprehension. While reading comprehension tends to be operationalized in 

recall tasks6, researchers have measured background knowledge in various ways, from 

assuming its a priori existence (Johnson, 1982), to using interviews to find out how much 

learners knew about the topic at hand (Chen & Donin, 1997) to having readers self-report 

their familiarity with a topic by ranking texts (Hammadou, 1991). There is currently no 

standard way to measure background knowledge, and each method of doing so has 

drawbacks. The following studies demonstrate the important connection between 

background knowledge as it relates to L2 reading, in particular to language proficiency 

and text comprehension. 

As it pertains to L2 proficiency, background knowledge can help even students 

with low-level proficiency comprehend and remember a text. To explore this 

                                                
6 Recall tasks are a popular way of testing reading comprehension, because they can be easily administered. 
They are often used to look at the connection between reading comprehension and background and/or 
cultural knowledge, but have also been used to look at other higher-level comprehension processes. For 
more on recall tasks, see Mackey & Gass (2005). 
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relationship, Hammadou (1991) studied students in first- and fourth-semester L2 French 

and Italian courses. She sought to investigate (1) whether L2 learners better recalled texts 

on topics that they reported were familiar to them, and (2) whether more proficient 

readers better recalled texts on topics that they reported knowing little about. Students in 

each class read three unabridged articles of 175-285 words from major newspapers in 

their respective L2, wrote a recall in English of each text, and then ranked the articles 

based on the amount of their background knowledge on the topic. Learners’ recalls were 

scored based on the number of accurate propositions they remembered from the text; 

inferences were also identified and rated for their logic (or lack thereof). Her findings 

showed a strong correlation between L2 proficiency and readers’ ability to reconstruct the 

newspaper articles. Given the importance of L2 proficiency in L2 reading (Jeon & 

Yamashita, 2014), it is unsurprising that Hammadou identified linguistic ability as a 

strong predictor of reading comprehension for students in all four classes. However, she 

also noted that self-reported familiarity with a topic did not necessarily correlate with 

students’ recall scores. She thus concluded that self-reported background knowledge on a 

topic may not always be accurate, as demonstrated by one student who reported having a 

great deal of background knowledge about AIDS but read an entire article (and wrote her 

entire recall) without realizing that it was about that topic. Hammadou noted that while 

self-reported topic familiarity did not correlate with students’ recall scores, the 

relationship between background knowledge and text comprehension did arise in the 

recalls written by the beginning students in French and Italian. They made more 

inferences about the texts, which Hammadou theorized as an attempt to compensate for 
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gaps in their L2 proficiency. Finally, beginning students who reported familiarity with a 

topic did not necessarily recall it more accurately than advanced students who were 

unfamiliar with it. Hammadou’s study further illustrates the challenge of measuring 

various aspects of reading comprehension, including background knowledge, as that 

process is invisible to the outsider. 

In a study of L1 Chinese- and L2 English-speaking graduate students in biology 

and engineering, Chen and Donin (1997) examined whether topic familiarity correlated 

with both L1 and L2 reading comprehension. It was assumed that students had high 

background knowledge for a text’s topic that was within their field of study (either 

biology or engineering). The researchers found that background knowledge had little to 

do with students’ comprehension of L1 texts; readers could recall information in their L1 

very well, regardless of their familiarity with the topic. However, when students were 

divided into L2 proficiency groups, readers with low L2 proficiency and high background 

knowledge achieved comparable scores to those with high L2 proficiency and low 

background knowledge, similar to Hammadou’s study. Also similar to Hammadou’s 

learners, Chen and Donin’s subjects read only expository texts. However, students may 

read narrative texts differently than expository ones, given that narratives create their 

own framework for understanding their content (Kintsch & van Dijk, 1978). Importantly, 

Chen & Donin also note that their results contradict Clarke’s (1980) short-circuit 

hypothesis, the idea that readers resort to low-level processing when they have low L2 

proficiency. In their study, less proficient learners tended to use their background 

knowledge to offset their low L2 proficiency. Similar to Chen & Donin, later studies by 
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Alexander, Kulikowich, and Jetton (1994) and Long, Johns, and Morris (2006) also 

showed positive effects of background knowledge for L2 readers of specialist texts; 

readers who had background knowledge about a specialized topic were better able to 

recount textual information in a recall task. However, background knowledge appears to 

have little impact on readers’ comprehension of non-specialist texts (Clapham, 1996; 

Hale, 1988). 

 While the above studies primarily address the question of whether background 

knowledge helps less proficient readers comprehend texts, other studies point out the 

importance of activating and accessing accurate background knowledge. In her large-

scale study of L2 learners of Spanish, Bernhardt (1991) pointed out that while 

background knowledge is an important part of contextualizing a text’s language, the 

manner in which readers access it may hinder comprehension, and the activation of 

inaccurate background knowledge may lead to incorrect inferencing, as it did in 

Hammadou’s study. So-called ‘weak’ readers may do this more than ‘strong’ readers, as 

suggested by Rapp, van den Broek, McMaster, Kendeou, and Espin (2007). If accurate 

background knowledge is activated—for example, through reading texts that deal with 

other topics being addressed in the course, or by reading texts that share topics with each 

other—then even beginning learners may be able to comprehend texts that are 

linguistically complex.  

As the above studies show, background knowledge plays a vital role in L2 

reading—it can aid a reader’s mental organization of a text and can sometimes 

compensate for low L2 proficiency. But cultural knowledge—knowledge about an L2 



 

 41 

culture’s products, practices, and perspectives—contributes to L2 reading comprehension 

as well.  

The relationship between reading and cultural knowledge was first investigated in 

several large studies on L1 reading in the 1970s and 1980s. In general, researchers found 

that readers with extensive knowledge of a culture—usually a culture with which they 

had first-hand experiences—had a better mental framework for comprehending and 

recalling information from that culture’s texts (Schank & Abelson, 1979; Steffenson et 

al., 1979). The most widely cited study in this area is that of Steffenson, Joag-Dev, and 

Anderson (Steffenson et al., 1979), who explored whether L1 readers used cultural 

schemata to organize and recall information they had read in a text. In their study, one 

group of Indians and one group of Americans were asked to read two letters about a 

wedding—one American and one Indian—and then complete a recall task to see which 

details they remembered and emphasized, and to what extent they commented on implied 

cultural information about each text. Both American and Indian readers were better at 

recalling the details from their own culture’s letter. When readers used their background 

knowledge and experience with weddings to understand the letter they read, their recall 

task contained fewer macropropositions (main ideas) and less misremembered 

information. Although all study participants were native speakers of English, the study 

highlights the importance of readers’ cultural knowledge in providing a conceptual 

framework for storing textual information during the reading process and accurately 

retrieving it later. The findings of Steffenson, et al. (1979) show that background and 

cultural knowledge are not mutually exclusive and that both influence how much 
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information a reader can recall from a text as well as how a reader interprets the text 

within a particular cultural framework.7 

Studying this phenomenon in L2 readers just a few years after Steffenson, et al. 

(1979) explored the role of cultural knowledge in L1 reading, Johnson (1981) 

investigated 46 Iranian intermediate/advanced ESL students who were relatively low-

performing on the vocabulary portion of the Comprehensive English Language Test. Half 

of the students read two unadapted stories in English, one from Iranian folklore and one 

from American folklore. The other half read the same stories in simplified English. After 

reading the texts, the students completed a multiple choice reading comprehension test 

that measured their comprehension of explicit and implicit information in the stories. The 

same recall questions were given to native English-speaking students. Both native and 

non-native English speakers also wrote prompted recalls on each text. Johnson’s findings 

revealed that for ESL students, the cultural origin of the story better predicted reading 

comprehension than did the text’s syntactic or semantic complexity. For native speakers, 

syntactic and semantic complexity did matter; they better understood the unabridged 

stories and the one based on American folklore. Furthermore, readers better recalled top-

level and middle-level propositions (see Kintsch, 1978) when the story was of their 

cultural origin. There were no significant differences in the recall of bottom-level 

propositions (e.g., in word-level processing) when the text was from the other culture. 

                                                
7 Systemic Functional Linguistics, a subfield of applied linguistics, views genre as a framework within 
culture. This framework for understanding texts may offer another explanation of why the readers in 
Steffenson & Joag-Dev’s study recalled different information from each letter. For more on genre as a 
cultural frame for interpreting texts, see Martin & Rose (2008).  
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Most interestingly, similar to the students in Hammadou’s study, the ESL learners 

seemed to compensate for their lack of vocabulary and syntax knowledge with cultural 

knowledge, regardless of whether they read the adapted or unadapted texts. Johnson’s 

findings shed light on how L2 learners interact with culturally unfamiliar narrative texts, 

but do little to illuminate the question of how they work with culturally unfamiliar 

expository texts. 

In a similar study one year later, Johnson (1982) followed 72 advanced ESL 

university students as they read an expository passage about Halloween, which they had 

recently experienced. The study aimed to examine whether prior cultural experience had 

an effect on reading comprehension and the learning of culturally related but unfamiliar 

vocabulary. Before reading the passage, learners studied meanings of pre-selected 

vocabulary words and located them in the text. After reading the Halloween text, students 

wrote a prompted recall. Echoing the results from her 1981 study, Johnson found again 

that cultural knowledge, gained here from first-hand cultural experiences, aided learners’ 

comprehension of information in the passage that they already knew. Taken together, 

both of these studies imply that cultural knowledge is a major contributor to reading 

comprehension for L2 learners regardless of text type (narrative vs. expository), and that 

in some cases, learners can even compensate for low language proficiency with cultural 

knowledge, especially when that knowledge is gained through experience. 

Lacking the cultural information required to read in an L2 can lead learners to 

misunderstand or misinterpret a text (Bernhardt, 1986; Erten & Razi, 2009). However, 

more recently, scholars have suggested that being a cultural outsider and lacking the 
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appropriate cultural knowledge may not always be a disadvantage, and that it may be 

useful to shift the focus of cultural instruction to teaching learners to use their diverse 

cultural standpoints in critical, productive ways (Kramsch, 2009). Having an outsider’s 

perspective gives learners a potentially useful point of view from which to gain new 

insights into cultural assumptions and practices in their own culture as well as the target 

culture (Kramsch, 2009; Wallace, 2003). When, through instruction, L2 users learn to 

identify the assumptions that a text’s author makes about their reader’s membership in 

particular social and cultural groups, they can analyze texts for mistakes, inconsistencies, 

and fallacies and become aware of gaps in their own knowledge about the target culture 

(Iser, 1978; Wallace, 2002, 2003).  

L2  LEARNERS’ COMPREHENSION OF NARRATIVE AND EXPOSITORY TEXTS  
 Yet different texts and text types are intended for particular audiences, and 

learners must engage with those differences through reading a variety of FL texts. 

Including a variety of text types in beginning L2 reading instruction can help learners 

become familiar with how different genres function in other cultures, at the same time 

deepening their understanding of the relationship between texts and cultures. The two 

macro-genres proposed by Grabe (2002) and Weaver & Kintsch (1991) distinguish 

themselves from one another primarily through their communicative purpose and 

rhetorical devices. Narrative texts, as mentioned above, aim primarily to tell a story set in 

a specific place and time (Grabe, 2002; Graesser, Golding, & Long, 1991). Consequently, 

narratives also recount sequences of causally related events and usually involve plot and 

character development (Larsen, 1984). In contrast to narratives, the primary 
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communicative purpose of expository texts is to inform. Their communication strategies 

differ from those of narratives, in that expository texts contain more elaboration, 

explanation, and definitions (Larsen, 1984). Given the varying purposes of these two 

macro-genres, juxtaposing them in language instruction might prove useful to students in 

terms of learning what to expect from different types of texts and how to approach each 

type.  

In L1 reading research, several studies have examined readers’ comprehension of 

narrative and expository texts. Using recall tasks as a means for operationalizing reading 

comprehension, research in this area has consistently demonstrated that readers can 

comprehend and recall information from narrative texts much more easily than from 

expository ones (Freedle & Hale, 1979; Graesser, 1981; Graesser & Riha, 1984; Spiro & 

Taylor, 1987; Tun, 1989; Zabrucky & Ratner, 1992). Kintsch (1998) has attempted to 

explain this phenomenon by suggesting that narratives create their own frame of 

reference for the story, and thus require less background knowledge on the reader’s part. 

From a cultural point of view, Stein and Glenn (1979) have argued that stories are used in 

nearly every culture, making them universally accessible.  

Findings on L2 reading comprehension of different macro-genres have found 

inconsistent results on the effect of text type. The question of which genre is easier for L2 

learners appears to be linked to language proficiency. Horiba (1990) found that 

proficiency level directly correlates to comprehension of both narrative and expository 

texts in the L2, as does reading task. One study by DuBravac & Dalle (2002) found that 

in a recall task intermediate L2 French students miscomprehended more expository texts 
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and made more inferences while reading narrative texts. Bensoussan’s (1990) study of L1 

Arabic and Hebrew readers translating into L2 Hebrew and Arabic, respectively, revealed 

that L2 readers may struggle more with global comprehension of narratives if they 

miscomprehend stylistic elements such as irony and nuance. Other studies have 

concluded that expository texts might be more difficult for beginning L2 readers due to 

low language proficiency and the tendency of expository texts to use more specialized 

vocabulary (Bensoussan, 1990; Kroll, 1993; Tarone, 1977).  

STUDENT ATTITUDES TOWARD CULTURE AND CULTURAL 
LEARNING 

Few practitioners would disagree with the idea that engaging with FL texts is one 

way to learn about culture and refine one’s own notions of what culture is and what it 

means to learn about it. Koda (2010), for example, in her work on the intersection 

between reading and the development of students’ transcultural and translinguistic 

competence, has suggested the usefulness of texts in altering students’ abilities to 

critically evaluate a culture. Connecting the MLA report with her work on L2 reading, 

Koda argues that translinguistic and transcultural competence and reading ability, i.e., 

knowing how to read in, between, and beyond the lines (Gray, 1960), share many similar 

constructs. Reading instruction can foster students’ transcultural competence when they 

are able to connect their own knowledge and experience to a text, identify gaps in their 

comprehension, and fill those gaps.  

In terms of expanding students’ notions of culture, the FL classroom lends unique 

opportunities for questioning cultural products, practices, and perspectives that may 
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otherwise be taken for granted. Kern (2008) points out that texts in particular do not 

simply reflect cultural perspectives, but rather establish and reinforce those perspectives 

among readers. The textual links to the 3Ps posited by Kern suggest that reading L2 texts 

allows students to make connections between language, meaning, culture, and context. 

This project aims to address the general absence of work with cultural perspectives, 

especially for the beginning classroom, to which students bring a variety of rich 

backgrounds and experiences.  

FL practitioners already understand the value of texts in helping students shape 

their growing ideas about culture and cultural learning, and about the relationship 

between culture and language. But surveys (Chavez, 2002, 2005; Drewelow, 2012) that 

examine students’ point of view on these topics reveal that teachers and students do not 

always agree on what culture is, its place is in cultural learning, and what it means to 

learn about it. This is a particularly difficult area to research because student attitudes are 

nearly impossible to measure, quantify, and analyze. Furthermore, there are as many 

different definitions of culture as there are individuals. Yet it is important for FL 

instructors to understand the expectations and ideologies their students bring into the 

language classroom, and a few studies have attempted to look more deeply into these 

issues. 

Perhaps the most cited research in this area was done by Chavez (2002, 2005) 

among 206 students at all levels in the German program at the University of Wisconsin. 

She points out that culture has traditionally been used as a ‘hook’ to interest students in 

language learning, but that students do not necessarily see culture as the most interesting 
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nor the most useful aspect of FL learning. Many of her survey respondents reported 

believing that culture is at odds with language learning (Chavez, 2002, p. 134) and seeing 

language and culture as mutually exclusive entities. Further, learners’ and teachers’ 

expectations for how to address culture in class differ greatly. Older students and women 

tend to have a more inclusive definition of culture (Chavez, 2005).8 Additionally, 

German majors felt that some topics, such as cultural contact between Germany and other 

countries, should only be part of upper-level study. By contrast, the topics student 

respondents found most suited to beginning instruction were leisure activities, everyday 

living, geography, and the education system. Looking at these results, Chavez notes: “it is 

not the teachability of cultural components which students really question. Rather, it 

seems that learners are not entirely convinced of the appropriateness of teaching a broad 

spectrum of cultural issues in typical language classes” (2005, p. 40; emphasis hers). 

These results point to the need for a more nuanced integration of culture at all levels of 

the curriculum, a change also advocated by others (Berman & Bernhardt, 1999; Maxim, 

2002, 2006; Swaffar & Arens, 2005). Additionally, Chavez’ findings indicate that 

professional discussions on the teaching of culture are not always congruent with 

classroom practices. 

Ten years later, Drewelow (2012) conducted a much smaller study in a class of 22 

students in four beginning French courses. She examined how a first-semester course 

could help shape learners’ perceptions of language and culture as interconnected entities. 
                                                
8 In her brief discussion of this result, Chavez notes that although gender had the most statistically 
significant relationship with inclusion of certain elements in an understanding of culture, it is not often 
considered in curricular decisions, such as selecting course materials.  
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Students participated in three anonymous online 30-minute interviews during the 

semester, while their four instructors were interviewed at the end of the term. Questions 

in all interviews were geared toward finding changes in students’ cultural assumptions as 

a result of instruction. In general, students reported not learning about culture, claiming 

that they had only focused on language, or, when they did learn about culture, had only 

noted focusing on products and practices. Their instructors, however, reported having 

regular conversations with students about practices and perspectives when appropriate 

moments arose in class discussion. One learner struggled with a definition of culture 

throughout the semester, which Drewelow claimed as echoing the narratives of Pavlenko 

and Lantolf (2000), who noted changes in learners’ self-perceptions as they learned an 

L2. Other students tended to have narrow definitions of culture and missed the 

opportunity to see cultural perspectives in one class discussion about a YouTube video of 

a black French rapper in class. The struggling student reported seeing the video as a joke, 

though her teacher attempted to build it into a conversation about cultural and ethnic 

integration in France. In general, Drewelow noted that most of her students had a rather 

narrow definition of culture and defined it as separate from and superfluous to their 

language learning. 

Sometimes students’ perceptions of culture can change through working with a 

particular instructional approach. Schenker (2013) investigated how interested German 

and American students were in learning about their own and the target culture, and what 

effect a 12-week virtual exchange had on that interest. Nineteen third-year L2 German 

students in the United States and 31 German students in an 11th-grade advanced English 
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course participated in the study. Data were collected via surveys, e-mail transcripts, 

videotaped videoconferencing, and U.S. students’ reflective blogs. Both American and 

German students were initially very interested in learning about culture, and this did not 

change significantly during the course of the exchange, as was indicated by both 

quantitative and qualitative data. 18% of students indicated a positive change in their 

attitude toward cultural learning because of the exchange; one student reported a negative 

attitude change. Students also rated the importance of cultural learning in FL instruction 

before and after the exchange. A repeated measures ANOVA indicated that there were no 

statistically significant changes between pre- and post-questionnaires within groups. 

Between groups, however, a significant p value was found (p < 0.05), indicating that the 

American class valued culture more than the German class did. Other studies (Donaldson 

& Kötter, 1999; Schenker, 2012) also found that FL students’ motivation to learn 

language and culture either remained the same or increased during computer-mediated 

exchanges. This suggests that instructional approaches can help maintain or even increase 

students’ motivation to learn about language and culture.  

LITERACY-BASED PEDAGOGY FOR L2 READING 

There are currently several models of literacy-based approaches to language 

learning, and to reading in particular. Many of these models address the role of the text in 

language learning as a way to relieve the bifurcation of language programs into the lower 

and upper divisions, as a way to see language in context, and as a way to access the target 

culture (Allen & Dupuy, 2011; Kern, 2000; Maxim, 2006). Literacy-based pedagogies 
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are not solely text-based, though texts serve as one way to access the target culture. On 

the contrary, such approaches to FL learning look at language learning as rooted in the 

following three aspects: 

1. integrating modalities with one another, especially but not only reading and 

writing, and seeing development in one modality as contributing to the others; 

2. understanding context, and being able to use language appropriately in that 

context to accomplish communicative purposes; and 

3. understanding learning as a social process that happens between and among 

people, and language as a vehicle for that process (Kern, 2000; Kern & 

Schultz, 2005). 

Kern (2000) suggests that, in addition to being a cognitive and social phenomenon, 

literacy is  “a linguistic process that relies not only on knowledge of vocabulary and 

grammar, but also on knowledge of textual organization beyond the sentence level, 

knowledge of genres, and knowledge of conventions of spoken and written language.” 

(Kern, 2000, pp. 37-38). Thus, literacy does not only involve the ability to comprehend a 

text, but also an understanding of which cultural values and perspectives are being 

created and reinforced by that text.  

 Understanding the cultural contexts of texts and other cultural artifacts is central 

to literacy as well, for cultural schemata affect the way that a reader understands and 

recalls text, as discussed above. As Kern (2000, p. 33) notes, “[l]earning context-specific 

uses of reading and writing to accomplish particular purposes is what literacy is all 

about.” Literacy in a foreign language extends beyond the ability to comprehend and 
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produce texts. Rather, literacy development relies on an understanding of why texts are 

the way they are – how history, society, and culture shape them and their authors. 

Literacy-based pedagogies thus by nature foster “an awareness of how acts of reading, 

writing, and conversation mediate and transform meanings, not merely transfer them 

from one individual or group to another” (Kern, 2000, p. 23) as well as “a critical 

awareness of the relationships between texts, and discourse conventions, and social and 

cultural contexts” (Kern, 2000, p. 6).  

Relating to reading in particular, literacy-based pedagogies do not emphasize 

right or wrong answers, but instead encourage evidence-based interpretations of the 

artifacts (whether text or not) that students deal with. In literacy-based approaches, the 

reader is more autonomous and can determine for herself which information is important 

for her understanding of the text.  

Mantero (2006) points out, however, that there are still elements of a text that all 

readers can agree upon – the names of the main characters, where and when a story takes 

place, the events of the plot, the genre. But, he also notes: 

once these basic, textual elements have been agreed upon, we can move from 
discrete questions […] to questions extending beyond the reproduced text and 
assisting in the production of a text as comprehended by the student’s background 
and life experience (e.g. Would the outcome of the story have been different if the 
character had not enrolled in the arm? How? Or Would you like the main 
character to be your mother? Please explain.) It is when we focus on the 
individual’s produced text that we can truly assess language learning and textual 
comprehension. Otherwise we may be testing only the degree of agreement with 
or comprehension of the instructor’s interpretations of the text. (Mantero, 2006, p. 
107) 
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This emphasis on the individual’s understanding of the text results in learners discovering 

the multiple meanings that language can have for different readerships. They begin to 

understand the relationship between language and its contexts, and they discover the 

underlying semiotic codes of the other culture as well (Kern & Schultz, 2005). Finally, 

they learn to value the textual interpretations of themselves and others, and develop 

confidents in their own text-based interpretations, even if they differ from those of their 

instructors or classmates (Hudson, 1998; Swaffar, 1988; Swaffar & Arens, 2005). 

RATIONALE FOR THE STUDY 
AND CONTRIBUTIONS TO THE FIELD 

This chapter has presented empirical research in L2 reading comprehension, with a 

focus on beginning readers. L2 reading is a largely invisible process that is difficult to 

measure, and involves a number of different types of knowledge and abilities, including 

language proficiency, affect, strategic knowledge, cultural knowledge, and background 

knowledge. Because it involves a number of components, it can also differ between 

individuals. Text-based factors (such as text type) also impact an L2 reader’s 

comprehension of a text. Learners’ attitudes toward cultural learning may also play a role 

in whether they even consider reading a possible way of learning about culture. Literacy-

based approaches to reading have been successfully implemented, even at beginning 

levels. 

