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approached reading tasks for comprehension. However, our analysis of individual cases
suggests that the relatively mature students who were two to three years senior to the younger
ones predominantly performed better in reading than their younger peers. This was reflected
both in their more frequent and flexible use of strategies and clearer awareness of reading
processes. This is quite logical given their many years of exposure to English in society and
home.

Also, it is known that younger learners may not be as strongly aware of their reading
processes as their older peers when this phenomenon is examined from a developmental
psychology perspective. Flavell (1992) reported that children’s monitoring ability grew with
their developmental maturity. Bialystok (2001) posited that learners’ metalinguistic
awareness grew with their physical and cognitive development. Gu et al. (2005) also found
that primary 3 pupils in Singapore were more mature than their primary 1 counterpart in their
deployment of language learning strategies in general. This finding was also supported by
other recent findings. It seems that older learners’ greater developmental maturity might have
equipped them with some kind of better understanding of not only the learning tasks and the
variables related to learning but also the conditions in which learning took place. Overall,
good readers were not only “code-breakers” but also “meaning-makers”, “text-users” and
“text analysts” (Luke & Freebody, 1997), but poor readers most of the time processed the text
as “code-breakers”, without making much progress towards meaning-making,.

We found from the data that high-proficiency pupils reported a higher frequency of
strategy use than did their low-proficiency counterparts and the number and the type of
strategies they used were also greater, but we need to be more careful in interpreting such a
pattern. This is because we feel that only relying on strategy count will not reveal important
aspects relating to language learners’ efforts for improvement in language skills. We have to
see the strategies used by the pupils with specific reference to the learner, the task and the
context in which learning takes place so that we can have a panoramic view of the various
factors important to language learning (Cohen, 2003; Gu, 2003; Gu et al., 2005; Zhang, 2003).
As long as the use of strategies can maximize the learning process, appropriateness and
flexibility are two major principles that we need to keep in mind while examining the
research issue. Moreover, research has already shown that effective strategy users coordinate
strategy use with metacognitive knowledge (Anderson, 2003; Cohen, 1998; Zhang, 2001).

As reported above, younger leamers seemed to be weaker than older ones in having a
clearer awareness of the reading process. The pattern was more conspicuous in relation to
learners’ proficiency levels. To a great extent, differences between low-proficiency and high-

proficiency learners were more salient as those between the two age groups. High-proficiency
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learners seemed to be more concerned about meaning, therefore, they knew that they needed
to “predict” and “infer” meaning and “monitor” their comprehension processes. Their efforts
to infer textual meanings through contextual and linguistic clues as well as their use of real
world knowledge made a difference in terms of meaning-making. Many times, this kind of
behavior was observed when the text required them to do so, resulting in a kind of
synthesizing on their part. Low-proficiency learners, however, did not show this tendency.
Their focus in the reading process was on linguistic aspects, and if they did not understand
particular words or expressions, they wanted to give up or abandon the task. Or else, wild
speculation and guessing permeated the whole process. This qualitative difference between
the two groups might offer some insight into how learners of different proficiency levels
learn English. Classroom teachers might need to examine afresh how their way of teaching
could have some impact on learners’ learning behaviors.

The successful readers demonstrated their overall metacognitive awareness of the
reading process, the reading tasks at hand and themselves as the major participants in the
reading event. The unsuccessful readers focused too much on decoding the print, without
showing much evidence to suggest that meaning was of any primary concern. Their use of
cognitive and socioaffective strategies was also different in that both the quality and quantity
of the strategies used by the learners were suggestive of their relationships with English
proficiency.

Most of our findings in this study corroborate those from other studies on adult ESL
learners in other learning environments (e.g., Anderson, 1991; Block, 1986; O'Malley et al.,
1989; Zhang, 2001, 2002a). Good readers at the primary school level in Singapore were also
found stronger in metacognitive awareness and regulation than their less successful
counterparts. Their cognitive strategies tended to be meaning-oriented (e.g., inferencing,
predicting, and elaborating), while poor learners tended to dwell on perceptual processing and
bottom-up decoding (e.g., sounding out words, repeated reading of isolated unknown lexis).
Good learners were able to quickly form a conceptual framework and monitor their
understanding against this framework (Pressley & El-Dinary, 1997), orchestrating their
strategy use along the way. Poor readers, on the other hand, either had difficulties forming a
coherent framework of understanding or were unable to monitor and evaluate their own
comprehension (Anderson, 2003; Gu et al., 2005; O'Malley et al., 1989; Vandergrift, 2003).

