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Abstract: This paper investigates the influence of cultural background knowledge on EFL 

reading comprehension. To explore the general assumption that cultural background 

knowledge helps students to better comprehend a text, a reading comprehension test 

including two passages describing a Vietnamese and a Chilean national holiday was 

developed. Forty one Vietnamese and 35 Chilean students took the test. A brief 

questionnaire was also used to examine students’ perceptions of their familiarity with the 

texts based on their background knowledge. Results from the t-tests revealed statistically 

significant differences between the two groups. Both Vietnamese and Chilean students 

respectively outperformed the other group in the test section about their national holiday, 

which suggested a positive influence of cultural background knowledge. Weak but 

significant correlations were found between students’ reported familiarity with the texts and 

their scores in each section. The findings of this study provide some relevant implications 

for language testing and second language instruction.  
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1. Introduction 

 The ability to understand, extract and utilise information through reading a text is 

included in many test constructs to ascertain the linguistic proficiency of people who use 

English as a second language. Reading components are included both for English tests for 

academic purposes, such as the PTE and the TOEFL, as well as tests for more general purposes, 

such as the IELTS (General Training) and the Cambridge PET. A test taker has to utilise many 

different skills in order to read a text, depending on what he or she is asked to do with the 

information presented within the text (Hughes, 2002). Different skills and cognitive processes 

are activated when different types of texts are read.  

 There are many factors that contribute to an individual’s performance on a reading test such 

as language proficiency, reading strategies and background knowledge (Alderson, 2000). It is 

generally understood that prior or background knowledge has some degree of influence on an 

individual’s ability to comprehend and extrapolate from a text; more knowledge of the topic of the 

text will lead to better comprehension and learning (Braasch & Goldman, 2010). Background 

knowledge can be reflected through topic familiarity (e.g. a scientist reading a text about biology) 

or cultural familiarity (e.g. an Australian reading about cricket). A good lexical resource, which 

helps in reading comprehension, is also in some sense an indication of an individual’s topical 

background knowledge, especially when considering domain-specific vocabulary.  
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 Given the mixed findings in the literature pertaining to the influence of cultural 

familiarity on reading comprehension test scores, the current study is motivated to further 

investigate this interaction. Specifically, the study examines the effect of cultural familiarity on 

reading performance of Vietnamese and Chilean students at A2 to B1 level (Common European 

Framework of Reference). The following research questions inform this study: 

1. Is there a significant difference between students from different backgrounds in their test 

scores on respectively more culturally familiar texts? 

2. What is the relationship between students’ perception of their cultural familiarity and their 

reading test scores? 

2. Theoretical framework 

2.1. Cognitive processes in reading 

 Before critically reviewing literature pertaining to the role of cultural background 

knowledge on the comprehension of texts and resultant scores on reading tests, it is fruitful to 

briefly examine literature on the cognitive processes involved in reading. Van Den Broek, 

Young, Tzeng and Linderholm (1999) more than a decade ago conceptualised the Landscape 

Model of Reading where they identified four sources of activation that may happen when a 

person reads a particular text. Later, research done by Van Den Broek, Virtue, Everson, Tzeng 

and Sung (2002) on comprehension of science texts note that a “coherent mental representation 

of a text consists of a network of semantic relations between text elements and the reader’s 

background knowledge” (p. 133). Around the same time, Nassaji (2002) concluded that models 

of L2 reading comprehension are interactive because they involve processes that are both data-

driven which is analysis of the text per se, and reader-driven that can be understood as an 

individual using background knowledge and linguistic proficiency to help comprehend the text.  

 In terms of reader-driven processes, schema theory in reading divides schemata into two 

categories: formal schema, related to knowledge of language, and content schema, related to 

domain-specific knowledge (Bernhardt, 1991). Ketchum (2006) later defined cultural schema as 

a culture specific branch of content schema and articulated the fact that it is an instrumental 

process that a reader needs to use to fully understand a text. Cultural background knowledge 

plays a role in reading comprehension, but it is unclear whether or not it influences 

comprehension to an extent where it would actually affect test scores.  