This dissertation investigates the feasibility of using unaltered texts and structured 

reading assignments in three second-semester L2 German classes of late novice/early 

intermediate learners. Interacting with texts is a crucial part to understanding culture in 
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general as well as the target culture(s) associated with the L2. Given the current state of 

research on L2 reading comprehension and beginning learners’ attitudes toward culture 

and cultural, this project makes three main contributions to the field. 

First, to my knowledge, there are currently no studies that measure in the same 

semester learners’ reading comprehension development as well as changes in their 

attitudes toward culture and cultural learning. In a semester where students read 

unabridged texts and complete structured reading assignments based on those texts, this 

project measures changes in both L2 reading comprehension and attitudes toward cultural 

learning simultaneously. It does not claim that reading unabridged texts is related to 

development in attitudes toward culture or cultural learning; it simply measures them 

during the same time period and suggests reasons that those areas may have changed. 

Attitude changes may not have come from the reading journals directly; they may have 

been a consequence of other parts of the course not addressed in the study. However, the 

way in which students reflected on culture through the reading assignment (as audience 

and text purpose) may have had something to do with the change, even if that relationship 

has yet to be determined. 

Second, no studies have attempted to measure reading comprehension 

development through a structured reading activity. Many studies on L2 reading use a 

recall task administered at one time during the semester, rather than administering a 

number of tasks over the course of several months. Furthermore, one of the advantages of 

the reading journal task developed for this project is its ability to measure learners’ low- 
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and high-level processing abilities over time, without using comprehension questions that 

implicitly tell students which information they were expected to glean from the texts. 

 Third, this study measures and compares learners’ comprehension of different 

macro-genres, both narrative and expository. Many of the studies above tend to focus on 

a one-time measurement of how students comprehend one macro-genre or the other, but a 

measurement of students’ comprehension of both types of text over time can shed more 

light on how and at which level beginning learners comprehend each type of text. 

As discussed in Chapter 1, reading is approached differently at the beginning and 

intermediate and advanced levels, with varying outcomes (language comprehension vs. 

textual analysis). Beginning textbooks tend to provide linguistically simple texts followed 

by comprehension questions, while intermediate and advanced ones tend to use less 

modified or completely unmodified texts and include more analytical questions. 

Additionally, few textbooks ask students to explicitly compare the topic treatment of FL 

texts. Thus, beginning students miss the chance to analyze texts as students at higher 

levels do, even though research has shown that L2 proficiency is not the sole determiner 

of how well a student will comprehend an L2 text. To bridge these distinctive approaches 

to reading, a reading journal assignment was developed that allows students to read the 

same types of texts they could encounter in upper-level instruction and in the target 

culture. This structured, holistic, student-centered assignment allows students to 

determine what they see as important information and measures both lower- and upper-

level reading comprehension processes. The next chapter describes this assignment in 

more detail as well as the remaining study protocol and methods for data analysis.  
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

INTRODUCTION 

To examine learners’ reading development and their perceptions of cultural 

learning as they read unabridged L2 texts, a semester-long study was conducted in fall 

2012 for 15 weeks in three sections of a second-semester L2 German course. The current 

chapter provides an account of the instructional context, participants, data collection 

procedures, study instruments, and data analysis procedures used in this study.  

INSTRUCTIONAL CONTEXT 

Following IRB approval9 and a pilot study in summer 2012, the current study took 

place in fall 2012 in three sections of second-semester German (GER 507)10 at a large 

research university in the southwestern United States. Students enrolled in this course had 

earned a C grade or better in the first-semester course (GER 506), which was also five 

credits; completed the equivalent at another institution; or passed a placement exam. At 

the time, GER 507 covered chapters 6 through 11 in the course textbook Deutsch: Na, 

klar! (Di Donato, Clyde, & Vansant, 2011). Each first-year course devoted approximately 

two weeks (10 contact hours) to each chapter.  

                                                
9 The Institutional Review Board at the University of Texas at Austin approved this study in June 2012 
under study number 2012-04-0022. One amendment to include an online follow-up questionnaire for 
instructors was approved in June 2013, and another was approved in April 2014 to add a rater rubric and 
conduct interrater reliability testing using student reading journals. 
10 The study was conducted in a fourth section of this second-semester German course, but with a modified 
method for text selection. Instead of reading texts selected for them, students in this fourth group selected 
their own readings based on their academic and/or extracurricular interests. In order to control for the 
instructional treatment, that group was ultimately not included in the present analysis.  
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The lower-division German program at this university is divided into three 

semesters: two semester-long beginning courses and a third course that combines the 

third and fourth semesters of language instruction into one intensive semester. The first-

year curriculum (Beginning German I and II) draws on the established Communicative 

Language Teaching approach (Breen & Candlin, 1980; Canale & Swain, 1983), which 

emphasizes the development of students’ communicative competence (Hymes, 1971) 

across all modalities, and aims to further prepare learners who wish either to use the 

language in upper-level coursework or in everyday situations while studying abroad 

(Urlaub & Uelzmann, 2013). The second-year course aims to develop learners’ “critical 

literacy competencies” (Urlaub & Uelzmann, 2013, p. 25) as they prepare for upper-

division coursework that involves advanced work with literary texts and cultural artifacts. 

Given this explicit literacy focus at the intermediate level, the current study aims to 

prepare learners for engaging in further study of the German language and German-

speaking cultures through reading texts in the target language. 

A look at the textbooks used in the first- and second-year German courses reveals 

different approaches to reading. In the first-year textbook, one longer, glossed German-

language text is located at the end of the chapter and followed by pre-, during-, and post-

reading activities that test students’ text comprehension through basic content-oriented 

questions and encourage them to personalize the text’s topic. In contrast, the intermediate 

textbook includes several texts per chapter, with activities that gauge students’ reading 

comprehension and use texts as a springboard for multi-modal discussions about social 

and cultural issues, politics, and history. The stark contrast between these approaches to 
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reading can cause difficulty for L2 students who transition to the second-year course, 

which served as a local motivation for this study.  

COURSE INSTRUCTORS 
Three instructors for each of the three sections of GER 507—Timothy, Peter, and 

Lauren11—participated in the study. All were graduate students employed as Assistant 

Instructors (AIs)12 by the university and carried a typical full-time graduate course load 

of 9 hours outside of their teaching responsibilities. All instructors had passed the 

German proficiency exam required by the department and had received formal training in 

FL teaching that included a pre-semester orientation led by the German lower-division 

coordinator and a required semester-long graduate-level course on language teaching 

methods. This course provides instructors in Germanic Studies with a theoretical 

foundation in language teaching, as well as opportunities to apply theory to classroom 

practices in lesson planning and materials development.  

The amount of teaching experience varied between instructors. Timothy had 

taught German for five semesters in the lower-division program at the university, Peter 

brought with him two years of teaching experience in beginning and intermediate 

German courses from another institution, and Lauren had taught first-semester German 

and been the assistant in an undergraduate German Play course at the university.  

The guided reading journal (RJ) task was a new assignment in GER 507 that 

asked students to read two texts, then compare those texts’ treatment of audience and 
                                                
11 Pseudonyms are used to protect the anonymity of all participants, including teachers and students. 
12 All instructors were PhD students at the time of the study.  
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topic using textual evidence. Prior to and during the beginning of the semester, 

instructors received training from the researcher on using and assessing the RJs. To 

support the instructors as they became familiar with the RJs, the researcher was readily 

available to answer instructors’ questions and address concerns related to implementing 

and grading the RJs. Additionally, regular meetings between the researcher and the 

German 507 instructors allowed everyone to give prompt feedback on the reading 

journals and on related materials.13  

BEGINNING L2 GERMAN LEARNERS 
Students enrolled in Beginning German II during fall 2012 were between 18 and 

23 years old and came from undergraduate degree programs in a wide range of fields, 

from the natural sciences to the fine arts to the humanities. All study participants were 

full-time undergraduate students between their second and fifth year of study. None were 

first-year students, 19 (33.9%) were sophomores, 20 (35.7%) were juniors, 13 (23.2%) 

were seniors, two (4.6%) were second-year seniors, and two students did not report their 

year of study. The mean number of academic credit hours students reported was 14.25, 

with a minimum of eight hours and a maximum of 19 hours. Additionally, students 

reported working between zero and 40 hours a week (M = 9.79). Forty-five students 

                                                
13 This study would not have been feasible without the support of the lower-division program coordinator. 
As in all classroom studies where new materials are implemented, it is always possible that some students 
will benefit more than others and that materials will not work as planned. But the lower-division 
coordinator was very supportive, offering feedback and allowing the implementation of these materials in 
the summer pilot study and the larger fall-semester study. This project would not have happened without 
his support, expertise, enthusiasm, and flexibility. 
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(80.6%) reported taking GER 506, the previous course in the sequence at the university, 

while 11 (19.6%) had taken the equivalent at another institution. 

Students in most degree tracks at this university are required to fulfill a two-year 

FL requirement for their major. On a pre-study questionnaire (PreQ) administered at the 

start of the semester, 44 students (n = 56) enrolled in the course rated fulfilling the 

language requirement as a major course objective as “important” or “very important.:” 

Seven students (12.5%) rated earning a German major as “very important” on the PreQ, 

and ten (17.9%) rated it “somewhat important.” As these numbers suggest, it is not 

uncommon to meet German majors and minors in the first-year courses. 

SYLLABUS FOR BEGINNING GERMAN II (GER 507) 
GER 507 met for five hours per week: fifty minutes on Monday and Wednesday 

and seventy-five minutes on Tuesday and Thursday. The course focused on developing 

students’ ability to use the German language and draw on cultural knowledge to 

communicate with each other and with proficient speakers. To provide a benchmark for 

learners’ vocabulary learning, students took one vocabulary quiz, written for them by 

their instructor, per chapter. The course included three chapter exams that addressed two 

chapters each. Students also engaged in regular homework assignments using the online 

workbook and other tasks given to them by their instructors. To be successful language 

learners, students were urged to devote at least two hours studying outside of class for 

each instructional hour.  

 The implementation of the reading journals was planned so as not to disrupt the 

course pace and sequencing, and is outlined in the timeline below in Table 1: 
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Table 1: Study Timeline, Fall 2012 
 
Week # 

 
Task 

 
Task details 

Week 0: 
Orientation 
(August 28) 

Introduction to study 
for GER 507 
instructors 

• Researcher meets with all German 507 instructors to 
briefly review timeline and study objectives, grading 
rubrics, data collection procedures, and observations. 

Weeks 2 and 3 
(September 6 & 
10) 

Introduction to study 
for students 

• Researcher visits each class to introduce reading 
journals, discuss grading rubric, and compose sample 
reading journal with students. Researcher also 
administers and collects PreQ (15-20 minutes). 

Explanation of 
assessment procedures 
for instructors 

• Researcher holds a meeting to achieve consensus among 
instructors for grading of reading journals, using rubric 
and pilot data. 

Week 4 
(September 20) 

Reading Journal 1 
(RJ1) 

• Instructors hold in-class discussion day for RJ1, led by 
individual instructors. Researcher observes. 

• Students turn in RJ1 at end of lesson. 
• Researcher copies all reading journals before and after 

they have been graded by instructors.  
Week 12 
(November 15) 

Reading Journal 2 
(RJ2) 

• In-class discussion for RJ2, led by individual instructors. 
Researcher observes. 

• Students turn in RJ2 at the end of the lesson. 
• Researcher copies all reading journals before and after 

they have been graded by instructors. 
Week 14 
(November 29) 

Reading Journal 3 
(RJ3) 

• In-class discussion for RJ3, led by individual instructors. 
Researcher observes. 

• Students turn in RJ3 at the end of the lesson. 
• Researcher copies all reading journals before and after 

they have been graded by instructors. 
Week 15 
(December 3) 

Post-study 
questionnaire (PostQ) 
and signed consent 

• Researcher administers PostQ in class (15-20 minutes). 
• Researcher explains study to students. 
• To avoid coercion, someone other than researcher or 

instructor collects signed consent forms. 
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READING JOURNAL 

THE PRÉCIS: A GUIDED READING TASK 
The reading journal for the current study is based on Swaffar & Arens’s (2005) 

précis, a task that encourages evidence-based reading. In the précis, learners read one text 

and then complete several tasks based on their reading. First, they search for words and 

phrases in that text that identify its genre and topic. They then find patterns in the text’s 

presentation of information, such as pros and cons or problems and solutions, and 

organize quotations from the text in a matrix representing the author’s rhetorical logic. In 

the final section, students analyze a text’s implications for its audience and for their own 

topic knowledge.  

The précis task shares many features of learner-centered approaches to instruction 

(Cullen, Harris, & Hill, 2012; Weimer, 2002; Wiggins & McTighe, 2005). It asks 

learners to find what they see as a text’s main point and to document it with evidence 

from the text. The resulting fit or misfit between student perceptions and textual language 

reflects differences in reading comprehension, as no one correct answer is presupposed 

(Kern & Schultz, 2005). As a writing task and a means for providing evidence for reading 

comprehension, the précis encourages learners to use top-down as well as bottom-up 

strategies (see discussion in Chapter 2).  

READING JOURNAL TASK DESIGN  
For the current study, Swaffar & Arens’s (2005) précis was adapted to allow for 

comparison between texts, resulting in a reading journal task that was based on paired 
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readings. The themes of each pair of texts correspond with three of the six textbook 

chapters in the course. Spiraling in nature (Shook, 1996), the reading journal covers the 

same material at various levels of cognitive ability, moving from a focus on individual 

words to a global statement about each text, and finally to a comparative analysis of both 

texts that is based on relevant textual evidence.  

 The reading journal used in this study shares some important characteristics with 

other similarly named assignments from recent literature. Lee (2012) and Lyutaya (2011) 

used free-response reading journals to help intermediate L2 English students engage with 

texts independently, asking them to describe a character, make predictions about a text, or 

record their personal reaction to an event mentioned in the reading. In a more structured 

assignment, Redmann (2005) used reading journals to help L2 learners better prepare for 

class discussion through tasks that asked students to activate background knowledge, 

summarize a text, identify key word/phrases in a text, record questions for discussion, 

reflect on the reading process, and critically respond to the text. Although Lyutaya, Lee, 

and Redmann’s reading journals vary in structure, they share key features of 

documenting reading comprehension, typically through plot summary or character 

description, and asking students to reflect on L2 texts.  

The journal in this study differs from previous ones in significant ways. First, it 

asks students to compare two texts instead of focusing on just one. The reading journal in 

this project also asks students to write a brief text-based analysis that compares and 

contrasts two texts and their readerships. Furthermore, students consider specifically how 



 

 
 

64 

texts treat a topic. Unlike the journals discussed above, it does not provide a free format, 

potentially daunting for beginning students, in which learners can record their personal 

reactions to a text. Finally, in the reading journal, learners use textual evidence to support 

their claims about L2 texts. By using a more explicitly text-based approach, the present 

assignment supports students in learning to read for main idea and relevant textual details 

at an early level, as well as in learning to analyze a text’s implications for its audience.  

 In line with the study’s objective to document students’ reading development, the 

reading journal task was chosen to accomplish three learning objectives for students (see 

Appendix D for the reading journal task used for all three reading journals). Through the 

task, learners would: 

1. Use key words and phrases to trace the development of particular ideas or 

elaborations that suggest a text’s point of view and main topical message; 

2. Analyze and articulate a text’s implications, i.e., how a text packages its message, 

its intended reader or audience; its genre (e.g., story or anecdote, opinion piece, 

factual description); or rhetorical features; and; 

3. Develop their own point of view with regard to how these texts treat the same 

topic and who might read them (e.g., German-speaking people as a whole, a 

particular ethnic or socioeconomic group within or outside Germany, relative 

strangers or people the writer identifies with).  

These objectives served as the foundation for developing the reading journal—a 

comparative, guided reading task designed to help students think about ways in which 
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texts are related and to help them reflect in a structured way on German culture as a non-

monolithic entity. By comparing texts in this task, students see that cultures can reflect a 

number of different and often contradictory voices.  

The reading journal task consisted of five different sections that progressed from 

summary to textual analysis, as outlined in the reading journal task in Appendix D. Those 

sections are as follows: 

1. Key words and phrases: Students identify 5-10 key words or phrases essential to 

their understanding of each text and provide English translations for each. 

2. Main idea: Students summarize each text’s main idea in one concise sentence.  

3. Logic: Students implicitly (and sometimes explicitly) identify the genre of each 

text and its rhetorical devices. 

4. Text matrix: In a table14, students note phrases or sentences in each text that 

relate to certain themes. The formats for Reading Journal 1 (RJ1) and Reading 

Journal 2 (RJ2) included pre-selected themes as scaffolding; for Reading Journal 

3 (RJ3), students selected their own themes. They were encouraged to avoid fact-

oriented headings such as dates and important people, as these categories were 

thought to not provide a rich enough foundation for later comparative cultural 

analysis.  

                                                
14 Silberstein (1994) has suggested that using tables and charts to organize textual meaning is useful in the 
early stages of language learning when students may feel overwhelmed when working with longer texts. 
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5. Implications: Students identify the audience and purpose of each text and use the 

examples they cited in their matrix to support an argument about differences in 

topic treatment, register, and delivery between the texts. Students also 

hypothesize why these texts were similar or different in their treatment of a 

particular topic.  

Students’ responses to the main idea (part 2 above), text matrix (part 4), and 

implications sections (part 5) are used for the data analysis to examine the development 

in their ability to read for low- and high-level reading comprehension. To limit the scope 

of the project, key words (part 1)15 and logic (part 3)16 are excluded from the analysis. 

The analysis also examines students’ ability to use textual evidence to compare the two 

texts’ readerships and those texts’ approaches to a particular topic.  

READING JOURNAL TEXT SELECTION 
The learning objectives described above motivated text selection for the reading 

journals. While students at this level typically read texts of 300-400 words, the texts for 

the reading journals in the study needed to be long enough for students to read for both a 

main idea and supporting details. With this in mind, the length requirement was set at 

                                                
15 The key words and phrases students included in their journals may be revealing in terms of their L2 
development, but because that was not a primary focus of this study, that section of the reading journal was 
excluded from the analysis. However, future studies could examine how the nature of the key words and 
phrases changed over time in students’ journals—for example, whether key words tended to be central to 
the text’s main idea, where they appeared in the text (in the title or near the beginning/end of the text), or 
whether the key words/phrases students selected tended to be individual words versus entire phrases.  
16 The goal of the logic section was for students to identify the rhetorical devices that the author used to 
convey a message. However, the work students produced for logic varied widely, as did their understanding 
of and ability to identify rhetorical devices as they relate to genre. For this reason, the logic task was 
eliminated from a revised RJ assignment used the semester following this dissertation study.  
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750-1,000 words. Additionally, the themes of each text pair had to be related to those in 

the course textbook, so that learning relevant vocabulary could be augmented through 

reading. Finally, given the critical role of cultural and background knowledge in L2 

reading comprehension, texts were selected based on the likelihood that students would 

have some related knowledge to draw on during the reading process.  

One text in each set was extracted from J.K. Rowling’s young adult novel Harry 

Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone (hereafter, HP). The novel is popular among both 

children and adults in the United States and Germany and is part of a seven-book series 

that has enjoyed widespread popularity since its release in 1997 (“Alle lesen Harry,” 

2002; Dargis & Scott, 2011; “Harry Potter und das Lieblingsbuch der Deutschen,” 2002; 

Staff, 2013) . Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone, the first book in the series, tells the 

story of Harry Potter, a ten-year-old boy whose parents were killed by the evil Lord 

Voldemort shortly after his birth. He now lives with his Aunt and Uncle Dursley who 

resent being in charge of his care and banish him to live in a cabinet under the stairs. 

Unbeknownst to him or the Dursleys, Harry’s survival has made him a hero in the 

magical world. On his eleventh birthday, he is invited to attend Hogwarts School of 

Witchcraft and Wizardry. While on the train to Hogwarts, Harry befriends Ron and 

Hermione, two fellow first-year students who become his ‘partners in crime’ throughout 

the series. Once at Hogwarts, Harry learns how to play Quidditch, a magical sport at 

which Harry turns out to be quite good. Harry, Ron, and Hermione soon discover that 
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Voldemort is on a mission to kill Harry, and they spend the rest of the novel (and series) 

on a number of near-death adventures attempting to defeat Voldemort’s evil powers. 

The novel Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone was selected for several reasons: 

(a) its large number of words and phrases targeted in the course aligns well with students’ 

vocabulary learning; (b) it contains topically relevant passages that correspond with 

chapters in the first-year textbook on sports, travel, and careers; and (c) students were 

likely to be familiar with the novel either from reading it or from seeing its film 

adaptation. As one of the objectives of the reading journal assignment was for students to 

draw cultural comparisons, the culture created in Harry Potter could be compared with 

students’ own cultures and with German culture in the RJ assignment. The second text 

was chosen based on its thematic pairing with the HP excerpt. To provide students with 

the opportunity to identify differences in register, voice, and audience, this second text 

was to represent a genre other than narrative fiction. Reading different text types, it was 

posited, would encourage students to analyze differences in the texts’ topic treatment and 

organization, two aspects that can differ depending upon a text’s genre and register 

(Martin & Rose, 2008).17  

While it may be argued that students’ exposure to German culture is limited in 

reading a translated work, such a text is nevertheless intended for an audience of 

proficient speakers who have extensive experience with both the language and culture. 

                                                
17 Martin (2009) and Arens (2008) have both suggested the usefulness of teaching and learning culture 
through reading a range of genres in the target culture, and Kearney (2010) has advocated for the teaching 
of culture through narratives, which she argues is a nearly universal concept.  
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For this reason, classroom discussions often addressed semantic differences between the 

American18 and German versions of the HP excerpt, both of which were provided to 

students for each reading journal. These discussions aimed to raise students’ awareness of 

what happens to a text when it is translated for a different audience (Kelly & Zetzsche, 

2012; Munday, 2012). Thus, in terms of aiding students’ reading comprehension and 

motivating them to read a linguistically challenging text in the L2, the benefits of using 

HP outweigh any disadvantages that may come with using a translated text.  

The second text for each journal was topically related to the excerpt chosen from 

HP and the vocabulary theme of the corresponding chapter from the textbook. Texts were 

located that shared common vocabulary and themes with those presented in HP and 

students were to keep these topics (i.e., the matrix themes) in mind while reading. Below 

in Table 2 are descriptions of the texts selected for each reading journal; the texts 

themselves can be found in Appendices J, K, and L:  

                                                
18 The term American is used here rather than British or English, because Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s 
Stone was adapted from British English to American English. Gleick (2000) notes three primary 
differences: (1) spelling (e.g., flavour to flavor), (2) vocabulary (e.g., sellotaped to taped), and (3) objects 
or experiences considered distinctly English changed to something American (e.g., altering Harry’s 
breakfast of crumpets to one with an English muffin).  
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Table 2: Text Selection for RJ1, RJ2, and RJ3 

RJ  HP excerpt Supplementary text 
1 Oliver Wood, captain of the Quidditch 

team, teaches Harry Potter the rules of 
Quidditch and gives him an idea of what it 
is like to play an actual game.  
(From the chapter “Halloween,” pp. 180-
189 of German version) 

Interview with Bianca Bertulat, a martial 
arts champion in Germany who discusses 
how she got into the sport and her 
experience as a star athlete.  
(Published on sportsfrauen.de in 2012) 

2 Harry Potter attempts to find platform 9 ¾ 
at King’s Cross Station in London and 
meets two new friends on the train.  
(From the chapter “Abreise von Gleis 
9¾”/“Journey from Platform 9¾”, pp. 99-
111 of German version) 

Customer review of an experience with 
Deutsche Bahn that criticizes time spent at 
the train station and on the train.  
(Published on dooyoo.de, a German 
consumer review website, in 2012) 

3 Hagrid, the Hogwarts groundskeeper, 
arrives at the Dursleys’ house to bring 
Harry a letter from Hogwarts inviting him 
to attend school. Harry finds out from 
Hagrid that he is a hero in the wizarding 
world. 
(From the chapter Der Hüter der 
Schlüssel/Keeper of the Keys, pp. 54-63 of 
German version) 

A review of Angelika Steffen’s Schule—
und dann?, a book targeted at parents who 
wish to help their children choose their 
career paths.  
(Published in FOCUS Online, the online 
version of a popular German news 
magazine, in 2012) 

 

Sample reading journals were created for each set of texts so that teachers could use them 

for their own reference when grading. 