We need to point out that the use of think-aloud was not without problems in our data
collection process. We know that controversies surrounding the use of think-aloud as a
research tool have been present ever since it was introduced (see Ericsson, 2001, for a recent

update). However, it is now generally agreed that as long as care is taken to guarantee the
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relative completeness of data, it is a very useful research tool (Pressley & Afflerbach, 1995).
It might be one of the best means available for observing mental procedures such as strategy
use (Cohen, 1998; Ericsson, 2001; Ericsson & Simon, 1993). We are aware that think-aloud
procedures for data collection have been used by second language researchers with older or
adult learners (see e.g., O'Malley & Chamot, 1990; Vandergrift, 2003), but collecting think-
aloud data from young learners proved to be challenging. Although the think-aloud technique
has proven useful in understanding L1 learners’ reading processes (Pressley & Afflerbach,
1995; cf. Smagorinsky, 2001), the task might become complicated with reading, and the task
might be made more difficult with participants whose native language was not English.

The significance of the study lies in the fact that, in a sociocultural context such as
Singapore, success in mastering English is crucial to the pupils’ future. If some interesting
patterns are found about successful readers/high achievers, then pedagogical interventions to
conduct reading strategy instruction will become an integral part in the curriculum. Therefore,
it is our hope that pedagogical practices based on informed research findings may possibly
provide some insight into the way language learning and teaching is conducted in our daily

professional lives as language researchers and teachers.

Pedagogical Implications

Research on language learning strategies has shed light on how second language
acquisition can be expedited if the ways in which language learning is maximized can be
shared with those leamers who lack such knowledge. Before we started this project, we
assumed that Singapore’s unique linguistic context could determine to a considerable extent
how Singaporean pupils learn English. We also noticed that very few extensive learning
strategy studies could be found on primary school children’s learning of ESL, and that
children might well differ from adults in learning strategies. As with other skill areas
investigated, our findings here are surprisingly similar to those of other studies on reading
strategies (Gu et al., 2005). These findings have led us to believe that the major differences
between the successful and unsuccessful learners may transcend age and contextual
differences. We note, however, that despite accumulating research insights into strategies for
second language learning and use, most teachers remain uninformed of how their students
learn. If language learner strategy research is to make any difference to student learning, the
time has come for us to integrate research with teaching.

Chamot and her associates (Chamot, 2005) and Cohen and his colleagues (Cohen &
Weaver, 1997) have already started implementing strategy-based instruction for ELL on a
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relatively large scale in the USA. However, not much work has been done to integrate second
language learning strategy research and classroom teaching and learning of ESL in an Asian
context (Gu, 2002; Zhang, 2003). Since the time when language learning strategy research
was initiated by Rubin (1975) and Stern (1975), research on second language leaming
strategies has gone through three decades of exploration. Armed with the knowledge that has
been amassed, we should be directing our attention to strategy instruction in the classroom.
Although, as other researchers (Brown et al., 1996; Olivares & Lemberger, 2002;
Pressley & El-Dinary, 1997) have cautioned, establishing effective means of strategy
instruction takes a long time in second language learning, it is a highly worthwhile enterprise.
Chamot’s model can be a good one to start with. Also, much can be learned from the
extensive body of L1 reading strategy instruction (e.g., Palincsar & Brown, 1984; Pressley &
El-Dinary, 1997; Pressley et al., 1987). One of these instructional models, the “reciprocal
teaching” model implemented by Palincsar and Brown (1984), involves explicit teaching of
reading strategies. Pallincsar and Brown focused on four strategies in their teaching:
“predicting”, “question-generating”, “summarizing”, and “clarifying” and they reported very
positive effects. Another model proposed by Alverman, Dillon and O’Brien (1987) is equally
useful when discussions are foregrounded in reading comprehension classrooms so that

learner collaboration naturally facilitates learning (Willet, 1995).