2.2. Effect of cultural background knowledge 

 Cultural background knowledge does not only become manifest in the form of tangible 

content knowledge in an individual’s endeavour to comprehend a text in his or her second 

language; sometimes culturally salient reading strategies, for example a preference for top down 

or bottom up reader-driven processes, also influence text comprehension and scores. Certain 

item types that are included in reading tests, for example those that require bottom-up 

processing, would favour certain cultural groups because they had been taught to read in this 

way (Nassaji, 2002). Abbott (2006) found that Chinese teachers tend to use approaches that 

result in Chinese students mostly paying attention first to form and later to meaning while the 

opposite is true for students in the Arab nations. Differential item functioning was used to 
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determine the probability of scoring the correct answer for the same item for different groups of 

people and it was found that even though there were minimal score differences between the two 

groups of examinees on bottom-up (form first) and top-down (meaning first) bundles of items, 

different strategies were in fact used by the different groups (Abbott, 2006). This shows that 

cultural background knowledge about reading strategies is a significant consideration in 

assessing reading because certain cultural groups may approach test items differently; a test 

with more bottom-up items, for example, may in fact favour some cultural groups.  

 Research has also been done on nativising texts so that even though the content remains 

the same, the actual elements become more familiar to test takers. Alptekin (2006) and later 

Erten and Razi (2009) both designed an experiment where they nativised an original text by 

changing many elements to culturally familiar ones for Turkish test takers. Both studies found 

that the groups that received the nativised version scored better than those who did not in terms 

of comprehension of texts. While Alptekin’s study made use of multiple choice questions to 

assess comprehension of the text, Erten and Razi (2009) used free recall tasks to ascertain if 

students remembered and comprehended content. Here it becomes evident that there is a 

significant difference in comprehension and performance on comprehension-related reading 

tests even if only basic elements are adapted to make the texts more culturally familiar.  

 Studies have also been done where completely different texts that dealt with culturally 

different topics were given to different groups of test takers. Lee (2007) conducted a research on 

topic familiarity on Korean EFL students’ reading comprehension and learning of passive forms 

and found that groups that were given texts on more culturally familiar topics scored better 

when asked to recall content, but did not score better when asked to complete a form correction 

task on the passive voice. Dehghan and Sadighi (2011) designed a study where Iranian students 

were asked to read two texts that contained culturally familiar themes and two texts that did not. 

Assessment consisted of a mixture of questions that required local (bottom-up) and global (top-

down) processing. The results showed that readers outperformed themselves on familiar texts as 

compared to unfamiliar texts and it was concluded that cultural familiarity (that is not always 

related to linguistic competence) does have a significant influence on reading comprehension. 

Li and Lai (2012) wanted to test if culturally more familiar texts resulted in a shorter reading 

time and a better score on a cloze test and designed an experiment where the independent 

variable was two texts, one that was more culturally familiar and another that was more 

culturally unfamiliar, and where the dependent variables were time spent in reading the text and 

performance on the cloze test. They found that culturally more familiar texts do in fact result in 

a higher degree of comprehension of the texts and also take a shorter time to read. These three 

studies all indicate that culturally more familiar texts facilitate comprehension and result in 

better scores on reading comprehension tests. 

 However, a study done by Stott (2004) did not support this hypothesis. In this study, two 

groups of Japanese students were given the same slightly simplified English translation of a 

Japanese novel, but one group was told the origin and source of the text while the other group 

was left in the dark. Results showed that the group who knew the text origin did not outperform 

the other group. The design of this experiment differs from those previously mentioned in that 

the two groups were given the same text and that there was no obvious difference between the 
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two groups in terms of cultural knowledge. However, the results here do not support the 

argument that cultural knowledge is activated in a reading of a text in a second language to a 

large degree.  

 In fact, some studies have found that language proficiency is a stronger predictor of 

academic reading performance than background knowledge (Hill & Liu, 2012). Chan (2003) 

had Hong Kong (HK) and mainland Chinese students of differing proficiency levels complete a 

cloze test on both a culturally neutral text and a text that would be more culturally familiar to 

the HK students. Results showed that for the lower proficiency groups, HK students scored 

significantly higher than mainland Chinese students on the more culturally familiar text, but 

there was no significant difference between the higher proficiency students for performance on 

either text (Chan, 2003). Hill and Liu (2012), selected three passages on cultural topics and two 

on physical science for a study that utilised differential item functioning to ascertain the 

relationship between background knowledge and language proficiency in TOEFL iBT tests. 