READING JOURNAL RUBRIC FOR INSTRUCTORS: DESIGN PRINCIPLES 
Rubrics are a common means of holistic assessment in FL classes and a way for 

instructors to provide timely, consistent feedback on students’ work (Stevens & Levi, 

2005). The rubric designed for instructors’ use (hereafter, the instructor rubric or teacher 

rubric) was based on a tool used by Professors Janet Swaffar and Katie Arens in a data-

tracking initiative for reading assessment in upper-level courses. The rubric was divided 

into two main parts: Task Fulfillment and Précis Criteria. The three Task Fulfillment 

items, i.e., inclusion of titles for each text, language use, and inclusion of keywords, were 
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each worth one point. In the Précis Criteria category, students received separate scores 

for each part of the reading journal, i.e., one score per text for main idea, logic, and 

matrix, and one score for audience identification and textual comparison. Each item was 

rated on a scale from 0 to 3, with 3 representing exemplary work. The instructor rubric 

outlines students’ performance at each level of grading (Stevens & Levi, 2005) and can 

be found in Appendix F. 

READING JOURNAL INSTRUCTION FOR STUDENTS 
This section outlines the instruction that the three GER 507 classes received 

before embarking on independent work with the reading journals. Day 1 of the instruction 

began with a discussion of general reading strategies to raise student awareness of how 

L1 reading strategies could be used in approaching L2 texts (Jiang, 2011; Shook, 1997).  

Next, students spent ten minutes scanning two articles on the economic 

recession—one from CNN.com and one from Süddeutsche Zeitung Online (Appendix B). 

They skimmed for relevant information, then located keywords they considered 

important for their understanding of the article and added these to the appropriate 

sections of their sample reading journal worksheet (see Appendix B).  

After they identified key words and phrases, students worked in pairs to write the 

main idea of each text and locate quotations from each article that addressed the themes 

outlined on the worksheet (e.g., effects of the recession and saving habits) and then 

shared their work in a group discussion guided by the researcher. Students were then 

asked to record preliminary thoughts for the implications section focusing on two key 
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points: (1) the intended audience of each text, and what its reaction might be; and (2) how 

the texts’ messages about the effects of the recession and saving habits of the groups in 

question compared with each other. The final ten minutes were spent discussing the 

reading journal task sheet and rubric.  

In preparation for the next class period (Day 2), students read an excerpt from HP 

in which the narrator explains the rules of conduct at Hogwarts, and an article from the 

German newspaper DIE ZEIT about a school in Berlin with a reputation for strict 

implementation of school rules (for this text, see Appendix C). For homework, students 

were to complete a sample reading journal (see Appendix C) and bring the assignment to 

class to discuss with their peers.  

Day 2 of the instruction followed the same lesson plan as day 1. Students first 

briefly discussed reading strategies. They then shared their main idea statements with a 

partner and with the larger class. Next, they compared the quotations they had found for 

their matrices in pair work, where they were encouraged to discuss how textual evidence 

supported their comparisons of the texts and their understanding of potential readerships. 

Several students volunteered to show their matrices and discuss their implications section 

with the class using the document camera. During the last 15 minutes of the lesson, 

students took the PreQ (Appendix E). 

READING JOURNAL TRAINING FOR INSTRUCTORS 
Prior to the student instruction outlined in the previous section, the three 

instructors met with the researcher for one hour to discuss the objectives of the reading 
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journal task and review the lesson plans for the reading journal introduction days and in-

class discussions. Following the two in-class reading journal introduction days in weeks 2 

and 3 as described in the previous section, the instructor group met a second time to 

assess anonymized reading journals collected during the pilot study and achieve 

consensus in grading with the instructor rubric. This meeting helped establish instrument 

reliability (Mackey & Gass, 2005; Perry, 2011) and ensured that all instructors were 

using the rubric in the same general way. During the semester, instructors used this rubric 

(Appendix F) to grade their own students’ reading journals.  

IN-CLASS READING JOURNAL DISCUSSION DAYS 
Reading journals were integrated into the course to encourage students to view 

them as tools for language learning rather than as ancillary assignments (Redmann, 

2005). Thus, the in-class discussion days (see Appendix G for lesson plan) were led by 

students’ instructors and observed by the researcher. For each of these three class periods 

(one for each journal), students shared their textual interpretations with their peers. 

Instructors conducted the lesson primarily in German, but students used English if they 

felt they could not express an idea in German. In their pair-work and interactions with 

their instructor, most students used English. During the in-class reading journal days, 

teachers encouraged a discussion between all learners that was in both German and 

English.  

After a brief discussion of reading strategies, the instructor asked students to 

organize their key words and phrases into three main categories on the board: wer/was 
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[who/what, i.e., the main characters or primary subject(s)], wo [where, i.e., the setting(s)], 

and wie [how, i.e., the manner in which things were done]. In pairs, students selected two 

or three words to add to the categories on the board. Then, the instructor asked students to 

use those keywords to form the main idea in German. Next, students watched the 

corresponding excerpt from the film Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone. Teachers 

played the film clip without sound while students used relevant vocabulary to describe 

what they saw.  

During the remainder of the lesson, students compared their matrices and their 

implications paragraphs and were guided to use textual evidence to support their 

arguments. Using a document camera, several learners shared their reading journals with 

the class, and students who had included different quotations or who had come to 

different conclusions in the implications section offered alternative interpretations. Led 

by the instructor, discussions of the implications section often touched upon the impact of 

students’ own culture on their understanding of the texts and of those texts’ audiences.  

PILOT STUDY IN SUMMER 2012  
AND CHANGES MADE TO THE FALL 2012 STUDY 

 To anticipate possible issues during the official fall 2012 study and to test the 

validity of the questionnaires and reading journal materials, a pilot study was conducted 

in summer 2012 at the same university in an intensive version of German 507, which met 

for three hours per day, five days per week. The pilot study took place in conditions 

similar to those in the semester-long study (Glesne & Peshkin, 1992). In the pilot study, 
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students completed two journals on their own as homework. To measure the effectiveness 

of the reading journals and the questionnaires, feedback from the instructor and students 

was solicited orally after the post-study questionnaire was administered. Student reading 

journals and questionnaire responses were also examined to see whether materials needed 

to be altered.  

Changes to the materials included cosmetic changes and clarification of the 

wording in the reading journal rubric, task sheet, and questionnaires. At the 

encouragement of the instructor and students during one of the researcher’s classroom 

visits, examples and further explanation were added to the task sheet to help students 

better conceptualize the reading journals. To further address this issue, during the fall 

study, a Microsoft Word template was created into which students could type their 

reading journals. This resulted in cleaner-looking assignments that were easier to assess.  

 Though few changes were made to the reading journal task itself, the number of 

journals students completed differed between the two studies. Because the summer 

course was shorter than a normal semester and did not include Chapter 11 in the 

textbook, the third journal (RJ3) could not be piloted during the summer. Additionally, 

students in the summer study wrote their implications section for RJ2 in German, but due 

to the students’ limited abilities to express abstract ideas in German, those journals were 

difficult to comprehend and analyze, a point communicated by the instructors and 

observed by the researcher. As a consequence, in the fall 2012 study, all reading journals 
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(except quotations that students extracted from the reading passages and included in the 

matrix) were written in English.19 

 Another change was the addition of a sample journal for students to complete at 

home after the in-class introduction of the reading journals. Students in the pilot study 

suggested on the post-study questionnaire (PostQ) that trying the assignment on their own 

before receiving a grade for RJ1 would have aided them significantly in understanding 

what was expected of them. Thus, in the fall, a second reading journal tutorial day was 

added, in which students brought reading journals they had completed on their own based 

on one HP excerpt and an article from the German newspaper DIE ZEIT. The theme of 

this journal was Bildung [education]. It was hoped that in the larger study, offering 

students a sample journal would help them practice the assignment in a low-pressure 

environment and give them a chance to ask questions in class before completing RJ1 on 

their own the following week.  

STUDY INSTRUMENTS AND METHODS OF DATA COLLECTION 

Data were collected via different methods, including questionnaires, student 

reading journals, and teacher and rater rubrics. The instruments, each discussed in more 

detail below, were chosen to elicit direct and indirect evidence about changes in students’ 

reading comprehension (both sentence-level and global) and their attitudes toward 

cultural learning over time. 
                                                
19 For more on the use of the L1 in the FL classroom, see Levine (2012), who argues that students’ first 
language can be a valuable tool for enhancing language learning, especially when students and instructors 
work together to establish guidelines for codeswitching between the L1 and L2.  
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PRE-STUDY QUESTIONNAIRE (PREQ) 
Questionnaires are useful for collecting information on non-observable 

phenomena, such as attitudes and motivation (Seliger & Shohamy, 1989) and for 

gathering a large amount of information in a reasonable amount of time (Dörnyei, 2007). 

In this study, two questionnaires were administered: one in week 3, after the introduction 

of the reading journals, and one in week 15, after all reading journals had been collected. 

The PreQ (Appendix E)20 contained both quantitative (scalar) and qualitative (open-

ended) items. Quantitative items measured students’ attitudes toward reading and cultural 

learning and their previous experience with the HP films and novels, while qualitative 

items asked students to describe how one learns culture, why they were motivated to take 

German, what they enjoyed most about German if they had taken it before, and what they 

wanted to learn about in GER 507.  

POST-STUDY QUESTIONNAIRE (POSTQ) 
One week after teachers had collected all reading journals in December 2012, the 

post-study questionnaire (PostQ, see Appendix M) was distributed to all students in class. 

The survey elicited students’ perspectives on whether and how the reading journals 

impacted their individual language learning. Certain items, such as those about culture 

and cultural learning, appeared on both pre- and post-treatment questionnaires to measure 

                                                
20 The items on the first page of the PreQ, especially those eliciting demographic information from 
students, were adapted from a beginning-of-semester survey developed by Cori Crane for use in the basic 
language program at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign.  
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changes in students’ attitude toward culture as a part of FL learning, as well their 

priorities for language learning.  

Similar to the PreQ, the PostQ elicited quantitative and qualitative feedback on 

the reading journals.21 The PostQ also attempted to find out whether reading became 

easier over the course of the semester, whether students felt that working with FL texts 

impacted their language learning, and whether the reading journals were similar to 

assignments students had done in other FL courses.  

INDEPENDENT RATER RUBRIC 
For the purposes of this study, a separate analysis of the reading journals took 

place after the end of the semester using a rubric designed to examine aspects of students’ 

literacy development, including both comprehension of textual language as well as 

analysis of its content and context (Table 3). The rubric assessed students’ use of textual 

evidence to support claims they made about the texts, whether students appropriately 

identified the texts’ audience, and how well students were able to draw logical 

similarities between HP and the paired text they had read.   

                                                
21 Because the journals were new to the course and designed for long-term implementation in the lower-
division German program, PostQ feedback was also used to improve the journals for future semesters.  
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Table 3: Independent Rater Rubric 

 

The independent rater rubric, simpler than the original instructor rubric, was developed to 

analyze the implications section of student journals and to operationalize students’ use of 

textual evidence in supporting their argument, identification of audience, and quality of 

comparison between the texts. For each of these three categories, students could receive 

between 0 and 3 points, with 3 points representing outstanding work.  

Interrater reliability testing was conducted on the rater rubric. Five raters were 

selected to participate in the testing based on their familiarity with the lower-division 

 Use of textual evidence 
(richness of discussion) 
 

Identification of audience 
and their reaction  

Comparison/contrasting of 
texts 

3 pts.  Several relevant textual 
examples used to support 
claims about texts; translations 
of quotations in matrix are 
acceptable. 
 

Explicitly identifies audience; 
accurately refers to 
cultural/social groups, if 
relevant. 

Draws several logical 
similarities and differences 
between texts, and accurately 
identifies the reasons behind 
them. 

2 pts. Some relevant textual 
examples used to support 
claims about texts; translations 
of quotations in matrix are 
acceptable. 
 

Explicitly identifies audience 
for at least one text or 
implicitly for both; may refer 
to cultural/social groups, if 
relevant. 

Draws some logical 
similarities and differences 
between texts, and accurately 
identifies the reasons behind 
them. 

1 pt. Few examples provided, or 
examples used do not reflect 
texts’ handling of topic; 
quotations from matrix may be 
incorrectly translated. 
 

Implicitly identifies audience, 
or identifies incorrect 
audience for one text; does not 
refer to cultural/social groups, 
or does so inaccurately. 

Draws few logical similarities 
and differences between texts, 
and/or inaccurately identifies 
reasons behind them. 

0 pts. No examples are used to 
support claims about texts’ 
handling of topic. 

Does not identify audience, or 
audience identified is vague; 
does not refer to 
cultural/social groups or does 
so inaccurately. 
 

Draws no logical similarities 
and differences between texts, 
and does not hypothesize 
reasons for them. 
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program; all were instructors with various amounts of teaching experience in the 

program. The raters were unfamiliar with the reading journals and had never taught GER 

507 with the current textbook, and did not know the order in which the reading journal 

themes appeared in the course. The researcher also participated in the testing. 

Prior to assessing the student work, all six raters met to discuss the reading journal 

assignment and the rubric. Raters were asked to grade only the implications section of the 

reading journal, in which students were to compare the texts and identify the target 

audience, although they were allowed to scan the rest of the journal to see how students 

arrived at their conclusions. The three rubric categories—textual evidence, audience 

identification, and comparison—were explained to the raters, and student work for each 

level of each category was examined so that raters had an idea of what type of response 

fell into each one. Then, the entire group graded two reading journals together and 

discussed their scores for each category in an attempt to reach consensus. Raters were 

asked not to discuss their assigned journals with each other and were not told in which 

order students wrote the reading journals. The meeting agenda can be found in Appendix 

N. 

Including the researcher, six independent raters total scored 168 reading journals–

three journals per each of the 56 students in the study. Each rater graded the same 10% of 

the journal population to ensure that an adequate percentage of the sample could be used 

for calculating interrater reliability, with the remaining 90% of the journals divided 

evenly among the six raters. All raters’ scores (both total scores and ratings in individual 
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categories) were standardized so that each score reflected its distance from the rater’s 

mean. This method of standardizing scores takes into account rater variability and, rather 

than emphasizing the raw scores, considers whether each rater was consistent in 

assigning their highest or lowest scores to the same students as other raters.  

To determine interrater reliability, Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was calculated 

separately for each reading journal. According to the standards defined by Dörnyei 

(2007), the analysis showed high reliability for RJ1 (α = .967) and RJ3 (α = .938), 

meaning that rater training and the scale outlined on the rubric were sufficient. RJ2, 

however, showed only moderate reliability among all six raters (α = .525). Further 

investigation into individual raters’ scores showed that the Cronbach’s alpha would be 

improved if Rater 5’s rating were excluded (Table 4), increasing the alpha to a moderate 

level (α = 0.722). Because this rater’s total RJ2 score was an outlier, all of Rater 5’s 

scores were excluded in calculations for the RJ2 textual analysis, audience identification, 

and comparison averages for the 10% sample. One possible explanation for Rater 5’s 

outlying scores may be that RJ2 was the first assignment graded by all raters, and thus 

more likely to be the one where scores differed the greatest; by RJs 1 and 3, the scores 

may have evened out.  
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Table 4: Output from Reliability Analysis for RJ Scores on Rater Rubric 

 Scale Mean*  Scale Variance* Corrected Item-
Total Correlation 

Cronbach's 
Alpha* 

Rater 1 RJ2 -1.0163 7.402 -.093 .617 

Rater 2 RJ2 -.5480 4.228 .659 .242 

Rater 3 RJ2 -.7153 4.839 .515 .346 

Rater 4 RJ2 -.5804 5.735 .333 .452 

Rater 5 RJ2 -.3437 8.387 -.319 .722 

Rater 6 RJ2 -.3039 3.817 .774 .149 

*if item deleted     
 
The data analysis also calculates the Pearson’s correlation coefficient for teacher and 

rater scores to examine whether teachers’ perspectives on their students’ work matched 

up with the scores of the independent raters who had never taught GER 507. If the scores 

correlate, it shows that the instructor rubric, which did not undergo interrater reliability 

testing, could possibly be a reliable instrument for assessing the reading journals.  

ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS AND COLLECTION OF SIGNED CONSENT 
After all reading journals were collected in December 2012, the study and its 

objectives, risks, and benefits were explained to each class. Students were told that the 

reading development and cultural learning of students in second semester L2 learning 

would be the study’s focus and that, if they granted consent, their reading journals and 

questionnaire responses would be used only to fulfill the aims of research. They were 

assured that participation or non-participation would affect neither their grades nor their 

relationship with their instructor. All participants were assigned pseudonyms to protect 
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their confidentiality and were reminded that they could withdraw from the study at any 

time.  

Following this explanation, the instructor left the room, and consent forms (see 

Appendix L) were distributed to the students and collected by the researcher; instructors 

did not know who consented to the study. Once consent forms were collected, they were 

sorted so that only first- through fifth-year undergraduates who had turned in both 

questionnaires and all three reading journals were included; one graduate student was 

excluded from the study, as well as five additional students who did not turn in all 

reading journals. This brought the total number of participants to 56 learners. 

METHODS FOR DATA ANALYSIS 

 Data analysis began after all consent forms, questionnaires, and reading journals 

had been collected from consenting students in the three classes. Most of the data used in 

the analysis is quantitative and was collected via the instructor rubric, rater rubric, and 

pre- and post-study questionnaires. Both the PreQ and PostQ were administered in class 

on paper; quantitative responses were tallied by hand twice, and qualitative short-answer 

responses were entered into a spreadsheet and double-checked to ensure the integrity of 

learners’ voices.  

For each of the data points in this study, descriptive statistics were generated, and 

where possible, parametric tests were run to test whether the results were statistically 

significant. While descriptive statistics can be used to observe trends in this particular 

student population, parametric tests can be powerful predictors for other learner 
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populations. Furthermore, parametric tests can contradict the null hypothesis, or the 

notion that there are no relationships between any of the study variables (Larson-Hall, 

2009). Because the study did not intend to investigate individual student cases, the 

emphasis of the data analysis remains on these 56 second-semester learners as a group.  

The data used to answer RQ1 and RQ2 come both from the PreQ (see Appendix 

E) and PostQ (Appendix M), as well as from students’ work on the implications section 

of the reading journal, as assessed with the rater rubric (see above). Several methods of 

analysis were used in this process to find out whether certain relationships were 

statistically significant. Along with students’ reading journal scores, select questionnaire 

responses were used to generate descriptive statistics (mean, minimum, maximum, 

standard deviation) for each relevant item pertaining to a research question. Then, where 

possible, parametric tests were performed using IBM’s SPSS statistical software to find 

significant relationships between variables; tests were selected based on the types of 

variables compared (scalar, numerical, or categorical).  

RESEARCH QUESTION 1: DEVELOPMENT IN READING ABILITIES 
To answer RQ1, which examines development in students’ reading abilities 

during the semester, the rater rubric provides insight into how well students performed on 

the reading journal as the semester progressed. An examination of the development in 

students’ reading ability also involved finding out whether students’ instructors, as well 

as independent raters, observed changes in students’ work during the semester. With this 

goal in mind, both instructors’ and raters’ scores were standardized before they were 
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subjected to statistical tests. Standardization adjusts scores so that they are on a scale in 

relation to a rater’s individual mean, relativizing the scores so that a standardized score 

reflects whether a student’s score was above or below the rater’s average. In the present 

study, it eliminates the need for a numerical scale—a useful function given that the 

instructor rubric assessed journals on a 28-point scale while the rater rubric only had a 

total of 9 available points. Once the scores were standardized, Pearson’s correlation 

coefficient was calculated for each reading journal to see if scores from the instructor and 

rater rubrics aligned. This same correlational analysis was also run on students’ 

comparison and audience scores on the rater and instructor rubric.  

One item was included on both PreQ and PostQ that measured changes in 

students’ attitudes toward ambiguity while reading. For this item, students’ responses on 

quantitative scaled items were coded as 1 for strongly disagree, 2 for disagree, 3 for 

agree, and 4 for strongly agree. Those codes were then used in cross-tabulation to see 

how students changed their responses between the two questionnaires. Cross-tabulation 

groups learners in this study by simultaneous membership in two or more categories, and 

shows how students changed their responses to the same item between the PreQ and 

PostQ.  

Reading development correlates with instructional time, text type, and students’ 

familiarity with the text (i.e., whether they had previously read the text in English, as 

with HP). Thus, students’ overall reading journal scores on both rubrics were subjected to 

repeated measures analyses of variance (RM ANOVAs). A RM ANOVA looks for 



 

 
 

86 

relationships between several measurements of the same group over time, and is 

commonly used to find significant relationships between continuous variables. It also 

tested for the impact of instructional time and text on students’ main idea and matrix 

scores from the teacher rubric. Finally, RM ANOVAs were used to test for significant 

change in students’ comparison and textual evidence scores from the rater rubric to 

elucidate whether changes in mean score over time were statistically significant.  

 To give voice to the participants in this study, direct quotations from students’ 

questionnaire responses were used in the analysis (Duff, 2008; Saldaña, 2011; 

Sandelowski, 1994). Allowing learners to speak to their own experience is a means of 

accountability in applied linguistics research (Dörnyei, 2007; Duff, 2008) and pivotal to a 

learner-centered project like this one. Thus, quotations are used in their original form 

wherever possible.  

RESEARCH QUESTION 2: ATTITUDES TOWARD CULTURAL LEARNING 
To answer RQ2, which asked how students’ perceptions of culture and cultural 

learning changed during the semester, PreQ and PostQ items that addressed culture were 

compared and analyzed for statistical significance. In particular, the data analysis focuses 

on two main aspects of cultural learning: students’ understanding of culture and their 

perceptions of cultural learning. The changes in students’ work in questionnaires and in 

the reading journals should reveal whether learners changed their understanding of 

culture, as well as their ability to demonstrate that change in their work with texts during 

the semester.  
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The first culture-related data point was students’ understanding of culture. On the 

PreQ and PostQ, students responded to the question “What is culture?” by checking up to 

15 items that could be included in an understanding of culture. Because two continuous 

variables (two means) were compared and because the same group answered the same 

question at two different times, a paired-samples t-test was used to reveal whether there 

were statistically significant changes in students’ response to this item. The paired-

samples t-test is commonly used to examine statistically significant changes in 

continuous variables (such as scores) when the same group is measured at multiple points 

in time. 