Conclusion

The use of reading strategies was found to be a function of English proficiency of language
learners from a cognitive perspective. The high-proficiency learners orchestrated their use of
reading strategies during reading that involved both bottom-up and top-down processing.
Some of the high-proficiency pupils went beyond text comprehension to the extent that they
interpreted the text with some kind of intent to synthesize the information they had
understood. The low-proficiency learners had problems in comprehension and the severity
often lies with bottom-up decoding, which appeared to be laborious and frustrating
experiences for them. Overall, the high-proficiency learners tried not only to understand the
text literally; they were also reconstructing, interpreting, summarizing and making inferences
based on linguistic as well as real world or schematic knowledge to understand the text. As a
result, even though they failed to understand a particular part, their overall reconstruction was
a coherently meaningful chunk. The low-proficiency group, on the other hand, spent most of
their time decoding, and in most cases, repeating phrases or words that appeared in the texts.

Even if they made guesses on the basis of their real world knowledge and/or linguistic
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knowledge, their guesses were often totally unrelated to the context. Instead of orchestrating
their strategy use to arrive at a reasonable level of comprehension, low-proficiency pupils had
perceptual problems. Most of them could not link one piece of information with another and
was not able to monitor their own interpretation and understanding. Grade level did not
function as an interesting dividing line that distinguished the older students from younger
ones in terms of their metacognitive awareness of the reading process and their use of reading
strategies as did learners’ English proficiency levels.

Despite the inherent limitations of our study as reported here, i.e., the small sample
size, the intrusive nature of the think-aloud research tool, other issues in connection with the
research process, and the restricted generalizability, we believe that our findings in this study
are important to primary school English language teachers in Singapore and possibly to
teachers in similar contexts. In addition to better designed studies and better data elicitation
and coding procedures and larger sample sizes, we recommend that future research focus on
how findings such as ours can be used to improve student learning in and outside the
classroom.
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Table 1 Subject Information in the Study

School Grade High English  Low English Total
Proficiency Proficiency

School 1 P4 1 1 2
P5 1 1 2
P6 1 1 2

School 2 P4 1 1 2
P5 1 1 2
P6 1 1 2

School 3 P4 1 1 2
P5 1 1 2
Po6 1 1 2

Total 9 9 18










Table 4 Frequency of Reading Strategy Use by Proficiency Level

Categories and Sub-categories of Reading Strategies Mean Frequency (SD) t-test
High-proficiency = Low-proficiency t Sig.
n=9 n=9 (2-tailed)

Metacognitive Self-initiating 3.00 (1.32) .89 (1.05) 3.744 002
Planning 2.56 (2.46) 33 (.50) 2.661 .017
Monitoring 12.00 @.77 811 (4.62) 4402 .003
Evaluating 5.56 (7.33) 433  (6.96) 363 772
Follow-up decision making Rereading 5.96 (4.65) 4.62 (3.89) 562 .684

Cognitive Perceptual processing Fixation 11 (:33) .00 (.00) - -
Repetition 2.22 (4.02) 644 (6.69) -1.622 124
Decoding 1.00 (1.41) 978 (5.87) -4.362 .000
Parsing/Organization Inferencing 20.89 (7.70)  10.00 (7.33) 2.103 .052
Prediction 22.44 (9.87) 1233 (8.20) 5.639 .005

Contextualisation 22 (44) .00 (.00) - -

Translation .00 (.00) 22 (.67) - -

Imagery 33 (.:50) .00 (.00) - -
Utilization/Elaboration Reconstruction 18.11 (12.80) 9.67 (11.79) 1456 .165
Summarisation 1.22 (1.64) .89 (1.97) 391 701
Personal experiences 1.56 (1.33) .67 (71 1.767 .096
Appreciation of given text 1.67 (1.87) .56 (.88) 1.612 127

Evaluate using genre .67 (1.32) 22 (.44) - -

Using Resources Using a dictionary 11 (.33) .00 (.00) - -

Social-affective  Social Cooperative learning 33 (.50) .00 (.00) - -
Asking for help 2.22 (1.30) 356  (2.51) -1417 176

Affective Trying to enjoy 33 (.50) .00 (.00) - -
Avoiding embarrassment 11 (.33) 122 (1.09) -2917 .010
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