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Chapter One  

Introduction 

    The introduction chapter consists of five parts. The first part states the 

motivation and the goal of this study. The second part announces the purpose of the 

research. In the third part, the significance of the research is indicated. Then, the 

research questions are presented. In the last part, the terms used in the research are 

defined. 

1.1 Motivation and Goal 

Over the past few decades, many researchers have regarded reading as a crucial 

role in language learning (Carrell, Davine and Eskey, 1988; Eskey, 1970) and its 

significance can be best summarized in Bright and McGregoo’s (1970) oft-quoted 

maxim, “Where there is little reading, there will be little language learning” (p.52). 

Yet reading comprehension is such a complex mental process that Goodman (1970) 

described it as a “psycholinguistic guessing game” in which “a reader reconstructs, as 

best as he can, a message which has been encoded by a writer as a graphic display” 

(p.129) and Johnson (1982) further defined it as “a complex behavior which involves 

conscious and unconscious use of various strategies . . . to build a model of the 

meaning which the writer is assumed to have intended” (p.17). But when it comes to a 

foreign language, the complex process of reading comprehension may pose a much 

greater challenge since “it requires information processing using language skills still 

in developmental stages and not firmly established in the learner’s mind” (Phillips, 

1984).  

In Taiwan, English reading comprehension always attracts students’ greatest 

attention among the four language skills since in the Department Required 

Proficiency Test for college early admission, English reading comprehension accounts 

for thirty percent of the whole subject score, and in the Basic Scholastic Aptitude Test 
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for high school admission, English reading comprehension represents half even to 

two-third of items in totality. In all of these entrance examinations, English reading 

comprehension seems to embody such an indisputable screening criterion to verify 

students’ language level that its components have always been investigated to help 

these EFL students to overcome their reading difficulties (Casanave, 1998; Nuttall, 

1989; Smith, 1973). According to Lin (1991), the components of EFL reading 

comprehension include “the word recognition and meaning, comprehension of 

referred and inferred meaning, interpretation, critical thinking, reaction, evaluation, 

assimilation and application” (p. 10). Among them, word recognition or vocabulary 

has been considered as the most serious handicap when EFL students confront their 

reading difficulties (Chern and Chi, 1988; Grabe, 1991; Levine and Reves, 1990; 

Walker, 1981; Yorio, 1971). Thus, to help cope with EFL students’ vocabulary 

obstacle in reading comprehension, many researchers have conducted studies and a 

better alternative instruction as suggested by most experts, is equip students with 

adequate lexical inferencing strategies, that is, to instruct students how to guess word 

meanings from contextual clues (Chern, 1986; Golinkoff, 1976; Hosenfeld et al. 1981; 

Sullivan, 1978). 

According to many studies (Chern, 1986; Kruse, 1979), EFL students’ abilities in 

reading comprehension have been successfully enhanced through the instruction of 

lexical inferencing strategies, but few teachers in Taiwan can effectively equip their 

students with adequate lexical inferencing strategies (Sprenger, 1975; Wei, 1997) 

because they do not know what strategies are beneficial, not to mention making their 

students learn the strategies effectively. As a result, the pressing task to develop 

students’ word inferencing ability in English reading comprehension either has almost 

been left to students themselves or has been done unsuccessfully by teachers in 

English classes. According to Joe (1996) and Tsao (1991), without teachers’ effective 
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instruction, little can Taiwanese students capitalize on contextual clues to solve their 

word problems in English reading and thus what they acquire is just unknown words 

and fragmental information.  

Fortunately, some empirical studies showed that word-solving ability in EFL 

reading comprehension could be developed more effectively through several 

approaches (McCombs, 1987; Raphael, 1981). Among them, Thinking Aloud Pair 

Problem Solving (TAPPS) has been suggested since it provides not merely a 

theoretical underpinning for students to coordinate reading strategies but a tangible 

procedure for them to practice their know-how (Lochhead and Whimbey, 1987). 

In theory, TAPPS is established upon the assumption that reading comprehension 

is like constructing learning. That is, TAPPS views reading comprehension process as 

a tri-dimension transaction, i.e., the readers with themselves, the readers with others, 

and the readers with reading contexts, whereby the students can construct themselves 

with full comprehension of their reading process. 

In practice, TAPPS first stresses on how students internalize the texts and how 

they externalize their interpretation. Since reading comprehension is an invisible 

process, thinking aloud technique in TAPPS paves the best way to elicit students’ 

self-examination as to whether their interpretation of the reading context is correct or 

not. Particularly, thinking aloud technique can accelerate reading-strategy learning 

since it can assist readers to regulate their own reading, to turn their abstract strategy 

application into concrete expression, and to conform it with the taught strategies 

(Helfeldt and Henk, 1990; Hsu, 2002; Yang, 1997). Furthermore, TAPPS emphasizes 

that students should solve reading problems through good-and poor-pair cooperation. 

It speculates that through good-and poor-pair cooperation, good readers’ unconscious 

strategies can be reinforced more clearly (Cotharp, 1990; Pressley and Afflerbach, 

1995; Pressley and Woloshyn, 1995), and poor readers’ identification and 
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analogization of good strategies will be possible (Hosenfeld, 1977; Wenden, 1991). 