Once students’ understanding of culture had been examined, the next step was to 

look at changes in their perceptions of cultural learning, also collected from identical 

items on the PreQ and PostQ. Students wrote a short-answer response to the question 

“What must one do to learn about a foreign culture?” and their responses were coded into 

six categories: (1) first-hand experience (includes immersion, travel, and interaction with 

native speakers); (2) knowing the language; (3) personal investment in learning; (4) open-

mindedness; (5) using or studying cultural products (includes texts); and (6) discovering 

cultural perspectives (includes cultural comparisons). These codes were derived based on 

patterns identified in students’ questionnaire responses and were not predetermined. 

Sample items in each category are included in the data analysis. If learners’ responses fell 

into multiple categories, they were coded once per category. The total percentage of 
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responses in each category was calculated in order to observe major differences between 

learners’ responses before and after working with FL texts through the reading journals. 

The PostQ also collected data on how students felt the reading journals 

contributed to their overall cultural learning. These data were quantitative; students 

indicated how much they agreed with several culture-related statements on a scale of 1 

(strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree).  

CHAPTER SUMMARY 

This chapter has described the research design and procedures as well as the 

methods used for data analysis. A mixed-methods approach was adopted in an attempt to 

address literacy development in beginning German classes. The research design allows 

for the exploration of trends in learners’ reading comprehension development and 

cultural learning across various types of data over time, including student questionnaires 

and student reading journals. Analysis of student reading journals sought to examine 

students’ development of reading abilities and cultural perceptions over time, while the 

PreQ and PostQ elicited student perspectives on the effectiveness of the reading journals 

and learners’ feedback on the assignment. The next chapter examines development in 

students’ reading comprehension as well as changes in their perceptions of cultural 

learning as they appear in data gathered through reading journals and questionnaires. 
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS AND DATA ANALYSIS 

INTRODUCTION 

Chapter 4 presents study results and an analysis of those results as they relate to 

the research questions relating to reading comprehension and perceptions of cultural 

learning. Statistical methods of analysis are used to highlight significant relationships 

between various independent and dependent variables, such as whether students’ reading 

journal (RJ) scores are related the text type they read. Descriptive statistics and, where 

possible, parametric test results are presented for each relevant data point. The chapter 

concludes by addressing the research questions, with connections to the research findings 

presented in Chapter 2. After recounting the relevant data points for each question, the 

section ends with a discussion of results as a whole and looks at learners’ reading 

development and changes in attitude toward culture and cultural learning.  

The main objective of this study was to explore whether second-semester L2 

German learners’ reading comprehension and their notions of culture and cultural 

learning changed during a semester in which they worked with guided reading journals. 

Although the study design does not allow for conclusions about causality, it can reveal 

whether learners changed in their reading abilities or perceptions of cultural learning after 

a full semester of working with the reading journals. Due to the specificity of this 

population, however, this study’s findings remain necessarily tentative.  
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RESULTS: L2 READING DEVELOPMENT 

The first research question asks how students develop in their reading abilities 

through working with reading journals. Planning effective L2 reading instruction requires 

a deep understanding of the beginning learner’s reading experience, specifically, how 

they work with texts at both low and high levels of processing. To identify changes in 

learners’ global L2 reading comprehension, instructors’ scores for main idea statements 

and matrix scores on the reading journal were subjected to repeated measures analyses of 

variance (ANOVAs) that look for relationships between instructional time, text, and 

scores. Instructor and rater scores were then compared, and rater scores were studied for 

use of textual evidence to see if students developed in these areas.  

STUDENT FAMILIARITY WITH HARRY POTTER (PREQ) 
Given the substantial amount of research that points to the contribution of 

background and cultural knowledge to L2 reading comprehension (Bernhardt, 1991; 

Carrell, 1984; Hammadou, 1991; Leeser, 2007), this section discusses students’ 

familiarity with the texts they read for each RJ assignment. In particular, the PreQ elicited 

information about students’ familiarity with Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone 

(Rowling, 1998a, 1998b), both the young adult novel and the film. As expected, a 

majority of students (42 out of 56, or 75%) was already familiar with the novel. Fifty-two 

students (94.5%) reported having seen the first film in the series; 3 said they had not seen 

it, and one student did not respond. It was thus generally assumed that most students were 
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familiar with the premise of the Harry Potter story, either from reading the novel or from 

seeing the film. 

STUDENT ATTITUDES TOWARD L2 READING (POSTQ) 
 The PostQ elicited information regarding whether students felt the reading 

journals affected their own L2 reading abilities. The responses (Table 5) indicated that 

learners felt more confident in their own abilities to analyze and comprehend German 

texts. Thirty-one students (56.4%) responded agree to the statement “After completing 

the reading journals, I feel more confident about my ability to comprehend and analyze 

German texts.” Twelve learners (21.8%) responded definitely agree to this item. In total, 

over three quarters of students felt that this assignment enhanced their reading abilities. 

Students also reported that reading became easier as a result of working with reading 

journals. To the statement “Reading texts became easier over the course of the semester 

because of the practice I gained through the reading journals,” 28 students (50.9%) 

responded agree while 13 (23.6%) responded definitely agree.  

Table 5: Learner Feedback on Reading Journals from PostQ 

 

1  
(Definitely 
disagree) 

2  
(Disagree) 

3 
(Agree) 

4  
(Definitely 

agree) 

n 

After completing the reading journals, I feel 
more confident about my ability to 
comprehend and analyze German texts. 
 

1 
(1.8%) 

11 
(20.0%) 

31 
(56.4%) 

12 
(21.8%) 55 

Reading texts became easier over the course 
of the semester because of the practice I 
gained through the reading journals. 

4 
(7.3%) 

10 
(18.2%) 

28 
(50.9%) 

13 
(23.6%) 55 
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EXTERNAL RELIABILITY OF INSTRUCTOR RUBRIC 
As mentioned in Chapter 3, no interrater reliability testing was conducted for the 

original teacher rubric. To alleviate this problem, a new rubric was designed to test 

whether teachers’ scores correlated with those of impartial raters who graded students’ 

anonymized work. Correlational analyses were run on three different parts of these 

rubrics: (1) scores for audience identification, worth 3 points on both rubrics; (2) scores 

for comparison of the two texts, also worth 3 points on both rubrics; and (3) composite 

RJ scores, worth 9 points on the rater rubric and 28 points on the instructor rubric. Only 

the instructor rubric assigned scores for the main idea of each text and matrix examples, 

while the rater rubric was the only one to explicitly evaluate students’ use of textual 

evidence in the implications section of the journal. As seen in Table 6 and Table 7 below, 

the scores are numerically different but reflect the same patterns in audience, comparison, 

and composite scores.  

Table 6: Descriptive Statistics for Scores from Teacher Rubric 

 RJ1 RJ2 RJ3 
 Min Max M SD Min Max M SD Min Max M SD 
Main Idea Text 1 (HP) 2.00 3.00 2.732 .381 2.00 3.00 2.857 .281 2.00 3.00 2.964 .161 
Main Idea Text 2 (non-
HP) 2.00 3.00 2.679 .409 2.00 3.00 2.857 .312 2.00 3.00 2.839 .303 

Matrix Text 1 (HP) .00 3.00 2.741 .504 1.00 3.00 2.786 .425 2.00 3.00 2.857 .297 
Matrix Text 2 (non-HP) .00 3.00 2.866 .452 2.00 3.00 2.901 .242 2.00 3.00 2.911 .236 
Audience .00 3.00 2.259 .713 .00 3.00 2.42 .687 .00 3.00 2.357 .718 
Comparison 1.00 3.00 2.455 .574 .00 3.00 2.303 .685 .00 3.00 2.705 .609 
Total 17.0 28.0 23.705 2.217 18.0 28.0 25.634 2.09 20.5 28.0 26.330 1.605 
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Table 7: Descriptive Statistics for Scores from Rater Rubric 

 RJ1 RJ2 RJ3 
 Min Max M SD Min Max M SD Min Max M SD 

Textual Evidence .00 3.00 .635 .796 .00 3.00 1.011 .877 .00 3.00 1.112 .878 
Audience .00 3.00 1.582 .946 .00 3.00 1.81 .921 .00 3.00 1.668 .957 
Comparison .00 3.00 1.194 .875 .00 3.00 1.30 .844 .00 3.00 1.562 .839 
Total .00 9.00 3.411 2.132 .00 9.00 4.113 2.045 .00 9.00 4.342 2.120 

 

Because the rubrics were on different numeric scales, with 28 possible points on the 

instructor rubric and nine points on the rater rubric, it was important to standardize 

teacher and rater scores so that they were in relation to their own mean and thus on a 

relativized scale. Once teacher and rater scores were standardized, Pearson’s correlation 

coefficient was calculated for composite scores on each RJ to see whether the two groups 

graded consistently. Those correlations can be can be seen in Table 8. 

Table 8: Correlations for RJ Total Scores between Teacher and Rater Rubrics 

 RJ1  RJ2  RJ3  

RJ1 total, teacher score Pearson Correlation .393** .364**. .476** 
N 56 56 56 

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

 
Correlations between teacher and rater composite scores for RJ1 (r = .393, p = 

.003) and RJ2 (r = .364, p = .006) were moderate, while the correlation for RJ3 (r = .476, 

p < .001) was strong; all correlations were statistically significant at the 0.01 level. When 

considering the correlation for RJ3, however, it is worth noting that all 15 students in one 

instructor’s class received a perfect 3 on that journal for audience identification. Upon 

looking at students’ work, it becomes apparent that not all of them wrote about audience 

in a way that would warrant a score of 3. This result is likely due to teacher fatigue at the 
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end of the semester. It also serves as a reminder that successful implementation of new 

pedagogical tools relies upon teachers’ commitment, and their willingness to devote extra 

time and energy to their teaching responsibilities.  

The moderate correlations between teacher and rater scores may also suggest that 

the additional points included for the task fulfillment, main idea, and logic on the 

instructor rubric were numerically unnecessary in terms of composite scores. 

Specifically, students’ overall scores on the instructor rubric correlate with learners’ 

scores when raters only assessed the implications section of the reading journal.22 

 A further issue impacting the correlations for composite RJ scores is the 

Cronbach’s alpha coefficient calculated for RJ2. With all six independent raters, the RJ2 

alpha was low (α = 0.525, see Chapter 3), but increased to 0.722 when one rater’s score 

was excluded from the calculations. However, it should be noted that despite the outlying 

score of that rater, the total reading journal scores still have a strong correlation, which 

speaks to the reliability of the instructor rubric, although it did not undergo formal 

interrater reliability testing.  

                                                
22 Given the moderate correlation between students’ scores on the rater rubric, which only assessed the 
implications section, and the teacher rubric, which assessed the entire reading journal part by part, one 
could argue that only the implications section needs to be assessed at all. However, an ethical implication 
lies in such a claim. Students received feedback on every part of the reading journal from their instructors. 
This feedback on each individual section indicated which part(s) they needed to work on for their next RJ. 
Without this feedback, students may not have seen the improvement in summarizing the texts’ main ideas, 
or in their ability to locate relevant textual evidence. Furthermore, students often have the expectation that 
they will be assessed for all of their work, not just the culminating section of an assignment where each 
part required time and effort. Thus, grading only the implications section would cheat students of feedback 
necessary in developing their low- and high-level text processing abilities. 



 

 
 

95 

Once the analysis for composite RJ scores was complete, correlations were 

performed on raters’ and teachers’ audience scores. The correlational analysis of 

standardized audience scores given by teachers and raters (see Table 9) shows that 

standardized scores from both groups on the audience section were strongly correlated on 

RJ1 (r = .438, p = .01) and strongly correlated on RJ2 (r = .536, p < .01) and RJ3 (r = 

.482, p < .01). The high correlation coefficients for each journal offer reliability for this 

category on both teacher and rater rubrics. 

Table 9: Correlations between Teacher and Rater Rubric Scores on Audience 
Identification 

 RJ1  RJ2  RJ3  

 Pearson Correlation .438** .536** .482** 
N 56 56 56 
**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
 
The similar increases and decreases in mean between rater and teacher scores, as well as 

the lack of variance in standard deviation between teacher and rater scores, speaks to the 

instructor rubric’s external reliability as it connects with scores on the rater rubric. 

Finally, it is worth noting that teachers’ mean scores were on average higher than those of 

independent raters, though they reflected the same patterns as raters’ scores. 

Finally, teachers’ and raters’ standardized scores for the comparison section of the 

reading journal were also subjected to a correlational analysis (presented in Table 10) to 

see if this section of the teachers’ rubric offered a reliable score. Correlations were 

positive but of moderate strength between the two groups on RJ1 (r = .373, p = .005), 
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RJ2 (r = .273, p = .042) and RJ3 (r =.324, p = .015). The moderate correlations between 

rater and teacher scores offer some external reliability of the instructor rubric.  

Table 10: Correlation between Scores on Text Comparison from Teacher and Rater 
Rubrics 

 RJ1  RJ2  RJ3 

 Pearson Correlation .373** .273* .324* 
N 56 56 56 
**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
 
In general, students who scored well on one rubric tended to score well on the other, 

although not in each individual case, as indicated by the moderate correlations for text 

comparison. Given these modest correlations, we can assume that teachers’ assessment of 

students’ work was generally comparable to that of raters. Thus, only instructors’ scores 

will be used for the remainder of the analysis.  

COMPOSITE READING JOURNAL SCORES (RJ TEACHER RUBRIC) 
In general, according to scores given by their instructors, students performed 

better on the reading journals as the semester progressed, as demonstrated by the 

descriptive statistics in the following table (Table 11) for RJ1 (M = 23.705, SD = 2.2172), 

RJ2 (M = 25.634, SD = 2.0900) and RJ3 (M = 26.330, SD = 1.6048). Twenty-eight points 

were possible on each journal on the instructor rubric. The range of scores decreased 

from RJ1 to RJ3 as students with the lowest scores earned higher scores across all three 

journals. The decrease in standard deviation between RJ1 and RJ3 shows that learners’ 

scores deviated from the mean score less and less as the semester progressed. The 
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increase in mean score in combination with the decrease in standard deviation indicates 

that in general, students’ reading journal scores increased and became less variant over 

time.  

Table 11: Descriptive Statistics for Reading Journal Scores from Teacher Rubric 

 N Min Max M SD 
RJ 1  56 17.0 28.0 23.705 2.2172 
RJ 2  56 18.0 28.0 25.634 2.0900 
RJ 3  56 20.5 28.0 26.330 1.6048 

 
The increase in mean score shows that students became better at reading L2 

German texts over time. However, that improvement did not occur over even time 

intervals. The difference in scores between RJ1 and RJ2 was considerably greater than 

the increase between RJ2 and RJ3. The mean increase between RJ1 and RJ2 of 1.929 

points, compared to the difference of .696 points between RJ2 and RJ3, suggests that 

students improved their scores the most between the first two journals. However, the 

variation in score increases could be due to a number of factors, including importantly the 

amount of time between RJ1, completed in week 4, and RJ2, submitted in week 12, 

approximately eight weeks apart (see Chapter 3 for timeline). In contrast, three weeks 

lapsed between the dates in November for RJ2 and RJ3—only a third of the time between 

the first two journals.23  

                                                
23 The reading journals were not evenly spaced over time because the topics for Chapters 9 (In der Stadt 
[In the city]) and 10 (Auf Reisen [On a trip]) were considered too repetitive with regard to the reading 
journals, which aimed to address broader cultural topics. For that reason, reading journals corresponded 
with chapters 7 (Freizeit und Sport [Free time and sports]), 10, and 11 (Der Start in die Zukunft [Entering 
the future]) in the textbook. 
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A repeated measures ANOVA (Table 12) tested for statistical significance in the 

increase in students’ individual reading journal scores, particularly with regard to time24 

spent in instruction. Findings indicated a highly significant p-value, F(2, 110) = 40.967, p 

< 0.001) with a large effect size (η2=.425), indicating that instructional time was a 

significant factor in the increase of students’ scores.  

Table 12: Output from Repeated Measures ANOVA on Average Reading Journal Scores 
– Tests of Within-Subjects Effects 

Source Type III 
Sum of 
Squares 

df Mean 
Square 

F Sig. Partial 
Eta 

Squared 
Time Sphericity 

Assumed 
207.107 2 103.554 40.697 .000 .425 

Error(Time) Sphericity 
Assumed 

279.893 110 2.544    

  

DEVELOPMENT IN LEARNERS’ LOWER-LEVEL READING ABILITIES (RJ TEACHER 
RUBRIC) 

Students’ matrix scores on the reading journal, given to them by instructors, show 

their ability to find relevant details as they read. Descriptive statistics generated for 

learners’ matrix scores are presented in Table 13.  

  

                                                
24 Whenever ‘time’ is used in this dissertation, usually in reference to repeated measures ANOVAs that test 
for statistically significant changes over time, it refers to instructional time, i.e., time spent learning 
German in this course. 
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Table 13: Descriptive Statistics for Matrix Scores from Teacher Rubric 

 N Min Max M SD 
RJ1, Text 1 (HP) 56 .00 3.00 2.7411 .50444 
RJ1, Text 2 (Interview) 56 .00 3.00 2.8661 .45218 
RJ2, Text 1 (HP) 56 1.00 3.00 2.7857 .42488 
RJ2, Text 2 (Customer review) 56 2.00 3.00 2.9018 .24158 
RJ3, Text 1 (HP) 56 2.00 3.00 2.8571 .29717 
RJ3, Text 2 (Book review) 56 2.00 3.00 2.9107 .23563 
 

Students tended to score higher matrix scores for the expository text than for the 

narrative one. The means for the HP narrative (Text 1 in each set) were 2.7411 on RJ1, 

2.7857 on RJ2, and 2.8571 on RJ3, compared with means for the expository text of 

2.8661 on RJ1, 2.9018 on RJ2, and 2.9107 on RJ3. Standard deviations for the expository 

(Text 2 in each set) were consistently higher than those for HP, which meant that more 

students tended to score closer to the group average. These results point to the possibility 

that students may have been slightly better at finding relevant details in an expository text 

they had not previously read in English. Given the research on narrative vs. expository 

text comprehension in the L2, one might expect that students’ background knowledge 

would have helped them better read for details with the Harry Potter text. However, this 

does not appear to be true, as students’ mean matrix scores were higher for the expository 

text.  

Students’ scores on the matrix (using the instructor rubric in Appendix F) were 

subjected to a repeated measures ANOVA to look for an effect of time and text on mean 

scores. Results in Table 14 indicate that time spent in instruction was not significant in its 

relationship to the score, F(2, 54) = .916, p = .406.  
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Table 14: Output from Repeated Measures ANOVA for Matrix Scores - Multivariate 
Tests (Time) 

 Value F Hypothesis df Error df Sig. Partial Eta 
Squared 

Wilks' lambda .967 .916 2.000 54.000 .406 .033 
 

Because students read different macro-genres, this analysis is also concerned with 

whether they consistently demonstrated better comprehension of the narrative HP excerpt 

than the expository text in each set. For this reason, the repeated measures ANOVA also 

tested for the impact of text type on students’ matrix scores (see Table 15). A significant 

relationship was found between text and matrix score, F(1, 55) = 17.376, p < .001), with 

a large effect size (η2 = .240).  

Table 15: Output from Repeated Measures ANOVA for Matrix Scores - Multivariate 
Tests (Text) 

 Value F Hypothesis df Error df Sig. Partial Eta 
Squared 

Wilks' lambda .760 17.376 1.000 55.000 .000 .240 
 
The actual difference in point value between the Text 1 and Text 2 means (depicted in 

Table 16) was barely one-tenth of a point, with a mean difference of .098 and a similarly 

small 95% confidence interval [.051, .145]. The significant p value (p < .000) indicates 

that the changes in learners’ comprehension of narrative and expository texts did not 

occur by chance, and the small confidence interval means that future studies would likely 

also find only a small difference in matrix scores between these two text types. These 

results suggest that reading for detail is challenging for this level of L2 learner, regardless 

of a text’s macro-genre. Therefore, while students appear to be slightly better at reading 
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for details in the expository text than in the narrative one, and while text type does make 

a small difference in learners’ matrix scores, the difference is not so great as to suggest 

that learners can comprehend one text type significantly better than the other.  

Table 16: Output from Repeated Measures ANOVA for Matrix Scores - Pairwise 
Comparisons (Text) 

(I)  (J)  Mean Difference 
(I-J) 

Std. Error Sig. 95% CIb 
LL UB 

2 (Non-HP text) 1 (HP text) .098* .024 .000 .051 .145 
*. The mean difference is significant at the p < 0.05 level. 
 

DEVELOPMENT IN LEARNERS’ HIGHER-LEVEL READING ABILITIES (RJ TEACHER 
RUBRIC) 

The reading journal task was developed in part to track changes in students’ 

higher-level reading abilities during the semester, which they documented in the main 

idea section of the reading journal. Descriptive statistics for students’ main idea scores 

(depicted in Table 17)—one per text, totaling two per journal—reveal that as a group, 

learners performed better on the main idea section over time, as indicated by the 

increased means on each journal. Both the HP excerpt that summarized Harry’s first 

experience with Quidditch (M = 2.7321) and the interview with kenjukate champion 

Bianca Bertulat (M = 2.6786) received the lowest means out of all of the texts. RJ2 means 

fell between those calculated for the other two journals, with both the HP excerpt and the 

customer review receiving an average of 2.8571. The HP excerpt for RJ3 received the 

highest mean main idea score (M = 2.9643), while the book review for German parents 

on children’s career choices received a mean slightly lower than those for RJ3 (M = 
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2.8393). The standard deviation for each text reveals that the most variation in scores 

existed on RJ1 Text 1 (SD = .38096) and Text 2 (SD = .40931), while the least variation 

in scores occurred in main idea scores on the HP texts in RJ2 (SD = .28146) and RJ3 (SD 

= .16116). In sum, students were generally better at summarizing the main idea of the 

narrative HP text (Text 1) than the expository text (Text 2). Students’ familiarity with 

narratives in addition to their familiarity with the Harry Potter story itself may have 

helped them with summarizing its main idea (Bernhardt, 1991; DuBravac & Dalle, 2002; 

Kintsch, 1998). 

Table 17: Descriptive Statistics for Main Idea Scores, Teacher Rubric 

 N Min Max M SD 
RJ1, Text 1 (HP) 56 2.00 3.00 2.7321 .38096 
RJ1, Text 2 (Interview) 56 2.00 3.00 2.6786 .40931 
RJ2, Text 1 (HP) 56 2.00 3.00 2.8571 .28146 
RJ2, Text 2 (Customer review) 56 2.00 3.00 2.8571 .31209 
RJ3, Text 1 (HP) 56 2.00 3.00 2.9643 .16116 
RJ3, Text 2 (Book review) 56 2.00 3.00 2.8393 .30312 
 

Learners’ main idea scores from their instructors were analyzed in a repeated 

measures ANOVA that tested the relationship between time, text, and score. Results (see 

Table 18) indicated that the mean main idea score increased and standard error decreased 

between RJ1 (M = 2.705, SE = 0.49), RJ2 (M = 2.857, SE = 0.29) and RJ3 (M = 2.902, 

SE = 0.27). Table 19 shows that time spent in instruction had a significant relationship 

with students’ main idea scores, F(2, 54) = 7.753, p = .001, with a large effect size (η2 = 

.223).  
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Table 18: Output from Repeated Measures ANOVA - Estimates (Time) 

RJ M Std. Error 95% CI 
LL UL 

1 2.705 .049 2.607 2.804 
2 2.857 .029 2.799 2.915 
3 2.902 .027 2.848 2.955 

 

Table 19: Output from Repeated Measures ANOVA - Multivariate Tests (Time) 

 Value F Hypothesis df Error df Sig. Partial Eta 
Squared 

Wilks' lambda .777 7.753 2.000 54.000 .001 .223 
 
 Table 20 illustrates that the mean main idea score for Text 2 in each set, i.e., the 

expository text, was slightly lower (M = 2.792, SE = 0.27) than students’ average score 

on the narrative HP excerpt (M = 2.851, SE = 0.25). The difference in means suggests 

that students were better at summarizing the Harry Potter than the text that was culturally 

and topically unfamiliar to them.  

