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An. Exam:inaticm. of the Relationship between. L1
and FL Reading

The study reported in this paper examines reading in a foreign language
(FL) and its relation wi th general language competence and wi th first language
(L1) reading ability. Specifically, the following relationships were
investigated: (a) reading comprehension and general language proficiency in
L1 and FL, (b) FL reading comprehension and FL vocabulary recognition, (c) L1
and FL reading comprehension and (d) L1 and FL general language proficiency.
Results indicated that there were significant and high intralingual
correlations between language proficiency and reading ability in both L1 and
FL as well as between vocabulary and reading comprehension in FL. As for
interlingual relationships, correlations were weaker between L1 and FL reading
comprehension and L1 and FL language proficiency. These data suggest that
reading deficiency in FL is more a result of poor language competence than
ineffective reading strategies.

INTRODUCTION

When discussing weakness in
L2/FL reading, Alderson (1984: l)
questioned whether the cause lies
with reading skill or with language
competence. This question has also
been raised by other researchers,
but answers to it have varied.
Jolly (1978), Coady (1979), Clarke
(1979) suggested it is more a
reading problem because they
believed that reading ability can
be transferred from L1 to L2. To a
certain extent, their stand agreed
with Goodman's (1973) universal
reading hypothesis. However,
though agreeing wi th Goodman' s
hypothsis, Yorio (1971) argued that
reading problems are mainly
language problems because imperfect
FL proficiency hampers the reading
process, i. e. the reader fails to
pick up sufficient lexical,
syntactic or semantic cues to
achieve reading comprehension.

Theoretical discussions cited
above reflect great differences of
opinion; empirical evidence is
equally controversial. Cummins
(1979) and Carson, Carrell,
Silberstain, Kroll & Kuehn (1990)
found that poor L2 reading is
related to poor L1 reading ability.
But Ulijn & Kempen (1976) ,
Alderson, Bastien & Madrazo, (1977)
found that poor L2 reading was
mainly due to poor L2 proficiency.

Given these inconclusive
findings, it is obvious that
further research needs to be done.
Alderson (1984) discussed the
implications ~nd limitations of
research in this area. He states
that, "what is needed at present is
a series of studies which are
directed to the problems of reading
in a foreign language and its
relation with language competence
and first-language reading ability,
and conceivably also other

The
 Chin

ese
 U

niv
ers

ity
 Pres

s