In many studies of reading comprehension, composed of metacognitive 

knowledge (Baumann et al, 1993; Garner and Alexander, 1989; Hsu, 2002; Raphael, 

1981), task-specific strategies (Brown and Day, 1983; Paris et al, 1984; Wilhelm, 

2001), and reciprocal instruction (Block, 1986; Hasstrup, 1990; Yang, 1997), the 

principles of TAPPS have been applied and have produced positive effects on those 

various measures. It is indicated that the data gathered from TAPPS protocols could 

make the inaccessible cognitive reading process become visible and thus provide 

valuable information as a research tool (Chern, 1993; Young, 1993). Moreover, the 

technique of TAPPS could be used to examine the effects of certain reading strategies 

directly modeled by teachers to students as an instructional tool (Bereiter and Bird, 

1985; Collins and Smith, 1982; Paris et al, 1984) and to facilitate specific categorized 

strategies used by ESL students as a learning tool (Block, 1986; Chi, 1997). 

Consequently, it is recommended that TAPPS be introduced to Taiwanese students as 

a viable method to enhance their word-solving ability in English reading 

comprehension.  

Though in the previous empirical studies in which TAPPS has been long 

conducted to investigate the invisible reading process successfully (Pestel, 1993; Wu, 

1997), there still exist some crucial problems with regard to the application of TAPPS. 

First, though implemented as a research tool to probe unrecognized strategies 

unconsciously used by students or as an instructional tool to model specific strategies 

by teachers, TAPPS has seldom been used as a learning tool to investigate the effects 

of cooperative interaction between students and has never been applied to probe the 

core of EFL students’ reading difficulties, i.e., the word-solving problems. Second, 

though successfully applied on college students (Block, 1986; Chern, 1993) and 

senior high school students (Hsu, 2002; Yang, 1997), TAPPS has never been 
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implemented on Taiwanese junior high school students, whose English reading 

proficiency, compared with senior high school students, is quite low (Chang, 1996). 

For these two reasons, TAPPS is suggested to integrate word-solving strategies to 

investigate its effects on English lexical inference in reading comprehension for 

Taiwanese junior high school students. It is hoped that with the application of TAPPS 

in word-solving strategy learning, the junior high school English teachers can help 

their students enhance their word-solving ability in reading comprehension as well as 

explore how effective it is. 

1.2 Purpose of the Study 

Although most of Taiwanese junior high school English teachers realize the 

importance of developing their students’ lexical inferencing ability in EFL reading 

comprehension, they are still troubled with how to effectively instruct word-solving 

strategies to help their students get rid of vocabulary torture in reading English 

passages. Moreover, although TAPPS has been successfully conducted in reading 

comprehension in many empirical studies, it has never been implemented to enhance 

Taiwanese junior high school students’ word-solving ability in English reading. Hence, 

the purpose of this study was to investigate the effects of TAPPS training in 

word-solving strategies on English lexical inferencing and reading comprehension at 

junior high level. Moreover, its effects on junior high school students’ learning 

attitudes toward and metacognitive awareness of English reading are probed. 

1.3 Significance of the Study 

    It is assumed that this study is significant in three aspects. First, this study may 

present the effects of TAPPS in word-solving strategies on Taiwanese junior high 

school students’ reading comprehension. Second, this study may provide junior high 

English teachers with a teaching approach, i.e. TAPPS, to instruct lexical inferences. 

Third, this study may offer students certain effective word-solving strategies. 
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1.4 Research Questions of the Study 

This study attempts to address the following six research questions: 

Q1. Will TAPPS training in word-solving strategies enhance junior high school 

students’ lexical inferencing abilities?  

Q2. Will TAPPS training benefit junior high school students in the use of all the four 

word-solving strategies?  

Q3. Will TAPPS training in word-solving strategies enhance junior high school 

students’ general reading comprehension? 

Q4. Will TAPPS training in word-solving strategies change junior high school 

students’ learning attitudes toward English reading? 

Q5. Will TAPPS training in word-solving strategies enhance junior high school 

students’ metacognitive awareness of English reading? 

Q6. What are junior high school students’ responses toward TAPPS training in 

word-solving strategies? 

1.5 Definition of Terms 

    The important terms capitalized in this study are defined and clarified as follows: 

Word-solving strategies: Word-solving strategies refer to four strategies used to 

infer word meaning from the contextual clues. This researcher adopts Chern’s (1986) 

classification for two reasons. One is that Chern’s classification has clearly embraced 

all the theories of word inferences (Carton, 1971; Lin, 1991; Mikulecky, 1990; 

Robison and Good, 1987). The other is that Chern’s classification is thoroughly 

defined according to the location of the contextual clues in the text, and this definition, 

compared with others, won’t confuse junior high school students. Chern’s (1986) 

classification of word-solving strategies includes parallelism cue, sentence-bound cue, 

backward cue, and forward cue. However, the parallelism cue strategy cannot be 

implemented in all texts since parallel structure cannot be detected in every text. 
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Moreover, the background knowledge which almost exists in all texts has been 

proposed as an effective cue by many researchers (Carrell, 1988; Goodman, 1970; 

Smith, 1973). Thus, the parallelism cue is replaced by the background knowledge cue 

in this research. 

    Thinking Aloud Pair Problem Solving (TAPPS): Thinking Aloud Pair Problem 

Solving is a cooperative learning technique introduced by Lochhead and Whimbey 

(1987) as a means to encourage problem-solving skills by verbalizing to a listener 

one’s problem-solving thoughts. As its name labels, the technique involves an 

unchangeable grouping and procedure. Students, who are paired with one 

high-proficiency expert and one low-proficiency novice, are assigned a series of 

problems and given specific roles that switch with each problem. For each problem, 

the fixed procedure begins from the expert’s thinking aloud modeling to the novice’s 

simulation, and the reverse. That is, in the first turn, the expert acts as a talker and the 

novice plays as a listener, and then in the second turn, their roles exchange. This 

process succeeds constantly until every problem is solved. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