Table 20: Output from Repeated Measures ANOVA - Estimates (Text) 

Text M SE 95% CI 
LL UL 

1 (HP) 2.851 .025 2.801 2.901 
2 (non-HP) 2.792 .027 2.738 2.845 
 
The macro-genre read for each journal (see Table 21) also appears to have had a 

significant relationship with students’ main idea scores, F(1, 55) = 7.753, p = .044, with a 

large effect size (η2 = .223). The mean score was higher for the narrative text than for the 

expository one, by approximately 0.6 of a point.  
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Table 21: Output from Repeated Measures ANOVA for Main Idea Scores – Multivariate 
Tests (Text) 

 Value F Hypothesis df Error df Sig. Partial Eta 
Squared 

Wilks' lambda .760 17.376 1.000 55.000 .000 .240 

 
CHANGES IN LEARNERS’ AUDIENCE IDENTIFICATION (RJ TEACHER RUBRIC) 
 
 Descriptive statistics for teacher scores on audience identification were generated 

to compare means and variance on each reading journal (see Table 22). Three points were 

possible for this category on the instructor rubric. Overall, the means calculated for 

teachers’ scores on RJ1 (M = 2.2589), RJ2 (M = 2.4196) and RJ3 (M = 2.3751) reflect 

that students identified audience slightly better on RJ2 than RJ1, but did not see much 

improvement between RJ1 and RJ3.  

Table 22: Descriptive Statistics for Audience Scores from Teacher Rubric 

 N Min Max Mean Std. Deviation 
RJ1 Audience 56 .00 3.00 2.2589 .71345 
RJ2 Audience 56 .00 3.00 2.4196 .68607 
RJ3 Audience 56 .00 3.00 2.3571 .71804 
 
A minimal increase in mean score was identified in instructors’ scores, indicating that 

teachers felt that students had trouble ascertaining texts’ audiences as outlined in the RJ 

task sheet. Standard deviations for those scores also remain close to the same point, at 

approximately 0.7, which means that learners’ scores did not vary much from the mean 

throughout the semester. 

To test whether the small change in students’ audience identification scores was 

significant with respect to time, a repeated measures ANOVA (Table 23) was run using 
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teachers’ scores. The change in mean audience score over time was not found to be 

significant, F(2, 54) = .933, p = .400, and had a small effect size (η2 = .033). The 

insignificance indicates that the little development that students did see in their ability to 

identify audience may change or not occur at all in future studies.  

Table 23: Output from Repeated Measures ANOVA for Audience Scores from Teacher 
Rubric: Multivariate Tests (Time) 

Effect Value F Hypothesis df Error df Sig. Partial Eta 
Squared 

time Wilks' Lambda .967 .933 2.000 54.000 .400 .033 
 

LEARNERS’ COMPARISON OF TEXTS AND USE OF TEXTUAL EVIDENCE (RJ TEACHER 
AND RATER RUBRICS) 
 

Teachers’ raw scores were used to generate descriptive statistics for the 

comparison section of the reading journal (Table 24). The instructor rubric offered a total 

of 3 points for the quality of students’ textual comparison in the implications section of 

the reading journal. These descriptive statistics show that the mean score varied 

minimally between journals and did not see a great increase over time. Teacher means 

and standard deviations on RJ1 (M = 2.4554, SD = .57427), RJ2 (M = 2.3036, SD = 

.68542) and RJ3 (M = 2.7054, SD = .60885) indicated that students received the lowest 

score on RJ2 but the highest on RJ3, with RJ1 lying closer to the score for RJ2. The fact 

that neither teacher nor rater scores varied much over time suggests that students saw 

minimal improvement in their comparison scores during the semester. 
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Table 24: Descriptive Statistics for Comparison Scores on Teacher Rubrics 

 
 N Min Max M SD 
RJ1 Comparison 56 1.00 3.00 2.4554 .57427 
RJ2 Comparison 56 .00 3.00 2.3036 .68542 
RJ3 Comparison 56 .00 3.00 2.7054 .60885 
 

The instructors’ scores were analyzed with a repeated measures ANOVA (Table 

25) to see whether the change in mean score over time was statistically significant. The 

RM ANOVA revealed that the increase in instructors’ scores was significantly related to 

time, F(2, 54) = 10.728, p < .001. The mean differences between RJ1 and RJ3 was 

approximately 0.3 points and the difference between RJ1 and RJ3. On a scale of 3 

possible points, this difference is rather small, but its statistical significance points to the 

fact that learners’ development in this area did not occur by chance. Students did not 

become dramatically better at drawing logical comparisons between German-language 

texts during the semester, but they did improve nonetheless, even if the change in average 

score was small.  

Table 25: Output from Repeated Measures ANOVA on Students' Comparison Scores – 
Multivariate Tests (Time) 

 Value F Hypothesis df Error df Sig. 
 Wilks' Lambda .716 10.728 2.000 54.000 .000 

 
To see whether students developed their ability to use textual evidence over time, 

raters’ scores from the ‘textual evidence’ of the rater rubric were used to generate 

descriptive statistics (Table 26). (Scores for textual evidence were not included as a 

separate category on the instructor rubric; thus, raters’ scores had to be used to examine 
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learners’ development in this area.) Again, raters’ mean scores in this category suggest 

that students did not improve much in using textual evidence between RJ1 (M = .6354, 

SD = .79575), RJ2 (M = 1.0107, SD = .87691) and RJ3 (M = 1.1116, SD = .87780).  

Table 26: Descriptive Statistics for Raters’ Textual Evidence Scores 

 
 N Min Max M SD 
RJ1 Textual Evidence 56 .00 3.00 .6354 .79575 
RJ2 Textual Evidence 56 .00 3.00 1.0107 .87691 
RJ3 Textual Evidence 56 .00 3.00 1.1116 .87780 
 
The biggest difference in scores lies between RJ1 and RJ2, while the difference between 

RJ2 and RJ3 scores is minimal.  

A repeated measures ANOVA was again used to test for the relationship between 

instructional time and students’ textual evidence scores from the rater rubric (Table 27) 

The relationship between these two variables was found to be significant with respect to 

instructional time, F(2, 54) = 8.347, p = .001, indicating that instructional time may help 

students develop their ability to read for details. However, similar to the other parts of the 

reading journal, the increase was rather minimal—only approximately half a point on a 

scale of 3 available points.  

Table 27: Output from Repeated Measures ANOVA on Raters' Textual Evidence Scores 
– Multivariate Tests 

 Value F Hypothesis df Error df Sig. 
 Wilks' Lambda .764 8.347 2.000 54.000 .001 
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RESULTS: STUDENT PERCEPTIONS OF CULTURE AND 
CULTURAL LEARNING 

This study’s second research question (RQ2) asks how beginning FL learners 

developed their understanding of culture and cultural learning as they engaged with FL 

texts through guided reading assignments over one 15-week semester. Again, the only 

claim this study can make in terms of learners’ attitude changes is that they occurred in 

the same semester in which they reflected on culture as they read unabridged texts and 

wrote their reading journals. No causality can be claimed between the reading journals 

and attitude changes, however, it is possible to speculate why these changes occurred. 

Development in students’ understanding of culture and perceptions of cultural learning 

was measured through culture-related items that were identical on the PreQ and PostQ.  

CHANGES IN LEARNERS’ UNDERSTANDING OF CULTURE (PREQ/POSTQ) 
On both the PreQ and PostQ, students were asked about their perceptions of 

culture and to mark any or all of 15 items that could be included in an understanding of 

the term, including a space where they could add further items. Fifty-five out of 56 total 

students responded to this item on the PreQ and the PostQ. As shown in Table 28, the 

mean number of items increased between the PreQ and PostQ, from 10.84 on the PreQ to 

12.27 on the PostQ. The average increase in number of items checked was 1.98 items 

(13.2%), pointing to a possible expansion of students’ understanding of culture during the 

semester. The standard deviation also decreased by nearly one item between PreQ (SD = 

3.03659) and PostQ (SD = 2.21489). 
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Table 28: Descriptive Statistics for Number of Checks under PreQ/PostQ Item “What is 
Culture?” 

 N Min Max M SD 
Number of items checked 
under “What is culture?” on 
PreQ 

55 5.00 15.00 11.0364 3.03659 

Number of items checked 
under "What is culture?" on 
PostQ 

55 5.00 15.00 12.2727 2.21489 

Difference in number of 
cultural items checked 
between PreQ and PostQ 

54 -4.00 9.00 1.0926 2.59367 

 
To test for significance in the mean difference between the number of items 

students checked as part of their understanding of culture on PreQ and PostQ, a paired-

samples t-test was used (Table 29). Results indicate that the difference in the mean 

number of items checked on the PostQ minus those on the PreQ totaled 1.09259 points. 

This difference was found to be statistically significant (t = 3.096, df = 53, p = .003), 

again underlining the possible expansion of learners’ understanding of culture during the 

semester and ruling out the possibility of random change. To support the significant p-

value, the confidence interval was found to be approximately 1.5 points [.38466, 

1.80053] out of a possible 15. This interval indicates a moderate, but not extreme, amount 

of variability in the change. Together, the statistically significant p-value with the modest 

confidence interval suggest that the change in the number of items students included in 

their definition of culture neither happened by chance, nor would the result be likely to be 

dramatically different in a replication study.  
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Table 29: Paired-Samples T-Test for Number of Items Checked under "What is Culture?" 
on PreQ and PostQ 

 
 Paired Differences t df Sig. 

(2-
tailed) 

M SD SEM 95% CI 
LL UL 

Number of items 
checked on PostQ - 
Number of items 
checked on PreQ 

1.09259 2.59367 .35295 .38466 1.80053 3.096 53 .003 

  
The items that students could mark as part of their understanding of culture were 

grouped into the 3Ps (products, practices, and perspectives), to see whether one category 

changed more than the others. Table 30 compares the number of students who checked 

each item on the PreQ and PostQ. While the number of students who marked all boxes 

remained the same (21 on both PreQ and PostQ), on average, all items received more 

checkmarks on the PostQ than the PreQ except for social behavior; 55 students included 

it as part of their understanding of culture on the PreQ, while only 51 checked it on the 

PostQ.   
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Table 30: Breakdown of PreQ/PostQ Checklist for "What is Culture" into 3Ps25 

 PreQ total PostQ total % change 
Products (n = 55) (n = 55)  

pop culture 41 49 + 19.5% 
art 49 54 + 10.2% 

music 54 55 + 1.9% 
dance 50 51 + 2.0% 
stories 48 52 + 8.3% 

Products average   + 8.4% 
Practices    

historical events 42 49 +16.7% 
social behavior 55 51 -7.3% 

holidays 48 51 + 6.3% 
everyday events 41 43 + 4.9% 

Practices average   + 5.2% 
Perspectives    

facts26 36 40 + 11.1% 
ideas 44 45 + 2.3% 

stereotypes 29 37 + 27.6% 
perceptions/attitudes 48 49 + 2.1% 

individuals 40 41 + 2.5% 
Perspectives average   + 9.1% 

Comparison of the average percentage change for items that fall into products, 

practices, and perspectives suggests that students understanding of cultural perspectives 

expanded the most, with an average percent increase of 9.1%, followed closely by 

cultural products with an 8.4% average increase. Out of all individual items, stereotypes 

                                                
25 Some of the items in this table could fit into both categories. For example, stories could fall under both 
products and practices—they are both a cultural artifact and a cultural practice. However, in this study, 
stories were conceptualized as a product due to the nature of students’ interaction with them in the RJs. If 
storytelling had been included in this list on the questionnaire, it could have been classified under 
Practices. In a replication study, this list could be modified so that each item easily falls into only one of 
the three categories.  
26 Facts are included in this category because what is and is not a fact is usually culturally determined and 
propagated by culture. 
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saw the largest percent increase between the two questionnaires (27.6%), and this 

increase appears to have contributed to the overall change in perspectives as a category. 

Although the reading journals did not address stereotypes explicitly, this may be a topic 

that was addressed in other parts of the course, e.g., in learning about cultural topics from 

the instructors or from the textbook. 

STUDENT PERCEPTIONS OF CULTURAL LEARNING (PREQ/POSTQ) 
On both the PreQ and PostQ, students were asked what they thought one must to 

do in order to learn about a foreign culture (PreQ item 13, PostQ ‘Language Learning 

Beliefs’ item 2). Fifty-five students responded to this item on the PreQ and 33 on the 

PostQ. The difference in number of total responses for this item could be attributed to the 

shorter amount of time students had to complete the PostQ in class (approximately 10 

minutes) than the PreQ (approximately 15 minutes). This time difference, though 

unintentional, occurred largely because students took the PostQ during the last week of 

the semester, which tends to be a very busy week in the course syllabus. For this reason, 

several learners did not respond to short-answer items.27  

                                                
27 This difference does not necessarily invalidate this part of the analysis, because the majority of students 
still responded to this item on both questionnaires. However, the difference in the number of responses is 
admittedly large. For that reason, this point carries less weight in the current analysis of changes in 
students’ perceptions of cultural learning. To ensure that this does not occur in a follow-up study, it may be 
more sensible to administer the questionnaire earlier in the semester, perhaps on the in-class discussion day 
for RJ3, which took place one week earlier). This would require modifications to the lesson plan for that 
day, but it would ensure that students had more time to fill out the questionnaire and respond to all of the 
items. Another alternative may be to shorten the questionnaire so that it can still be administered during the 
last week of classes, but still contain all of the necessary items that elicit information about changes in 
students’ understanding of culture as well as feedback on the reading journals. 
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Because this was a short-answer item and thus required qualitative analysis, 

students’ PreQ and PostQ responses were coded into the following six categories, based 

on trends identified by the researcher during data analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2013; 

Saldaña, 2012): (1) first-hand experience (includes immersion, travel, and interaction 

with native speakers); (2) knowing the language; (3) personal investment in learning; (4) 

open-mindedness; (5) using or studying cultural products (includes texts); and (6) 

discovering cultural perspectives (includes cultural comparisons). Categories were 

determined based on the data; they were not pre-determined before analysis began. 

Students whose responses fell into two categories were coded twice, once for each 

category. The number of comments in each category and representative student responses 

for each category are provided in Table 31.  
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Table 31: Representative responses to PreQ/PostQ Item "What must one do in order to 
learn about a foreign culture?" 

Theme Representative responses PreQ 
(n=32) 

PostQ 
(n=32) 

First-hand 
experience 
(includes 
interaction with 
native speakers) 

• Immerse themself [sic] fully and dedicate time to 
learning about it. (PreQ) 

• […] talk to a native! [My 506 instructor] would tell us 
stories and show pictures. (PreQ) 

• [H]ave a teacher/professor open to helping. [Timothy] 
does a great job. (PreQ) 

• Experiencing it first hand by visiting the country. Trying 
to understand their values. Learning their history 
(PostQ) 

24 
(75.0%) 

7 
(21.9%) 

Knowing the 
language 

• First learn the basics of the language spoken there. 
(PreQ) 

• Being amerged [sic] in the language (PostQ) 
• Being able to communicate (PostQ) 

2 
(6.3%) 

13 
(40.6%) 

Personal 
investment/interest 
in learning 

• Engage with that culture personally. (PreQ) 
• Have an interest in that culture (PreQ) 

7 
(21.9%) 

0 
(0.0%) 

Open-mindedness • Have an open mind to different things (PreQ) 
• Being able to set aside your personal perspective to 

absorb another openly. (PostQ) 

2 
(6.3%) 

4 
(12.5%) 

Using/studying 
cultural products  

• Read about their culture. (PreQ) 
• Plenty of reading and comparison (PostQ) 
• Exploring every aspect about a foreign culture through 

emersion [sic], travel, reading, and writing (PostQ) 

14 
(43.8%) 

11 
(34.4%) 

Discovering 
cultural 
perspectives 

• Trying to understand [the target culture’s] values 
(PostQ) 

• Showing how their culture differs from ours. (PostQ) 
• Making comparisons with your own culture, as well as 

what is different between the two. (PostQ) 

0 
(0.0%) 

13 
(40.6%) 

 
The most striking difference between PreQ and PostQ responses to this item lies 

in the number of students who mentioned first-hand experiences like immersion or 

interaction with a native speaker as a necessity for cultural learning. The number of 

responses addressing experience decreased from 24 students (75.0% of respondents) on 

the PreQ to 7 students (21.9%) on the PostQ.  
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The number of students who mention cultural perspectives increased between the 

two questionnaires, from zero students (0.0%) on the PreQ to 40.6% (13 students) on the 

PostQ. The higher frequency of cultural perspectives on the PostQ was accompanied by a 

number of short-answer responses that addressed (cultural) comparison as well, a change 

that could be connected to a combination of the instructional environment and, more 

probably, the reading journals, which asked students to draw comparisons between 

audience and textual content. Although no causality can be proven here, the nature of the 

reading journal assignment may be one possible explanation for this increase. 

Approximately the same percentage of responses on PreQ and PostQ addressed 

reading and studying cultural products as a way to learn about a foreign culture. On the 

PreQ, 14 students (43.8%) saw interacting with cultural products as a way to learn more 

about another culture and 11 (34.4%) on the PostQ. This number only saw a small 

decrease, but it is interesting to note that students see this as one way to explore another 

culture. Several students also mentioned this in their comments: “Read about their 

culture,” “Plenty of reading and comparison,” “Exploring every aspect about a foreign 

culture through [immersion], travel, reading, and writing.” The representative responses 

for this category from the table above show that many of the comments regarding reading 

appeared on the PostQ; this trend is reflected in the remainder of student comments, 

despite the fact that the actual percentage of responses pertaining to this theme was 

smaller on the PostQ.  
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STUDENT IMPRESSIONS OF CULTURAL LEARNING IN READING JOURNAL ASSIGNMENTS 
(POSTQ) 

Post-study questionnaires collected student feedback about the reading journals 

and students’ perceptions of how the assignment affected their cultural learning. Overall, 

students reported a positive impact of the reading journals, as displayed in Table 32. The 

majority of students (72.3%, n = 54) indicated they felt the reading journals helped them 

discover novel aspects of German-speaking cultures, with 11 students (20.4%) strongly 

agreeing with this statement and 28 students (51.9%) responding with agree. A similar 

number of students (n = 54) stated that class discussions on reading journal days also 

contributed to their understanding of German-speaking cultures: 15 students (27.8%) 

strongly agreed with this statement and 26 students (48.1%) agreed. From these 

questionnaire responses it can be deduced that students found the reading journals to be 

overall beneficial to their cultural learning.  

Table 32: PostQ Responses Relating to Cultural Learning (PostQ ‘Reading Journal 
Experience,’ Items 4 and 7) 

Questionnaire item 1  
(strongly 
disagree) 

2  
(disagree) 

3 (agree) 4  
(strongly 

agree) 

n 

The reading journals helped me see 
aspects of German-speaking 
cultures that I might not have 
otherwise discovered. 
 

3 
(5.5%) 

12 
(22.2%) 

28 
(51.9%) 

11 
(20.4%) 54 

Class discussions about the reading 
journals contributed to my 
understanding of German-speaking 
cultures. 
 

3 
(5.4%) 

12 
(21.4%) 

26 
(46.4%) 

15 
(26.8%) 56 
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DISCUSSION 

The first research question asked how learners’ reading abilities changed during 

the course of the semester. This study operationalized those changes through reading 

journal scores, both the composite score and its individual parts. The results indicate that 

as a group, learners made more gains in lower- than in higher-level reading abilities, 

although this development may have varied on an individual basis. 

As indicated by their matrix scores, students enhanced their ability to read for 

relevant details over time in both narrative and expository texts. They improved their 

lower-level reading abilities such as word identification and syntax parsing. Text had a 

statistically significant relationship with students’ matrix scores, while time correlated 

only moderately with those same scores. In terms of learners’ ability to find relevant 

details, the macro-genre of the text mattered more than the time spent in instruction.  

There are a few possible explanations for why learners consistently received 

higher matrix scores for the expository text than for the narrative Harry Potter excerpt. 

One reason may be that learners anticipated the challenge of reading the expository text 

and thus read it more carefully or read it more than once. The strategy of reading texts 

multiple times was suggested to learners on several occasions by both their instructors 

and by the researcher, and students were able to try out this strategy on reading journal 

introduction days. Yet another explanation may be offered in what was perhaps the most 

interesting finding from Hammadou’s (1991) study: that self-reported background 

knowledge on a topic does not always correlate with how well students will comprehend 
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or recall that text. In other words, students in this study may have reported familiarity 

with Harry Potter but were better able to read the topically unfamiliar text despite their 

relative lack of background knowledge about it.  

 A less desirable but nonetheless plausible explanation may be that, because the 

expository texts could all be easily accessed on the Internet, students had the opportunity 

to copy and paste large sections of the text into online translation services such as Google 

Translate. Even the dubious translation provided by such services would help students to 

more easily locate details pertaining to the themes identified for each journal. Many 

learners (47, or 83.9%) admitted on the PostQ to using online translators in order to either 

look up individual words or to read the entire text. Although they were strongly 

discouraged from making use of such services and were asked to use hard-copy 

dictionaries instead, it was impossible to control for this variable without using class time 

to read the texts and complete the journals in a controlled environment. 

As discussed in Chapter 2, several studies have offered convincing but conflicting 

evidence on which macro-genre is easier for learners to comprehend. Furthermore, only a 

relatively small amount of research exists on how macro-genre impacts learners’ reading 

comprehension. DuBravac & Dalle’s 2002 study noted that students were able to recall 

more details from expository texts. Although the task of finding relevant details is not 

exactly the same as writing a recall of a text, both do require lower-level reading abilities 

such as orthographic processing, syntax processing, and word recognition. Thus, it is 

possible to conclude that DuBravac & Dalle’s finding holds true for learners in this study: 
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in terms of lower-level processing, students tend to fare better on expository texts than on 

narratives.  

While the relationship between text and students’ matrix scores remained 

statistically significant, time spent in class (i.e., instructional time) had less of an impact 

on learners’ ability to find relevant textual evidence to include in their matrices. This lack 

of statistical significance may be explained by several factors. First, the task of reading 

for textual details was new to most students, as indicated in their PostQ feedback; 38 out 

of 54 students reported that the reading journals were different from other kinds of 

assignments they had done in FL courses, supporting the earlier assertion in Chapter 1 

that students are not often asked to support their arguments about a text with its language 

in FL courses. Second, low L2 proficiency likely prohibits some learners—especially 

those who received lower RJ scores—from finding textual details appropriate for their 

subsequent comparison of the texts, aligning with studies that report L2 proficiency as 

major predictors of L2 reading comprehension (Jeon & Yamashita, 2014; van Gelderen et 

al., 2004). The significant relationship between time and textual evidence scores and time 

and comparison scores indicates that despite the high p-values, it is only possible to say 

that students improved, but minimally so, in these areas during one semester.  