Results showed some level of interaction between background knowledge and proficiency level 

at the item level, but there was no passage-level differential functioning. Furthermore, the study 

found evidence that background knowledge does not always work to an individual’s advantage, 

especially when individuals rely too heavily on their background knowledge in completing the 

test when answering items that require local (bottom-up) processing. This study showed that 

participants used background knowledge to answer the questions, but did not indicate that it has 

in fact helped them comprehend the intended meaning of the writing.  

3. Methods  

3.1. Participants 

 Two groups of learners of English as an additional language from Vietnamese and 

Chilean backgrounds participated in this study. The Chilean participants were originally 50 

native speakers of Spanish with ages ranging between 17 and 18 years old. The teacher reported 

the students to be at an English proficiency level of A2 to B1, according to the CEFR. They 

belonged to two different year-12 classes in the same public school located in Viña del Mar, one 

of the main cities in Chile. The original Vietnamese students participating in the study were 119 

first year university students majoring in English at a Vietnamese public university. Their ages 

ranged from 18 to 19. Their proficiency levels were also reported by their teacher to be at an A2 

to B1 level. The students belonged to 4 different classes of the same subject Reading 1. 65 

students from two classes participated in the pilot of the test instrument, and 54 students from 

the other two classes participated in our final test version.  

 Due to the limited time and resources of this study, we were not able to test students’ 

proficiency prior to data collection and had to rely on teachers’ reports. We realised the use of 

reported proficiency levels from teachers can be problematic as it was subjective and there could 

be inconsistency between the Chilean and Vietnamese teachers’ interpretation of the CEFR levels. 

Therefore, we added an extra complementary reading section to our test (See Instruments section) 

and used the total test scores to omit outliers (i.e. those whose test scores are too high or too low). 

In our final selection of participants for analysis, we chose 41 Vietnamese (M=3.68, SD=1.19) and 



 

Tạp chí Khoa học Ngôn ngữ và Văn hóa ISSN 2525-2674 Tập 3, Số 1, 2019 

 

5 

 

35 Chilean students (M=3.71, SD=1.22). We believe the selection has resulted in a more 

homogenous group of participants in regards to proficiency level.  

Table 1. Summary of participants’ background for each stage 

 N Gender Nationality Proficiency Age 

Piloting stage 65 6M, 59F Vietnamese A2 - B1 18 - 19 

Data collection  54 8M, 46F Vietnamese A2 - B1 18 - 19 

50 23M, 27F Chilean A2 - B1 17 – 18 

Data analysis  41 5M, 36F Vietnamese upper-A2 18 – 19 

35 15M, 20F Chilean upper-A2 17 – 18 

3.2. Instruments 

3.2.1. Designed test  

 The target domain for our designed test was the reading that needs to be done by an 

individual in everyday situations when living in a country where English is the dominant, if not 

only, language. For this, the universe of generalisation was the ability to comprehend 

information presented within an informational text about cultural events. 

 In order to answer our first research question, we designed a test that deliberately 

included two texts that were about culturally familiar topics to Vietnamese and Chilean 

participants. Text A was about Tet Nguyen Dan (Vietnamese New Year) and Text B was about 

Fiestas Patrias (Chilean Independence Day); these events are considered to be significant in the 

respective countries and so we were able to assume that the participants in both Vietnam and 

Chile would have some cultural familiarity with one of the texts. The texts were drawn from the 

same source (Henderson, 2005) and edited to retain some proper nouns in the original language 

such as Tet Nguyen Dan and banh chung for text A and Fiesta Patrias and cueca for text B, as 

well as facilitate the creation of multiple choice items. Care was also taken to ensure that both 

texts were of similar length, approximately 270 words each. The texts had to be long enough for 

5 multiple-choice items each, but short enough so that participants could complete the test and 

survey in the allotted class time.  

 We chose multiple choice questions due to the fact that they would provide us with more 

discrete data from which to work. This item type is also prevalent in reading tests taken by 

students at the same proficiency level as our participants, such as the Cambridge PET. Care was 

taken to ensure that each text included both items that required global and local reading 

processes. Each text has five of the same item types to ensure the similarity between the two 

sets of questions. Table 2 shows a summary of the item descriptors. 
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Table 2. Item descriptors 

Item type Specific task description Example 

Local reading processes: 

Vocabulary 

item  

Infer meaning of an 

unknown word from 

context 

Which word is closest in meaning to “evil” in the 

following sentence in paragraph 2? 

Pronominal 

reference 

Assign previously 

mentioned subjects or 

objects to pronouns. 