Instructional time was significantly related to main idea scores and to learners’ 

capacity for finding relevant quotations, but it did not appear to affect students’ ability to 

use textual evidence in a comparison of two texts. Although the increase in students’ 

scores was statistically significant, students improved only marginally in these two 
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abilities. This result suggests that using textual evidence to support a comparison of two 

FL texts is difficult for second-semester students. Such a result is likely due to their low 

language proficiency, as shown by many studies that offer evidence for L2 proficiency as 

an important predictor for reading comprehension (Jeon & Yamashita, 2014). As such, 

language proficiency is one likely factor in how well students can select textual details to 

include in a thematically organized matrix. Learning to rely on the text to strengthen 

one’s argument may be good practice for students in the long term, but instructors should 

keep in mind that these may not be areas where students can show substantial 

development through only one semester of working with reading journals or reading 

unabridged texts.  

Students’ higher-level reading abilities changed less than their lower-level ones, 

and the relationships between scores, time, and text varied more than in other scores. 

Learners used higher-level reading abilities in the main idea section of the RJ, in which 

they summarized each text with one concise sentence. Time (instruction over the course 

of the semester) and text had a statistically significant relationship with students’ main 

idea scores. Learners tended to summarize the main idea of the narrative more accurately 

than that of the expository text.  

The fact that learners received better main idea scores over time, in combination 

with the statistical significance of this increase, may have to do with students’ familiarity 

with and expectations for the text type. The narrative macro-genre appears in nearly 

every culture, and almost always includes three basic components: an orientation, where 
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the context is established; a complication, in which a conflict occurs; and a resolution, in 

which the conflict is resolved (Martin & Rose, 2008). These three events occurred in each 

HP excerpt that students read. Each excerpt also contained lexio-grammatical features 

that always appear in narratives, such as narration of events, indicated through tense and 

temporal adverbs, character development, and the sharing of points of view, indicated 

through dialogue and reported speech (Crane, 2006; Ochs, 1997). These features span 

narratives across cultures, and were features that students likely expected to find and did 

in fact encounter, as they read HP. The students in this study, however, appeared to 

actually be worse at reading for detail in the narrative text, and better in the expository 

text, though only by a fraction of a point.  

Learners saw varying improvement in their lower- and higher-level 

comprehension abilities, but overall, they did improve their reading abilities during the 

course of the semester. This development may be due to the amount of practice they had 

in working with ‘real’ language in reading the six texts they used to write their journals. 

However, the language and cultural learning occurring in other parts of the course may 

have also contributed to the increase in learners’ composite RJ scores. In instructional 

environments, it is impossible to ascertain direct causality between student learning and 

pedagogical tools or approaches. However, it is likely that a combination of the reading 

journals, reading unabridged texts, and instructional time encouraged visible 

development in students’ reading comprehension abilities. 

Teacher feedback was likely an additional factor in students’ overall improvement 
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on all parts of the assignment. On the PostQ, 50 students (89.3%, n = 56) reported that 

they found their teacher’s feedback helpful in preparing their next journal. Given the 

improvement in their scores, it appears that students took their instructors’ feedback 

seriously and incorporated it into their next journal. Without instructor feedback, learners 

may not have seen the same improvement on main idea and matrix sections of the RJ. All 

of these results underscore the importance of instruction in implementing an assignment 

like the reading journal, especially a task that is new to students and is unusual for a 

beginning-level L2 course.  

 In addition to minimal improvement in learners’ high-level comprehension 

abilities, audience identification also improved only minimally, with no statistical 

significance in the increase. Teachers’ scores show that learners did not improve much in 

their identification of audience during the semester, suggesting that that part of the task 

might be too difficult for students at this proficiency level. This could be true for a 

number of reasons: learners may not have the cultural knowledge required to complete 

such a task, knowledge that researchers know to be important in L2 text comprehension 

(Carrell, 1981; Erten & Razi, 2009; Johnson, 1981, 1982); three journals may not have 

been enough to show considerable improvement. Given the similar standard deviations of 

teachers’ scores on audience identification for all three journals, expecting dramatic 

improvement in this area during one semester may be unrealistic. This result speaks to 

the developmental readiness of beginning L2 learners to see improvement in this area. 

Some of them may have been cognitively prepared to develop in this ability while others 
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were not. In any case, such high-level abilities take time and work to develop in any 

learner, let alone one with low L2 proficiency. It is still worth pursuing an assignment 

such as the reading journal that asks students to work on their higher-level reading 

abilities, however; instructors must simply be realistic in their expectations of how much 

development students can undergo in one semester of L2 learning.  

In addition to their reading development, learners also saw changes in their 

attitudes toward culture and cultural learning during the semester they worked with 

reading journals. This data came primarily from PreQ and PostQ responses, in which 

students responded to items measuring their understanding of culture and cultural 

learning. One item on both questionnaires asked students to define culture by marking 

items that they might include in their definition. The number of items that students 

included in their understanding of culture for that part of the questionnaire saw a 

statistically significant increase between the PreQ and PostQ. This finding suggests that 

the increase did not occur by chance and that students expanded their definition of culture 

during the semester. It is also noteworthy that perceptions/attitudes (i.e., cultural 

perspectives) only saw a minimal increase in scores, from 48 students who marked it on 

the PreQ to 49 on the PostQ. Such a finding echoes the results of national surveys (i.e., 

Schulz & Ganz, 2010; Phillips & Abbott, 2011) that point to perspectives as the most 

neglected of the 3Ps in cultural instruction. Interestingly, the reading journals encouraged 

students to reflect on cultural perspectives more than other assignments in the course, in 
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particular as part of the final section of the assignment in which students predicted who 

might read each text and why. 

 Another questionnaire item asked students to write about what they thought they 

needed to do to learn about culture. For that item, students wrote a short answer response. 

Between the PreQ and PostQ, more learners commented at the end of the semester on the 

importance of discovering another culture’s values or comparing cultures, while fewer 

learners mentioned interaction with native speakers or first-hand experience as an 

important aspect of cultural learning. The decrease between PreQ and PostQ in the 

number of students who mentioned immersion or study abroad as a way to learn about 

culture indicates that students changed their conceptions of how they can learn culture. 

None of their instructors were native speakers and at this point, few of them had ever 

been to a German-speaking country. In fact, for many students at this university, a 

semester abroad would be difficult to fit into their studies. However, students may have 

come to the realization that while immersion may still be an exciting and personally 

challenging way to learn culture, it is not the only one. The changes in other categories—

especially in comments that address cultural perspectives and cultural products—further 

support the idea that students discovered other ways of learning about culture. 

 Students’ PostQ comments on cultural learning could be explained with a number 

of reasons. First, and perhaps most optimistically, students may have felt that the reading 

they did in this course impacted their own understanding of culture and wished to reflect 

that sentiment in their comments. Such an explanation would be ideal, given that one of 
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the goals of the reading journal was to help students reflect on culture in general and to 

compare German and Anglophone cultures. A second explanation may be the 

questionnaire design: the questions that preceded these items on the PostQ all elicited 

student feedback on the reading journals, so students may have still been reflecting on 

that experience as they responded to the items about culture. 

Additionally, learners indicated on the PostQ that the reading journals contributed 

to their cultural learning and that the assignment helped them see aspects of German 

culture that they would not otherwise have been able to discover.It is not this study’s 

objective to prove that the reading journals were the catalyst for students’ attitude 

changes. Furthermore, because questionnaire data were self-reported, these findings serve 

only as indirect evidence of their learning. By nature, FL courses consist of multiple 

elements, including grammar instruction, vocabulary practice, discussions about culture, 

and activities designed to help students with FL learning strategies, among others. Any 

and all course components could potentially alter the way students relate to and talk about 

the target culture. However, students reported a connection between the reading journals 

and their perceptions of cultural learning in their PostQ responses. Without a control 

group, it is impossible to say that reading journals directly contributed to student 

perceptions of changes in their own cultural learning; however, given the way in which 

students reflected on culture through completing them, the journals also cannot be 

completely ruled out as a possible contributor to these positive changes.  
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As Drewelow (2013) found in her study of learners’ definitions of culture during 

one semester, few students include perspectives as an important element of a language 

course. Similar to her study, the learners in these second-semester German classes also 

did not include many perspective-related items in that definition, at least initially. 

However, that category of items attracted learners’ attention on the PostQ than on the 

PreQ. This finding supports Drewelow’s study in its assertion that students can indeed 

change their attitudes toward culture during the semester. Second, it is worthwhile to note 

that these learners did check some of the items pertaining to the perspectives category on 

the PreQ, before ever working with the reading journals, meaning that many of them 

already included these perspective-related items in their definitions of culture. This 

finding contradicts Drewelow’s assertion that students generally do not see cultural 

perspectives as part of culture or cultural learning. 

These culture-related questionnaire results also can, at least in theory, demonstrate 

the importance of instruction in helping students change their attitudes through using the 

L2 to do tasks that they enjoy doing. Schenker’s (2013) study demonstrated this through 

the implementation of a computer-mediated chat exchange between German and 

American students. During her study, she too investigated how her students changed the 

way they value cultural learning as a part of language instruction, noting toward the 

beginning that many students tended to see culture and language as separate entities, and 

cultural learning as subservient to language learning. However, these attitudes changed 

over time in both the German and American students. They were able to learn about the 
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culture firsthand through the friendships they formed with one another, and reported 

toward the end of the semester that they enjoyed the exchange. While reading a text is 

obviously different than forming a friendship with a member from the L2 culture, 

Schenker’s results as well as this one reinforce the importance of affect in language 

learning and FL reading (Horwitz, et al., 1986; Horwitz & Young, 1981; Saito, et al., 

1999). The students in this study reported enjoying and benefitting from the reading 

journals and were excited to read Harry Potter, a text that many of them were already 

familiar with, in German.  

 Finally, it is worth noting that, although fewer students mentioned using or 

studying cultural products on the PostQ than on the PreQ, more of their PostQ comments 

referenced reading as one of the ways they could engage in cultural learning. Though a 

positive relationship between reading journals and changes in students’ attitudes cannot 

be statistically proven, this is perhaps the best proof this study can offer for a connection 

between L2 reading and changes in learners’ understanding of culture. One of the reading 

journals’ main goals was to help students reflect on and compare cultures, so it would be 

desirable if students saw the change in their own attitudes toward culture as a result of 

working with this assignment.  

CHAPTER SUMMARY 

This chapter presented quantitative and qualitative results from the pre- and post-

study questionnaires and from the assessment of students’ reading journals using the rater 

and teacher rubrics. The goal of the study was to examine development in second-
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semester L2 German learners’ reading comprehension and cultural learning through these 

instruments. Major findings indicated that during the semester, students changed their 

understanding of culture itself and of the processes and experiences involved in cultural 

learning. In terms of development in students’ reading abilities, this study found that 

learners seemed to improve the most on reading for the main idea, a finding that indicates 

development in higher-level reading comprehension processes. In contrast, students’ 

ability to read closely for details also improved somewhat, as evidenced by a statistically 

significant increase in matrix scores on the teacher rubric over time. Though these scores 

indicated that students seemed to improve at reading for relevant details, independent 

raters’ scores showed that there was minimal improvement in their ability to use that 

textual evidence to support an argument. The results discussed here serve as a reminder 

that instructional objectives need to be realistic for all learners. 

A caveat should be made with respect to individual differences in reading 

development, an area of L2 studies that remains under-researched (Grabe, 2009; Koda, 

2005). More recent studies (Hiromori, Matsumoto, & Nakayama, 2012; Matsumoto, 

Nakayama, & Hiromori, 2013) have found that L2 readers’ individual difference profiles 

and reading comprehension development are influenced by their language learning 

beliefs and motivation levels. Other studies (Kambi-stein, 2003; Mori, 1999) have 

suggested that learner strategy use is influenced by motivation level and language 

learning beliefs. Any of the changes outlined here could be attributed to individual 

learners’ personalities, motivation, affect, and language learning beliefs. These individual 
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changes most likely cannot account for the overall changes in the group, but they may be 

able to account for why some students developed more than others.  

This study’s findings carry implications for pedagogical approaches to reading at 

the beginning level; those implications are discussed in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION 

INTRODUCTION 

This project aimed to examine L2 reading comprehension and cultural learning in 

early L2 German instruction as it pertains to students’ work with guided reading journals. 

The first research question asked how beginning students’ L2 reading comprehension 

changed through working with guided reading journals, while the second investigated 

their cultural learning development during the semester. Although this study explored the 

development of a particular student population, transferability and generalizability are 

important parts of educational studies such as this one (Braun & Clarke, 2013; Dörnyei, 

2007; Mackey & Gass, 2005). With this in mind, this chapter suggests implications for 

L2 reading and literacy development, and offers suggestions for how the study’s findings 

connect to the current state of general education in the United States.  

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 

In fall 2012, 56 beginning L2 learners of German from a large public university in 

the southwestern United States participated in a study that investigated development in 

their reading abilities and their attitudes toward culture and cultural learning. The data 

analysis utilized a triangulated approach that included pre- and post-treatment 

questionnaires and student reading journals. In the study, students engaged with a total of 

nine unabridged texts and independently completed three reading journals in preparation 

for structured class discussions, where they shared their interpretations of the texts with 

one another. The reading journals were designed to document learners’ development in 
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reading comprehension (both low- and high-level processes), while the pre- and post-

study questionnaires tracked changes in students’ understanding of culture and cultural 

learning, as well as their attitude toward ambiguity in L2 reading. In addition, the pre-

study questionnaire elicited learner demographic information, such as number of 

academic credit hours and major, while the post-study questionnaire collected feedback 

on the reading journal assignment.  

As discussed in Chapter 4, the study found changes in students’ reading 

comprehension that addressed research question 1. Students improved in their overall 

reading journal scores, with the group as a whole showing a statistically significant 

increase in total score from the first to the third reading journal task; this held true for 

work that was graded by both their instructor (who graded the reading journal section by 

section) and an independent rater (who assessed only the implications section).  

However, examination of students’ performance on individual sections of the 

reading journals revealed more improvement in lower-level reading processes (which 

were operationalized in their matrix scores) than in higher-level ones (operationalized in 

the main idea, audience identification, and topic comparison scores). Learners’ main idea 

scores changed depending upon instructional time and text type, and they improved the 

most in this section of the reading journal, with slightly better performance on the 

narrative HP text. This result may correspond with students’ familiarity and previous 

experience with the Harry Potter film(s) and novel(s), and dovetails with research that 

has shown improved overall reading comprehension when L2 users had substantial 
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background knowledge about and interest in the text (Carrell & Wise, 1998; Perfetti, 

Marron, & Foltz, 1996; Pritchard, 1990). 

Time spent in instruction had less of an effect on students’ ability to read for 

details and find relevant quotations to include in the text matrix, while text type had a 

more significant effect on this part of students’ scores. Additionally, students were better 

able to find more relevant details in the expository text. It was hypothesized that learners 

read this text more carefully because they knew that they lacked background knowledge 

about it. Alternatively, because of the texts’ availability online, learners could have used 

online translation software to help them read those texts.  

Learners’ scores for textual evidence and text comparison did not increase greatly 

over time, although the p-values for those increases remained statistically significant 

when scores were subjected to parametric tests. Average textual evidence and comparison 

scores fell from RJ1 to RJ2, while the RJ3 score evened out at just above the score for 

RJ1. This finding suggests that students’ improvement may not have been consistent over 

time and that development of these abilities may not be linear or predictable, especially 

when students are examined as a group and not by individual case. The result also 

reinforces the suggestion made in Chapter 4 that individual differences may affect 

reading development in ways that this study cannot predict (Hiromori et al., 2012; 

Kambi-stein, 2003; Matsumoto et al., 2013; Mori, 1999).  

Finally, these L2 readers improved over time in their ability to identify a text’s 

audience and draw logical comparisons between texts, visible through a small though 
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statistically significant mean increase for these two values. These results indicate that the 

change did not occur by chance, and that the minimal increase in these higher-level 

reading comprehension abilities may take longer than one semester for L2 learners to 

develop. This is not to suggest that assignments such as the reading journal should not be 

pursued at an early stage in FL learning, indeed, such activities should be included at 

early levels exactly for that reason. Regular reading practice that addresses such higher-

level comprehension processes will likely prepare learners for the reading required in 

advanced instruction.  

In addressing the second research question, several major findings related to 

changes in students’ perceptions of culture and cultural learning were found. First, 

students expanded their understanding of culture during the semester, as indicated by the 

increase of mean number of items students included in their understanding of the 

construct. Second, when asked on the pre- and post-study questionnaires about what 

cultural learning involved, learners’ PreQ responses emphasized immersion and 

interaction with native speakers, while on the PostQ learners more frequently addressed 

discovering cultural perspectives, reading, and cultural comparisons. This outcome could 

have been a result of the instructional emphasis on cultural perspectives in the 

implications section of the reading journals. Third, students reported that the reading 

journals were helpful in their cultural learning, indicating that they may have encouraged 

students to discover parts of German-speaking cultures that they may not have learned 

about through other course elements. In combination, these results indicate that students 
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changed their perceptions of culture and cultural learning during the semester they read 

unabridged texts and worked with reading journals. 

PEDAGOGICAL IMPLICATIONS FOR L2 READING 
INSTRUCTION 

The results from this study carry implications for FL teaching and learning and 

add to the literature on beginning L2 reading development. First and foremost, these 

findings show that guided reading practice can be beneficial to second-semester L2 

German learners in some respects (i.e., in helping them learn to read for the main idea in 

L2 texts), but minimally in others (i.e., audience identification, using textual evidence to 

support claims about comparisons). This project also challenges findings from studies 

that have only investigated linguistic or cognitive factors in reading comprehension 

(Akkakoson, 2013; Jeon & Yamashita, 2014; Sparks, Patton, Ganschow, & Humbach, 

2012): if beginning L2 learners can find the main idea and relevant textual details in 

unmodified texts without having the L2 proficiency that is supposedly a major predictor 

of their reading ability, then proficiency may not be the most dominant predictor of 

reading comprehension as these studies suggest. The other 50% of reading, as Bernhardt 

(2005, 2011) notes, must lie in factors that are even more challenging to measure than L2 

proficiency, such as background or cultural knowledge, individual factors, and affective 

factors. While this study does not measure those factors included in the other 50%, it 

does confirm Bernhardt’s assertion that L2 reading comprehension, even at the beginning 

level, is not merely a linguistic and cognitive phenomenon.  
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This study’s findings also support the effectiveness of the reading journal as a 

way to assess reading comprehension, and as a more holistic approach than detail-

oriented comprehension checks (Gilmore, 2007; Shook, 1996). Unlike these types of 

questions, which tend to pre-determine important information, the reading journal allows 

for variation in learners’ understanding of FL texts. Its open format encourages students 

to focus on details that they think are relevant for their comprehension of the readings, 

and allows for a comparison of the texts based on those details. Fostering diversity in 

textual interpretation among learners is yet another unique contribution of this project to 

beginning L2 reading. In broader terms, the task also helps students understand FL 

reading as not mere parsing of written language, but as a way to engage with another 

culture through its texts. Assignments like the reading journal can help practitioners and 

students to see that reading depends upon more than just language ability. 

Additionally, the reading journals are a useful exercise in teaching students how 

to read FL texts. They not only help students use their L1 reading abilities in their L2 

learning, but they also teach learners to think about the contexts in which FL texts are 

produced and consumed, and for whom they are written. In interacting with another 

culture’s perspectives via its texts, learners are challenged to understand themselves as 

members of a socially established system that cannot be regarded as universal. The data 

in this study regarding perceptions of culture and cultural learning indicates that students 

changed their ideas about culture during the semester they worked with reading journals. 
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This change was not a result of working with reading journals; however, it is clear that 

the reading development and changes in attitude occurred alongside each other.  

Developing L2 users’ ability to read for detail and to use those details to support 

an argument about a FL text occurs gradually over time, as these results have shown. 

Students improved only minimally in putting textual language to work in a comparison of 

the texts. That ability may not necessarily be vital at the second-semester level, and it 

may also require more than a semester to learn. Using textual evidence to compare L2 

texts may not be something learners were accustomed to doing in an FL class. 

Nevertheless, grounding arguments in textual language is useful practice for students’ 

continued L2 study, as textual analysis and close readings will be expected of them in 

upper-level courses, and work at an early level may prepare them for further instruction 

(Berman & Bernhardt, 1999; Byrnes & Kord, 2002; Maxim, 2006; Swaffar & Arens, 

2005). 

The aspects of reading development discussed here require considerable time 

beyond one semester of FL instruction, reinforcing the importance of maintaining 

realistic expectations for beginning learners’ development in one semester. With 

continued practice in working with texts in the ways suggested here, not necessarily 

through reading journals themselves, but through assignments that require similar 

abilities, students may experience more improvement in both lower- and higher-level 

reading comprehension abilities. 
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STUDY LIMITATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS FOR 
REPLICATION 

As with all studies that take place in the rich and complex environment of a 

classroom, several improvements could be made to this project. First, the absence of a 

control group without the reading journals prevented an analysis of whether students who 

worked with reading journals experienced more improvement in reading comprehension 

than those who did not, or than those who underwent a different treatment. During the 

conceptualization stage of this project, a comparison group made up one section of GER 

507 was added to the study to provide insight into how personalized text selection might 

impact students’ abilities to work with the reading journals. As mentioned in Chapter 3, 

this data was ultimately excluded from the current study in order to manage the project’s 

scope.  

However, the exclusion of a control group was not fully disadvantageous. First, 

from a pedagogical standpoint, as a group, students across the four sections benefitted 

from this pedagogical intervention as the RJ was assumed to foster students’ reading 

development. With a control group excluded from the study, all students had the 

opportunity to experience these changes. Furthermore, having three separate groups 

complete the same treatment, although they were not treated separately in the analysis, 

provides opportunity for later studies to examine whether the same trends occurred in 

each class; if each class undergoes the same treatment and experiences the same changes, 

those results could confirm the reliability of the treatment as a whole. 



 

 
 

138 

Despite the illustrated benefits of conducting a study without a control group, 

including such a group in the study design is a common practice in applied linguistics 

research. For that reason, replication studies should consider modifications to the data 

collection instruments and study design. Adding a control group, or at least a comparison 

treatment group, to the study would allow for further examination of the reading journal 

as an effective pedagogical tool, as opposed to other approaches to beginning L2 reading, 

such as the post-reading comprehension questions so frequently present in textbooks and 

other types of reading journals addressed in Chapter 3. For example, in a replication 

study, one group could work with the reading journals while another use a different 

pedagogical approach, such as comprehension questions, that only test comprehension of 

textual content. The same pre- and post-test could be used to measure which approach 

yields more change in students’ L2 reading development.  

The addition of a comparison group would also require changes to the 

questionnaires; items pertaining to reading journals would need to be excluded from 

questionnaires administered to the control group. Both questionnaires would include 

more items that measure students’ attitude toward reading and cultural learning that 

would provide deeper insight into those issues as they pertain to beginning learners. In 

addition, a pre- and post-test that directly measures students’ FL reading abilities would 

contribute important information about both groups. For example, students could read a 

short text, write its main idea, underline important concepts in the text, identify a text’s 

audience, and respond to a question that asks them to reflect on a text’s cultural context. 
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Such a task would share similarities with the reading journals in terms of the abilities 

they require, but any data analysis on those results would have to consider the time 

pressure under which students take the pre- and post-tests. 

Additionally, a replication study should consider conducting follow-up interviews 

with the participating students to further investigate students’ PostQ feedback on reading 

journals. Focus groups that take place directly after the end of the semester with students 

from different treatment groups could interrogate students’ perceptions of the reading 

journal and whether it influenced their cultural learning and reading development. 

Interviews could also be used to further examine students whose perceptions of culture 

and cultural learning remained unchanged, or those whose PreQ and PostQ responses 

changed in other unexpected ways.  

In this study, only one item between the PreQ and PostQ measured changes in 

students’ attitude toward reading, and only two items addressed cultural learning. The 

analysis provided here puts great emphasis on these items. In a replication study, 

including more varied items on the PreQ and PostQ about students’ attitudes toward 

cultural learning and reading development during the semester would provide a richer 

picture of these findings.  

Future studies may also examine whether using culturally unfamiliar texts (i.e., 

not using Harry Potter or any other text that students have previously read in English) 

yields the same findings in reading comprehension development and cultural learning as 

were found in this study. Additionally, the use of other text types could provide more 
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insight into the relationship between genre and L2 reading comprehension, and may 

reveal whether particular text types (such as narratives) are easier or more difficult for 

beginning L2 readers to work with. The results gained from such a study would likely 

affect choices about which texts are included in commercial textbooks for beginning 

learners.  

Finally, this study did not divide participants according to their demographic 

information (i.e., gender, year in school, or major). However, these factors may have 

contributed to varying amounts of development in this study’s participants. In a 

replication study, it may be productive, for example, to probe whether more senior 

students receive higher scores on the RJ than younger students. Future studies might also 

examine the impact of gender on reading development or changes in learners’ 

understanding of culture. Examinations of students in different demographic groups 

would reveal whether the reading journal is a more effective instrument for some groups 

than for others, and whether learners change their understanding of culture and 

perceptions of cultural learning in different ways.  

CHALLENGES OF CLASSROOM RESEARCH AND 
DEVELOPMENT OF NEW FL LEARNING MATERIALS 

Designing a classroom study and testing the effectiveness of FL learning 

materials is not an easy task, even for the most experienced researcher. In this study, 

several challenges were encountered along the way, the greatest being the feasibility of 

using an assignment such as the reading journal in the beginning FL classroom. The 
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practice of using the précis is currently not widespread; thus, the assignment as well as 

the theory behind it is new to both instructors and students. Implementing an assignment 

like the RJ requires time on the part of instructors and students to understand it. In 

addition, students run the risk of doing poorly on the assignment because it is somewhat 

unusual for an FL classroom. (This problem was avoided in the present study, however, 

in that students completed two reading journals for no grade—one of those done as a 

class—before writing one of their own.) A further aspect of feasibility is the time 

required to select texts; it took several hours to find texts that matched well with the 

theme of each reading journal, matched with each other, and contained enough of the 

relevant vocabulary from the current chapter. Challenges aside, students reacted 

positively to the reading journals once they learned what they were to do in the 

assignment, and it appears that the positive changes they experienced in their attitude 

toward culture and cultural learning were well worth the time invested in text selection 

and task design. 

Whether the reading journals were feasible for instructors was also questionable, 

as evidenced by the one instructor who gave all of his students ‘3’ on audience 

identification on the last reading journal. Teacher fatigue is a possibility in any semester, 

and grading reading journals is no easy task. Additionally, it takes time for teachers to 

prepare for reading journal days and to provide feedback on the lesson plan, task design, 

and grading rubric. Their dedication to the project was crucial for its success in the 

classroom  
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DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

While this study is a step toward developing a deeper understanding of the impact 

of guided reading practice on beginning L2 students’ reading comprehension and 

attitudes toward culture, additional research is still needed to confirm this project’s 

findings in other student populations and in language courses other than German.  

The reading journal could be easily adapted for other courses, languages, 

proficiency levels, and student populations. To gather empirical evidence that supports 

that claim, researchers could examine whether students beyond the beginning level could 

complete the journal in the target language, for example, and whether similar results in 

reading development could be confirmed with languages with other orthographies. Such a 

study would be in line with Swaffar & Arens’ (2005) book-length treatment of curricular 

approaches to developing literacy abilities. Writing the journal fully or in part in the 

target language may support additional aspects of students’ L2 development. Yet another 

factor to examine is whether reading different texts for each journal (i.e., not having an 

excerpted text from the same book in each journal) or whether the journals’ thematic 

alignment with the rest of the curriculum affects students’ performance on the 

assignment.  

This study adds to the research on the relationship between beginning L2 reading 

comprehension, student attitudes toward cultural learning, and text-based approaches to 

FL learning. It has also enhanced the already voluminous literature on the connections 

between background knowledge, cultural knowledge, and L2 reading comprehension. 
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Taken together, the findings from this study indicate that reading longer, unabridged and 

unmodified texts in the L2 is feasible for and beneficial to second-semester learners of 

German.  
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APPENDICES 
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APPENDIX A: LESSON PLANS FOR READING JOURNAL INTRODUCTION DAYS 
Objectives: 

• To understand that ambiguity is not only acceptable, but also inevitable when 
approaching an authentic text, and to develop strategies for dealing with that 
ambiguity. In other words, readers learn to rely on what they do know to create 
meaning from a text, instead of what they don’t. 

• To have a basic grasp of the précis (reading journal) and its elements, as 
demonstrated through reading a short text and being able to construct a précis of it 
with the help of the instructor. 

 
Materials:  

• tutorial lesson plan worksheet.docx, sample texts (Süddeutsche and CNN Money 
articles), questionnaire – pre-study.docx, grading rubric.docx 

• reading journal task.ctrl.docx, Sample text cluster for homework – “Bildung” 
from HP, plus additional online text. 

 
DAY 1 

Lesson plan, (x3 75-minute classes): 
• Explanation of reading journal task (10-12 minutes, in English) 

o Ask students who has read German texts before. Which strategies did you 
use? 

o Distribute reading journal task sheets 
o Task objectives 
o Texts – HP plus one thematically-related text for teacher-selected group; 

self-chosen topically related but generically different texts for self-
selecting group 

o Brief rundown of reading journal task/précis (can let students take a few 
minutes to read assignment sheet by themselves) 

• Make your own précis – using sample text from above, plus CNN Money article, 
“Was the recession a good thing?” Fill in the categories on the précis worksheet.  
(15-20 minutes, in language of sample texts) 

o Controlled précis – on précis worksheet, some categories are provided, 
along with some examples; students fill in the rest. They can either work 
alone or with a group to fill in additional categories and examples. 

o Briefly discuss results as a class. What might you fill in for the other 
sections of the précis? (Suggestion: start with examples, then move to 
focus, purpose/logic statements and implications) 

• Administer pre-study questionnaire (15-20 minutes; in-class preferred, but if no 
time, students may bring completed questionnaire to class the next day) 

• Questions? Comments? 
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• Homework: read Harry Potter excerpt and ZEIT article (“Strenge Regeln als 
Erfolgsmodell”) and fill in the sample reading journal worksheet.  We’ll talk 
about it on Monday.  We will also fill out a questionnaire about language learning 
experiences. 

 
DAY 2 

Lesson plan (x 3 50-minute classes) 
For homework, students will have read a sample excerpt from Harry Potter, plus a 
thematically similar text from online.   
 

• Proceed exactly as with sample précis on first day – ask students to work together 
to do each part of the reading journal assignment. (30 minutes) 

o Have students briefly compare the parts of their précis with each other; 
encourage them to ask each other why they wrote what they wrote, 
included what they did, etc. 

o Discuss each reading journal element as a class  
§ Key words/phrases – which ones did students pick? Use the board 

to organize these words into the “who, what, and how” of the 
article. Can use these phrases to help students organize matrix. 

§ Ask several students to share their matrices and explain their 
choices for their examples. 

o Reading strategies helpful? Who tried using the strategies presented on the 
reading journal task sheet? 

o May also want to show sample précis that I made and talk about that 
• Administer pre-study questionnaire (15-20 minutes) 
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APPENDIX B: MATERIALS FOR PRACTICE READING JOURNAL #1 (SAVING HABITS) 
Text comparison: Read both news articles on national saving habits and compare them 
in the chart below.  One example has been provided for you. 
 

“Deutsche horten 4.750.000.000.000 Euro” 
Süddeutsche Zeitung, May 12, 2012 

 
Keywords: 
 
 
 
 
Main idea: 
 
 
 
 
Logic: 
 
 
 

“Was the recession a good thing?” 
CNN Money, July 12, 2011 

Keywords: 
 
 
 
 
Main idea: 
 
 
 
 
Logic: 
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 “Deutsche horten 

4.750.000.000.000 Euro” 
“Was the recession a good 
thing?” 

Effects of the 
recession 
 

“Trotz der Kursverluste an den 
Kapitalmärkten haben sie ihre 
Rücklagen weiter stark 
vermehren können - auf einen 
Rekordwert.” 
 

“high unemployment, falling 
home prices, stunted growth,” 
but also “a much-needed 
financial wake-up call” 
 

Saving habits 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 
Implications: Write 1-2 sentences in English to answer each question about how these 
texts connect. (For the entire prompt, see the reading journal task sheet.) 
 
1) How do the texts’ messages support/contradict each other? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2) Who would (and would not) read this text?  What does the text say to its target 
audience? What might be the reaction of someone who is not in the target audience (like 
someone in another target culture, ethnic group, or socioeconomic class)? 
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APPENDIX C: MATERIALS FOR PRACTICE READING JOURNAL #2 (BILDUNG 
[EDUCATION]) 

Text comparison: Read both news articles on national saving habits and compare them 
in the chart below.  One example has been provided for you. 
 

“Der Meister der Zaubertränke“ 
(Auszug von Harry Potter und der Stein der Weisen) 

 
Keywords: 
 
 
 
 
Main idea: 
 
 
 
 
Logic: 
 
 
 
 

 “Strenge Regeln als Erfolgsmodell” 
Die ZEIT, 29. Dezember 2011 

 
Keywords: 
 
 
 
 
Main idea: 
 
 
 
 
Logic: 
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 Hogwarts (Harry Potter) Bergius-Schule in Berlin (ZEIT 

Artikel) 
Art und Ziel der 
Regeln  
 
(Nature and purpose 
of rules) 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 
Folgen, wenn man 
Regeln bricht 
 
(Consequences of 
following/not 
following rules) 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 
Implications: Write 1-2 sentences in English to answer each question about how these 
texts connect. (For the entire prompt, see the reading journal task sheet.) 
 
1) How do the texts’ messages support/contradict each other? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2) Who would (and would not) read this text?  What does the text say to its target 
audience? What might be the reaction of someone who is not in the target audience (like 
someone in another target culture, ethnic group, or socioeconomic class)? 
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APPENDIX D: READING JOURNAL TASK SHEET 
Overview 
For each of three (3) assignments, you will read a series of two (2) texts outside of class and 
create a reading journal for each set.  Each journal assignment includes elements of a précis, or a 
grid that helps you make an informed and consistent analysis of a text.  For this analysis, 
conciseness and explicitness are rewarded, not wordiness or ambiguity.  The précis is designed to 
reflect the difference between a text's facts and the strategy used to present those facts.  
These journals are worth 10% of your overall course grade.   
 
The objectives for this assignment are as follows: 

1. Learn to read selectively, looking for key words and phrases as opposed to reading word-
for word, to find redundancies and to trace development of particular ideas or 
elaborations that suggest a text’s point of view and main topical message. 

2. Learn to explain and analyze a text's implications – how a text sends its information, its 
intended reader or audience, its genre or rhetorical features that present information (i.e., 
as a story or anecdote, a factual description, an opinion, a formal, informal, or 
conversational style). 

3. Develop your own point of view with regard to the text's cultural messages through 
reflection about a text’s intended audience (i.e., Germans as a whole, a particular ethnic 
or socioeconomic group within or outside Germany; relative strangers or people the 
writer identifies with) and their possible reaction to a particular text (i.e. would they find 
it entertaining, offensive, etc. and why?). Compare this reaction with one's own as a 
reader with similar or different social and educational background and experiences. 

 
About the texts 
The texts you will use for your reading journal come from several sources and address different 
topics. Each set begins with an excerpt from German and English translations of Harry Potter 
and the Sorcerer’s Stone (HP), preceded by an English summary of what has happened in the 
story so far.  The second text in each set is thematically related to Harry Potter and comes from 
online sources such as newspapers, magazines, and blogs.  The journal themes, Sport, Reisen, and 
Berufe, correspond with themes you encounter in your textbook, Deutsch: Na Klar!. 
 
How to read foreign language texts  
While completing your assignment, read the Harry Potter excerpt before reading the other text 
and follow the steps below for each text. 

1. First, read through the text without looking anything up.   
2. Begin reading a second time and, while doing so, pick the five to ten words or phrases 

you feel are most important to improving your comprehension of the text.   
3. After you finish reading the text a second time, look up these and phrases words and 

write their meaning(s) in your reading journal as described below.   
4. Read the text at least one more time. The more you read a text, the more you will 

understand; once is not enough. 
 
Reading journal components (précis elements) 
The components of the reading journal are as follows.  Please complete all points for each text 
you read. 
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1. Title of each text. 
 

2. Key words and phrases: Reread the entire text, then identify 5-10 words and/or phrases 
per text you find essential to check on LEO or in a dictionary in order to comprehend the 
passage. Write these words/phrases and a short English translation in your journal. Pay 
attention to what the word means in that particular text. 

 
3. Write a concise sentence about the text’s main idea. Common main ideas: issues or 

problems of X; representative concerns/behaviors/features of X, institutions/systems, 
events and their characteristics or repercussions.   
For example: "Absenteeism is a problem in Berlin public schools and has major social 
implications for students, teachers, and parents." 
 

4. Identify each text’s logic. Write a sentence describing which rhetorical devices the text 
uses to deliver its point, for example, problems and solutions, as described features and 
their implications, as contrasts of viewpoints or events, etc. Typical verbs that indicate 
logic include: compare, contrast, link causally, cause, follow from, correlate. 
For example: “The text uses personal anecdotes to demonstrate the social consequences 
of student absenteeism, and offers possible solutions to the problem.” 

 
5. Using a table, give at least two examples (quotations) from each text to demonstrate the 

logic you identified.  Include two column headings that compare how texts treat aspects 
of the same topic. (In your first journal, the matrix categories will be given to you, so you 
only need to fill in the examples.) Don’t forget to include page numbers and the location 
on the page (oben, mitten, unten) (for example, S. 159 oben) 
Typical categories of information:  
- Stages in an event or process 
- Sources, conditions, or restrictions on a contexts 
- Participants or interest groups 
- Effects, impact, consequences 
- Goals, purposes to be realized. 

How to pick matrix categories/headings: 
• Step back from the texts and look for more abstract features/ideas/topics that the two 

texts have in common. Chances are good that it won’t be concrete (like “people” or 
“places,” but more abstract (“How stars are portrayed,” “What it means to be a 
criminal,” “Advantages/disadvantages of attending public school”) 

• The categories you select need to be specific to these two texts. You probably won’t 
be able to recycle them for your next reading assignment. 

• If you choose to use the suggested headings from the assignment sheet, apply them – 
for example, don’t write “stages in an event or process,” but instead name the stages 
and use those as your categories (if, of course, BOTH texts have these stages in 
common). 

 
6. Implications: Following from your matrix, write a brief critical reflection on both texts.  

When possible, include the German quote that you’re referring to – you’ll need to use the 
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same examples you included in your matrix to support your claims.  In this section, you 
must address the following two points: 
1) Based on your matrix, how do the texts’ messages, delivery, language, genre, etc., 

compare? Where do you see differences or similarities? Think about: how much 
information each text gives, what type of information it is, its approach to that 
information, how it presents that information, and which information each text 
prioritizes.  Do both texts treat information the same way?  

2) Which German speaking audience might read each text? How might they react to it 
and why? What do you learn about the target audience by reading each text? In 
comparison, how would an American audience react and why?  

 
Journal Checklist: Broken down, here’s how each assignment looks: 
 Journal 1 Journal 2 Journal 3 
Title German German German 
Key words/phrases German/English German/English German/English 
Main idea  English  English  English 
Logic  Statement in English, 

matrix in German (words 
and phrases directly from 
text) 

Statement in English, 
matrix in German (words 
and phrases directly from 
text) 

Statement in English, 
matrix in German (words 
and phrases directly from 
text) 

Implications English English English 
% of final grade 2% 4% 4% 
Reading journal 
due 
(discuss in class) 

Thursday, September 20 Thursday, November 15 Thursday, November 29 

 
Grading 
Your reading journal will be graded on the following criteria and scored out of 28 points: 

1. Task fulfillment [4 points]: include all parts of the assignment. 
a. Documenting basic information about your texts in the heading = 1 point 
b. Selecting and translating 5-10 key words/phrases per text that are essential for 

understanding = 1 point per text. 
c. Using German and English as required (see Journal Checklist above) = 1 point. 

2. Précis criteria [24 points]: ability to clearly state each text’s main idea and logic, and to 
compare each text’s handling or treatment of a topic in a table (matrix). 

a. Clearly identifying each text’s main idea = 3 points per text 
b. Clearly stating each text’s logic (how it rhetorically transmits its message) = 3 points 

per text 
c. Citing 2 relevant examples (quotations) per text in a matrix. (For reading journals #2 

and #3, this category also includes creating relevant headings that connect the two 
texts.) = 3 points per text 

(Implications) 
d. Comparing the two texts’ treatment of the topic (voice, elaboration, presentation of 

ideas) = 3 points 
e. Hypothesizing how each text’s audience might think about this problem/issue/idea = 

3 points 
 
General tips: 
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• Ultimately, your reading journal should move from a summary of what the text says (in 
the main idea) to analysis of what it means/implies for other texts and its audience (in the 
implications).  Each part should build on the last, moving further toward critical analysis 
in the implications section. In the implications section, you should build on what you 
showed in your matrix. Why are these particular categories important to each text? 

• General suggestion for formatting: Organize #1-4 on the task sheet in columns or half-
pages. After looking at each text separately in these first four steps, the matrix is where 
you begin comparing the texts’ messages, and the implications section analyses how the 
texts’ messages interact and what they imply for their audiences. 

 
Format 
Your reading journal should be in Times New Roman 12pt and no longer than 1-2 typed pages. 
Use the table function in Microsoft Word to help you lay out your logic chart.  All reading journal 
assignments must be submitted in hard copy.  
 
If you have questions or concerns, please feel free to contact your instructor at any time during 
the semester. 
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APPENDIX E: PRE-STUDY QUESTIONNAIRE 
Please write legibly and answer all questions.  Thank you for your participation! 

 
PERSONAL INFORMATION  
 

Name: ______________________________  Year in school: ______________________________ 

Major: ______________________________  Email: _____________________________________ 

Credit hours this semester: ______________  Hours worked per week: ______________________ 

Instructor: ____________________________ 

 
LANGUAGE BACKGROUND 
1. What determined your decision to enroll in this course? 

o Was advised by college advisor to take course 
o Continuing German instruction begun elsewhere 

where and when? _____________________________________ 
o Self-placed 
o Other 

 
2. Please check all instructional experiences you have had in learning German: 

o UT German courses (GER 506): _____________________________________ 
o German high-school courses: for _______ years (________ years ago) 
o Other German language courses/programs: __________________________________ 

 
3. Please check all experiences in which you have had contact with the German language: 

o Grew up in a German-speaking family. 
o Lived in a German-speaking country. For how long? _____________________ 
o Traveled to a German-speaking country. Which one(s)? ____________________ 
o Had contact with German speakers.  If so, in what context and how much? (Elaborate below.) 
o No contact. 

 
4. Have you studied any other foreign languages before?  If so, which ones? 

 
 
 

5. Is there anything in particular you’re interested in learning about German-speaking countries and/or 
German? 

 
 
 

6. If you have studied German before, what do you like most about learning the language? 
 
 
 

7. What kind of outcomes do you hope to gain from a language class?   
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8. Authentic materials are anything written for a native speaker audience by a native speaker.  If you’re a 
native speaker of English, for example, the novel Harry Potter, the newspaper The New York Times, 
the movie Titanic, the television show “30 Rock,” and music by The Rolling Stones would be 
examples of authentic materials for you. To the best of your knowledge, have you interacted with 
authentic materials in any of your previous language classes? (Circle one.) 

Yes   No  Not sure 
 
READING HABITS 
9. Do you enjoy reading for fun?  If so, how many hours per week do you spend doing so per week when 

you are in school?   
☐  0-2 hours  ☐  2-5 hours  ☐  5-10 hours  ☐  more than 10 hours 

 
10. If you read for fun when not in school, how many hours per week do you spend reading for fun? 

☐  0-2 hours  ☐  2-5 hours  ☐  5-10 hours  ☐  more than 10 hours 
 

11. Which types of reading (not topics) do you do in your leisure time? (Circle all that apply.) 
o Biography 
o Historical fiction 
o Young adult serial novels 

(like Harry Potter, Twilight 
or The Hunger Games) 

o Romances 
o Classics 
 

o Westerns 
o Mysteries 
o Comic books 
o Science fiction/fantasy 
o Horror  
 

o Religious texts (Bible, 
Qu’ran, etc.) 

o Scholarly articles and books 
o Blogs 
o Newspapers 
o Magazines 
o Other (please specify)  
 

 
LANGUAGE LEARNING BELIEFS AND EXPECTATIONS 
12. How important are each of the following to you in a language class? Rate on the scale of 1-4, with 1 

being not at all important and 4 being very important. 
 
a.  Fulfilling a requirement for my major.  1 2 3 4 
 
b.  Getting a major or minor in German. 1 2 3 4 
 
c.  Learning about German culture.  1 2 3 4 
 
d.  Reading in German.    1 2 3 4 
 
e.  Speaking in German.   1 2 3 4 
 
f.  Improving my German listening ability. 1 2 3 4 
 
g.  Writing in German.   1 2 3 4 
 

13. What must someone do in order to learn about a foreign culture? 
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14. What is culture? (Check all that apply.) 
o Facts 
o Ideas 
o Stories 
o Individuals 
o Historical events 

o Social behavior 
o Holidays 
o Stereotypes 
o Everyday events 
o Pop culture 

o Perceptions / attitudes 
o Art 
o Music 
o Dance 
o Other (please specify): 

____________________ 
 

15. In order to understand a text’s main message, I need to understand every word. (Circle one.) 
definitely disagree   disagree  agree  definitely agree 
 

16. In German class, we should only read things originally written in German-speaking countries. (Circle 
one.) 

definitely disagree   disagree  agree  definitely agree 
 

17. In German class, we should only read things written about German-speaking countries. (Circle one.) 
definitely disagree   disagree  agree  definitely agree 
 

18. It’s important to get German-speaking points of view on different international topics, such as the 
American presidential election, Greece’s financial crisis, and Hollywood movie reviews. (Circle one.) 

definitely disagree  disagree  agree  definitely agree 
 

19. I am interested in applying my extracurricular interests to German, or using German to learn more 
about my extracurricular interests. (Circle one.) 

definitely disagree   disagree  agree  definitely agree 
 

20. I am interested in applying the subject knowledge of my major to German, or reading more about my 
major in German. (Circle one.) 

definitely disagree   disagree  agree  definitely agree 
 

21. Which topics do you like to read about? (Check all that apply.) 
o Politics 
o Science 
o Sports 
o Current events 
o Technology 

o Business 
o Economics 
o Fine arts (art, music, dance) 
o Literature/poetry 

o Social issues 
o History 
o International relations 
o Other (please specify): 

___________________ 
 

HARRY POTTER 
22. How interested are you in the Harry Potter series? (Circle one.) 

not at all interested not too interested  somewhat interested very interested 
 

23. How many of the Harry Potter books have you read? (Circle one.)   
none   some of them  all of them 
 

24. Have you read the first Harry Potter book, Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone? Yes No 
 

25. How many of the Harry Potter movies have you seen? (Circle one.)    
none some of them all of them 
 

26. Have you seen the first Harry Potter movie, Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone? Yes No  



 

 
 

173 

APPENDIX F: READING JOURNAL GRADING RUBRIC FOR INSTRUCTORS 
Grading Rubric for Reading Journal Tasks Name: ___________________________________ 
 
_____ 1) Task fulfillment [4 points]: include all parts of the assignment. 

a) Documenting basic information about your texts in the heading: _____ 
 (1): Includes text title 
 (0): Does not include text title. 

 
b) Selecting/translating 5-10 key words/phrases per text that are essential for understanding.  
T1:  _____ T2: _____ 

(1): 5-10 key words/phrases from each text are presented and translated from German to 
English. 

 (0): Too few or no key words/phrases are presented. 
 
c) Using German and English as required (see Journal Checklist on task sheet): _____ 
 (1): All parts of reading journal were in the appropriate language. 
 (0): Some or all parts of reading journal were not in the correct language. 
  
Comments: 

 
 
 

_____ 2) Précis criteria [24 points]: ability to clearly state each text’s main idea and logic, and to compare 
each text’s handling or treatment of a topic in a table (matrix).  

a) Clearly identifying each text’s main idea. T1: _____   T2: _____ 
 (3): Text’s main idea is accurately and explicitly identified. 

(2): Text’s main idea is mostly correct but with minor misunderstandings or omissions. 
(1): Textual language (words or phrases) is extracted/translated from text but its 
connection is unclear.  
Text’s main idea is not comprehended, though smaller textual details are. 
(0): Main idea are missing or seriously misunderstood; no answer. 

  
Comments: 

 
 

 
 b) Clearly stating each text’s logic (how it rhetorically transmits its message). T1: ____   T2: ____ 

(3): Text’s logic (rhetoric device(s)) is explicitly identified in a statement logically 
continuing from main idea statement. 
(2): Partial comprehension of text’s logic; statement is implicitly related to main idea. 
(1): Logic is misunderstood. Fragments of textual language may be translated but 
disconnected. 
(0): No or redundant attempt to state text’s logic; no answer. 

 
Comments: 

 
 

c) Citing 2 relevant examples (quotations) per text in a matrix. T1: _____   T2: _____  
(For reading journals #2 and #3, this category also includes creating relevant headings that connect 

 the two texts.)   
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(3): 2 relevant examples (per text) related to main idea are provided in a matrix with two 
explicitly related  
classification categories (problem/solution, issues/implications…).  
(2): 2 relevant examples (per text) are provided but implicitly connected to main idea. 
Categories are implicitly relevant to main idea. Examples fit well together but categories 
may be too vague.  
(1): Examples are provided, but some are insufficient/irrelevant. Categories are too 
vague. 
(0): No matrix included; insufficient number of examples provided; inadequate or 
inaccurate categories for text matrix. 

 
Comments: 

 
 
 
 (Implications) 

d) Comparing the two texts’ treatment of the topic (voice, elaboration, presentation of ideas)  ____ 
(3): Explains via pertinent examples how texts’ messages interact; assigns texts to genre 
or time period. 
(2): Provides some examples of texts’ interaction with minor misunderstandings or 
connection issues. 
(1): General commentary on interaction of texts; uses vague, weak or repetitive examples 
to support claims. 
(0): No answer; weak attempt to support statements about how texts interact; offers 
unsupported or broad claims about target culture; repetitive vis-à-vis other tasks. 

 
Comments: 

 
 
 
e) Hypothesizing how each text’s audience might think about this problem/issue/idea: _____ 

(3): Audience, purpose for reading, and potential reaction identified and supported with 
examples.  
Audience depicted as a part of (not as entire) FL culture. 
(2): Implicit identification of text’s audience through examples; some implied speculation 
on audience’s response to text. Target audience may be acknowledged in part, but not all 
of, the implications section. 
(1): Identifies audience as entire target culture; makes an incorrect attempt to identify 
target group. 
(0): No answer; includes a summary or translation of text’s main points; misidentifies or 
omits discussion of target group; focuses on own reaction to the text with disregard for 
target audience. 

 
Comments: 

 
 
______ / 28 points (TOTAL)  
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APPENDIX G: LESSON PLAN FOR IN-CLASS DISCUSSION OF RJS 1, 2, AND 3 
Materials: DVD of Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone (talk to Karin if you don’t own 
this); doc cam, whiteboard or chalkboard 
 
General suggestions for discussion: 

• Invite the class to mix German and English as they feel comfortable, but encourage 
groups to use German when they display main ideas and matrices on the doc cam and 
read their entries aloud in German. The instructor should speak as much German as 
possible. 

• Engage with and follow up on student responses by asking students to elaborate on a 
point they made, explain why they thought about something a certain way, provide 
similarities or differences between entries and give examples. Rather than simply 
affirming their answers, encourage a discussion between all members of the class. 

• Keep in mind that the goal for journal days is to have students recognize that reading 
is individual and good readers substantiate their comprehension of a text in its 
language. In other words, accurate representations of the textual language about the 
text's topics constitute a "correct" reading. This approach does not ask students for 
"right" answers or expect students to select the same information for their reading 
journal assignment.  Rather, the goal is to enable them to extrapolate viewpoints and 
implications from what they wrote in their journal and gain alternative perspectives 
on the texts they read through comparing their own readings with those of their 
classmates. 

• This focus on comprehension and organizing strategies on the first journal day will 
remain helpful for students throughout the semester, particularly those unfamiliar 
with strategies such as skimming or scanning for key concepts in words and phrases, 
rereading for detail and matrix entries (the matrix as a mode of systematic note-
taking), identifying textual genre and intended readership, reviewing information. 

 
Lesson plan: 
1.  Reading strategies (5-7 minutes) 

• Pose the following questions to the whole class. 
o What strategies do you employ while reading your texts? How many times 

and how did you reread?  
o What did you do when you encountered language you didn’t know, or a 

topic with which you were unfamiliar?  
o Which strategies worked, and which didn’t? (Especially useful for first 

journal, but also discuss with reading journals 2 and 3 to see if strategies 
changed.) 

 
2.  Key words/phrases (10 minutes) 

• Ask students to discuss key words/phrases in groups of 3-4, then write the five most 
important ones on the board, organizing them into the categories Wer/Was, Wo, and 
Wie. Each group should be able to use their word in a sentence about the text. 
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• Ask students the following questions: 
o What kind of words or phrases did you pick and why? (Unfamiliar ones? 

Repeated ones? Words located in a certain spot in the text (title, first/last 
paragraph, or another section? words that appeared in both texts?)  

o Which key words or phrases are important for your comprehension and which 
did you consider non-essential? 

 
3.  Parallels with film version (10 minutes) 

• Show the corresponding Harry Potter clip from the movie without audio. Begin with 
a still and ask students to describe visual features such as setting, color-coding, 
postures and physical contact or distance between people, other features of social 
class (e.g. dress, or facial expressions). Then play segments of the clip, asking 
students to describe the action or what they think is said.  

 
4.  Main idea (10 minutes) à auf deutsch 

• Ask students to discuss in groups of 3-4 what they wrote for the main idea portion of 
the reading journal.  

• Select groups to explain their answers (not necessary to hear from every group). Why 
were some events more significant than others? 

 
5.  Logic (5-10 minutes) 

• Discuss/compare first in small groups, then as a whole class. 
• What does the text try to accomplish, and which rhetorical devices does it use to 

accomplish this goal? 
 
6.  Matrix (10-15 minutes) 

• Discuss/compare matrices in same small groups as above, and ask groups to pick the 
matrix they would like to present.  Ask 2-3 groups to volunteer to present their 
matrices using the doc cam, and explain how their chosen examples fit together.   

• For journal 3 only: What did you identify as categories in your précis? Were they 
similar or different?  What does this tell us about the text? 

 
7.  Implications (20 minutes) 

• Students compare and discuss their implications sections in small groups, then as a 
whole class. Encourage them to support their implications statements using the 
examples they cited in their matrix. 

• Did students come up with conflicting ideas about these texts’ audience and/or their 
relationship in treatment of subject matter and vocabulary usage? Ask students the 
following questions: 
o How do these texts fit together? Do they support or contradict each other? Ask 

for examples of how students supported their claims with evidence from the 
texts. 
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o Compare the texts you read, looking at how much information each text gives, 
what kind of information it is (type), its approach to that information, how it 
presents that information, and which information each text prioritizes.  Did the 
two texts you read texts treat information the same way?  

o What does the text/author assume that the audience already knows? 
o How do you think your own culture influences the way you understand this 

text? How might someone from a German-speaking country understand it? 
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APPENDIX H: PLOT SYNOPSES FOR HARRY POTTER 
Halloween / Halloween / Kap. 10 
(Sport) 
 
Harry Potter ist ein zehnjähriger Schüler im ersten Jahr in der Hogwarts Schule für 
Hexerei und Zauberei.  Er ist sehr bekannt unter Hexen und Zauberer, weil er als Baby 
nicht von dem bösen Zauberer Voldemort getötet werden konnte. Er hat neulich gelernt, 
dass er sehr gut auf einem Besen fliegen kann und darf deswegen Quidditch spielen, ein 
Zaubersport, den nicht alle Studenten im ersten Jahr spielen dürfen.  In diesem Auszug 
zeigt ein älterer Student an Hogwarts namens Oliver Wood, wie man Quidditch spielt, 
damit er das Spiel kennt bevor er mit der ganzen Mannschaft im Turnier spielt.  Alle an 
Hogwarts, besonders Oliver Wood und Professor McGonagall (eine Lehrerin von Harry) 
hoffen, dass Harry sein Haus Gryffindor helfen kann, den Quidditch-Pokal zu gewinnen. 
Besonders wichtig ist, welche Charaktereigenschaften Harry braucht, um ein Star zu 
werden, und welche Belohnungen er dank seiner Berühmtheit bekommt (oder bekommen 
wird).  
 
Journey from Platform 9 ¾ / Abreise von Gleis 9 ¾ / Kap. 6 
(Reisen) 
 
Als Harry noch ein Baby war, tötete der böse Zauberer Voldemort Harrys Eltern, Lily 
und James Potter.  Danach brachte ihn Albus Dumbledore (der Schulmeister von 
Hogwarts) zum Haus von Lilys Schwester, Petunia Dursley. Tante Petunia lebt mit ihrem 
Mann Vernon und Sohn Dudley. Dort wohnt Harry für zehn Jahre, ohne zu wissen, dass 
er und seine Eltern (Lily und James) Zauberer sind.  Endlich ist er alt genug, seine 
magische Ausbildung an Hogwarts zu beginnen, und Hogwarts versucht viele Briefe an 
ihn zu schicken. Aber sein Onkel Vernon zerstört alle Briefe, die für Harry von Hogwarts 
kamen.  Die Dursleys mögen Harry überhaupt nicht, weil sie ihn komisch finden, aber sie 
sind auch ja Muggles, oder unmagische Leute.  Harry muss in einem Schrank unter einer 
Treppe wohnen. Deswegen sind die Dursleys und Harry sehr froh, dass er für ein ganzes 
Jahr weg und in Hogwarts sein wird. In diesem Auszug bringen die Dursleys Harry, sein 
Gepäck und seine magische Eule Hedwig (die er mit Hagrid in der Winkelgasse kaufte) 
zum Kings-Cross-Bahnhof in London und lassen ihn dort alleine stehen. 
 
Keeper of the Keys / Der Hüter der Schlüssel / Kap. 4 
(Beruf) 
 
Hagrid, der Schlüsselhüter der Hogwarts Schule für Hexerei und Zauberei, besucht Harry 
bei Familie  Dursley, wo  Harry seit seiner Kindheit wohnt.  Hogwarts hat versucht, mit 
Harry Kontakt aufzunehmen, aber sein Onkel Vernon hat alle Briefe zerstört, und Harry 
weiB nicht , dass er ein Zauberer ist. Hagrid kommt zu den Dursleys, um dies Harry 
persönlich zu sagen, und um ihn über seine Familie und seine Herkunft  zu informieren.  
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APPENDIX I: TEXTS AND FORMAT FOR RJ1 
Reading Journal 1 
Thema: Sport 
 
Texte – „Ich habe meinen Sport gefunden” (Interview mit Bianca Bertulat) und 
„Halloween“ aus Harry Potter und der Stein der Weisen 
 
Key words/phrases: (5-10 per text) 
 
Main idea: 
HP:  
 
Interview:  
 
Logic: 
HP:  
 
Interview:  
 
 Harry Potter Bianca Bertulat 
Warum man 
Sportler wird 
 

  
 

Was man erfährt, 
wenn man ein 
Sportler wird 
 

 
 

 

 
Implications 
à should be 1-2 concise paragraphs and address both prompts on reading journal 
assignment sheet, i.e. how the texts interact and who would read them, what their reaction 
would be, etc.) 
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APPENDIX J: TEXTS AND FORMAT FOR RJ2 
Reading Journal 2 
Thema: Reisen 
 
Texte – “Naja... (jetzt mit Reisebericht!)” (Reisebericht auf Dooyoo Kaufberatung 
Webseite) und HP Auszug von Kap. 6 (pp. 88-99 auf englisch und 99-111 auf 
deutsch) 
 
Key words/phrases: (5-10 per text) 
 
Main idea: 
HP:  
 
Reisebericht:  
 
Logic:  
 
HP:  
 
Reisebericht:  
 
 Harry Potter Reisebericht 
Bevor dem 
Abfahrt 
 

  
 

Im Zug 
 

 
 

 

 
Implications 
à should be 1-2 concise paragraphs and address both prompts on reading journal 
assignment sheet, i.e. how the texts interact and who would read them, what their reaction 
would be, etc.) 
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APPENDIX K: TEXTS AND FORMAT FOR RJ3 
Reading Journal 3 
Topic: Berufe 
 
Texte – “Mama, was soll ich werden?” (FOCUS.de Buchverfassung von Angelika 
Steffen) und HP Auszug von Kap. 4 (pp. 46-53 auf englisch; 55-62 auf deutsch) 
 
Key words/phrases: (5-10 per text) 
 
Main idea: 
HP:  
 
Interview:  
 
Logic: 
HP:  
 
Interview:  
 
NOTE: For the matrix in reading journal 3, you pick your own headings.  Which topics 
do you think the texts have in common? Which things do they both discuss? 
 
 Harry Potter FOCUS-Buchverfassung 
[Heading 1 – you decide 
which topics both texts 
treat] 

  

[Heading 2 – you decide 
which topics both texts 
treat] 

 
 

 

 
Implications: 
 à should be 1-2 concise paragraphs and address both prompts on reading journal 
assignment sheet, i.e. how the texts interact and who would read them, what their reaction 
would be, etc.) 
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APPENDIX L: IRB CONSENT FORM 
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APPENDIX M: POST-STUDY QUESTIONNAIRE 
Name: __________________________________________  UT EID: ___________________________ 
Instructor: _______________________________________  E-mail address: ___________________________ 
 
Are you willing to participate in a follow-up interview about your reading journal experience? (Circle one.)      
Yes       No 
 
GENERAL  
Please circle how much you agree or disagree with each statement.  
 

Please elaborate on any of your responses above. 
 
 
 
 
THE READING EXPERIENCE 
 

 
Would you have answered any of these questions differently after reading journal 1? 
  

1 = definitely disagree  2 = disagree  3 = agree  4 = definitely agree 
1. The written instructions for the reading journal were clear. 1               2               3             4 
2. The tutorial for the reading journal was helpful. 1               2               3             4 
3. Doing a sample journal before Reading Journal 1 was due helped me to 

prepare my first journal and understand what the reading journal 
assignment was about. 

1               2               3             4 

4. The objectives for the reading journals were clear to me. 1               2               3             4 
5. The reading journal assignments were similar to other assignments I have 

done in language classes. 
1               2               3             4 

6. We should do the reading journal again in other second-semester (GER 
507) language classes. 

1               2               3             4 

1 = definitely disagree  2 = disagree  3 = agree  4 = definitely agree 
1. Reading outside of class made a positive contribution to my language 

learning. 
1               2               3             4 

2. It took me more time than I spend on other assignments to complete the 
reading (not the reading journal itself; only reading). 

1               2               3             4 

3. Reading outside of class improved my vocabulary. 1               2               3             4 
4. I used the information I already knew about a topic (like Harry Potter or 

traveling in Germany) to understand the texts I was reading. 
1               2               3             4 

5. After completing the reading journals, I feel more confident about my 
ability to comprehend and analyze German texts. 

1               2               3             4 

6. The texts I read for the reading journals used vocabulary that is relevant to 
me.  

1               2               3             4 

7. I used an online translator (like Google or Babelfish) to read my texts or to 
look up words I didn’t understand. 

1               2               3             4 

8. I developed new strategies for reading in German through reading outside 
of class and found it helpful to talk about strategies in class. 

1               2               3             4 

9. I plan on continuing to read German texts outside of class. 1               2               3             4 
10. Reading texts became easier over the course of the semester because of the 

practice I gained through the reading journals. 
1               2               3             4 
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THE READING JOURNAL EXPERIENCE 

 
Please elaborate on any of your responses above. In what ways, if any, did the reading journals impact your language 
learning? 
 
 
 
 
ASSESSMENT PROCEDURES 

 
Please elaborate on any of your responses above. 
 
 
 
 
LANGUAGE LEARNING BELIEFS  
27. How important are each of the following to you in a language class? Rate on the scale of 1-4, with 1 being not at 

all important and 4 being very important. 
1 = not at all important      2 = not that important  3 = important         4 = very important 

a) Fulfilling a requirement for my major. 1     1          2               3          4 
b) Getting a major or minor in German. 1          2               3          4 
c) Learning about German culture. 1          2               3          4 
d) Reading in German. 1          2               3          4 
e) Speaking in German. 1          2               3          4 
f) Improving my German listening ability. 1          2               3          4 
g) Writing in German. 1          2               3          4 
 
28. What is involved in learning about a foreign culture? 
  

1 = definitely disagree  2 = disagree  3 = agree  4 = definitely agree 
1. Writing the reading journals had a positive impact on my language 

learning. 
1               2               3             4 

2. It took me more time than I spend on other assignments to complete the 
reading journal (not the reading, only the journal). 

1               2               3             4 

3. In comparison to other assignments in the course, the reading journals were 
more beneficial to my language and culture learning. 

1               2               3             4 

4. The reading journals helped me see aspects of German-speaking cultures 
that I might not have otherwise discovered. 

1               2               3             4 

5. Writing my reading journals became easier over the course of the semester. 1               2               3             4 
6. Class discussions were beneficial because they allowed me to compare my 

readings of the texts with those of other students. 
1               2               3             4 

7. Class discussions about the reading journals contributed to my 
understanding of German-speaking cultures. 

1               2               3             4 

1 = definitely disagree  2 = disagree  3 = agree  4 = definitely agree 
1. My instructor graded me fairly on the reading journal assignments. 1               2               3            4 
2. The rubric used for assessing my journals was helpful in completing the 

assignment and understanding my instructor’s expectations. 
1               2               3            4 

3. The rubric used for assessing my journals was easy to understand. 1               2               3            4 
4. The feedback I received from my instructor guided my work on subsequent 

reading journal assignments. 
1               2               3            4 

5. The grades I received on my journals were better than my overall course 
grade. 

1               2               3            4 
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29. What is culture? (Check all that apply.) 
o Facts 
o Ideas 
o Stories 
o Individuals 
o Historical events 
 

o Social behavior 
o Holidays 
o Stereotypes 
o Everyday events 
o Pop culture 
 

o Perceptions / attitudes 
o Art 
o Music 
o Dance 
o Other (please specify): 

_________________________ 
 
Please mark how much you agree with each of the following statements. 

1 = definitely disagree  2 = disagree  3 = agree  4 = definitely agree 
30. In order to understand a text’s main message, I need to understand every word. 1               2           3          4 
31. In German class, we should only read things originally written in German-

speaking countries. 
1               2           3          4 

32. In German class, we should only read things written about German-speaking 
countries. 

1               2           3          4 

33. In German class, we should get German cultural perspectives on US and/or 
international issues. 

1               2           3          4 

 
CONTROL GROUP ONLY [for students who read Harry Potter] 

1 = definitely disagree  2 = disagree  3 = agree  4 = definitely agree 
1. I liked reading something in a foreign language class that I’ve read in English 

(Harry Potter). 
1             2             3          4 

2. In a language class, I would rather read texts that the teacher assigned to me 
than select my own. 

1             2             3          4 

3. The topic of sports for Reading Journal 1 was interesting to me. 1             2             3         4 
4. The topic of travel for Reading Journal 2 was interesting to me. 1             2             3         4 
5. The topic of careers for Reading Journal 3 was interesting to me. 1             2             3         4 
 
Please include any additional feedback on the back of this sheet.  Thank you for participating in this survey! 
 
EXPERIMENTAL GROUP ONLY [for students who selected their own texts] 

1 = definitely disagree  2 = disagree  3 = agree  4 = definitely agree 
1. I liked being able to pick what I read in a foreign language class. 1             2             3          4 
2. It was easy to find things I could read in German. 1             2             3          4 
3. Finding texts to read in German didn’t take too much time.  1             2             3          4 
4. On average, it took me about the same amount of time that I spend on other 

assignments to find the texts I wanted to read for my journal. 
1             2             3          4 

5. I would rather have the instructor select my reading for me in a foreign language 
class than select my own texts. 

1             2             3          4 

6. In searching for texts to read, I tended to pick topics that I didn’t know a lot 
about but was interested in. 

1             2             3          4 

7. In searching for texts, I tended to pick topics that I already knew a lot about. 1             2             3          4 
8. In searching for texts, I tended to pick topics that I found while browsing the 

Internet. 
1             2             3          4 

9. The journal topics I picked were connected with my major. 1             2             3          4 
10. The journal topics I picked were connected with my extracurricular interests. 1             2             3          4 
 
Please include any additional feedback on the back of this sheet.  Thank you for participating in this survey! 
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APPENDIX N: INTERRATER RELIABILITY MEETING AGENDA 
 

What are the reading journals? 
• The reading journal is an assignment in GER 507 that was designed to give 

beginning students guided reading practice with German-language texts. The 
goals of the assignment are to help learners read for global understanding of a 
text’s main idea and also to help them use textual details in order to support 
claims they make about how two texts treat the same topic. 

• For each assignment, students read and compared two German language texts on 
the same theme. Three journals were collected during the semester – one on 
Reisen, one on Sport, and one on Berufe. To write each journal, students read one 
excerpt from the German translation of Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone and 
one thematically related text of a different genre. 

 
How do I grade reading journals with this rubric? 

• There are three rubric categories, worth up to 3 points each. 
o Use of textual evidence: assesses how well students used textual evidence 

(either direct quotations or translations) from each text to support the claim(s) 
they made about them. 

o Identification of audience and their reaction: assesses how well students were 
able to identify target audience and anticipate what they might think of each 
text. 

o Comparison and contrasting of texts: assesses the quality and logic of 
students’ comparison, and how well they identify the reasons for those 
comparisons 

 
How do I report my scores? 

• Please enter the scores for each journal in the reading journal scores spreadsheet – 
be sure that the journal you’re grading is in the correct category and for the 
correct student.  

• Please return the reading journals, and spreadsheet to me as soon as possible, or 
by noon on Wednesday, April 23. If you need extra time, please let me know! 

• Please do not consult with other raters about your scores. This is a very important 
part of making sure the rubric is a reliable instrument. 

 
Again, thank you so much for your willingness to participate in interrater reliability 
testing! Please don’t hesitate to contact me if you have questions or concerns!  
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