What does the word ‘it’ in the following sentence 

in paragraph 3 refer to? 

Organisation 

of 

information 

Insert a sentence into the 

correct place within a 

paragraph, maintaining the 

coherence.  

Where does this sentence fit best? 

Global reading processes: 

Identifying 

implicitly 

stated main 

ideas 

Infer implicitly stated main 

ideas in a paragraph.  

What can be inferred from the first paragraph? 

Identifying 

explicitly 

stated main 

ideas 

Identify explicitly stated 

supporting ideas in a 

paragraph. 

1. Why do the Vietnamese people release a 

special type of fish into the river? 

 Because our test was relatively short with only ten items, we included an additional 

section with five questions to obtain a more trustworthy measure of students’ proficiency. For 

this section, we used a sample PET reading section with a culturally neutral text and similar test 

item format. The scores from this section aid us in limiting our participants to a more 

homogenous range to minimise the proficiency variable.  

 We piloted our test version A with a panel of three Chilean and four Vietnamese language 

professionals, and adjusted items for difficulty to develop version B. Version B was piloted with 

a sample from the participant population (65 students in Vietnam). From this piloting we carried 

out item analysis and distractor analysis. The analyses revealed several problematic test items. 

The level of difficulty was too low for items 1, 4 and 8, and too high for items 6 and 7. In 

addition, items 3, 4, 6 and 7 did not provide much discrimination between students. Distractor 

analysis helped us identified problematic distractors to modify. For example, items 1, 4 and 8 

had a disproportionate distribution of distractor selection. We edited these items by modifying 

difficulty level of questions and changed problematic distractors. In developing Version C, we 

were aware that our pilot test was only completed by Vietnamese participants and therefore tried 

to allow for any inconsistencies that might have arisen as a result of cultural familiarity with 

Text A or the lack thereof for Text B. The edited test was our test instrument that was sent out 

to participants. After sending out version C to all our participants, we analysed the data received 
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for reliability and found that Cronbach’s alpha was low (α= 0.4). We also conducted test item 

analysis; see Table 3 for the IF and R values for each of the items. 

Table 3. Item analysis for Test version C 

Item  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

IF 0.83 0.31 0.34 0.24 0.33 0.1 0.53 0.61 0.22 0.57 

r pbi 0.43 0.4 0.42 0.17 0.43 0.22 0.38 0.4 0.35 0.55 

 From Table 3 we can see that item 4 was too difficult (IF = 0.24) and also does not 

discriminate well (r=0.17) between different levels of students. Item 6 was similar in terms of 

difficulty (IF = 0.1) and discrimination (r=0.22). A decision was made to exclude scores from 

items 4 and 6 in final analysis. Both items involved global reading processes where test takers 

had to identify implicitly stated ideas, and this particular reading process was thought to be too 

difficult for our participants. Item 1 was relatively easier (IF = 0.83) than the remaining 7 items, 

but we retained it because it was able to discriminate well (r = 0.43) between different levels of 

students. Also, based on the figures, the average difficulty for both the Vietnamese text and the 

Chilean text was similar. From this we were able to assume that overall difficulty for the 

Vietnamese text was the same as overall difficulty for the Chilean text.  The final version for 

analysis had 8 questions (Version D) with a new reliability coefficient of α = 0.5. This was 

deemed to be acceptable due to the low number of test items and homogeneity of participants. 

3.2.2. Questionnaire 

 In order to answer our second research question which addresses the relationship between 

students’ perceptions of their cultural familiarity and their scores, we designed a questionnaire 

consisting of eight statements. This aimed to ascertain the extent to which participants felt they 

activated their cultural knowledge while answering the questions. Following Dörnyei and 

Taguchi (2009), the questionnaire was translated into Vietnamese and Spanish in order to assure 

participants’ appropriate understanding of its content. Participants selected their answers using a 

Likert scale from 1 (completely disagree) to 5 (completely agree). In the process of piloting our 

test instrument, we also piloted our questionnaire. Reliability analyses showed that the 

Cronbach’s alpha for both variables were α =0.5, which is moderately low. However, we kept in 

mind that only Vietnamese participants completed the pilot questionnaire and would engender 

similar responses. Therefore, we assumed the reliability to be higher with a more heterogeneous 

pool of participants that would include Chilean learners.  

3.3. Data collection procedure  

 Once the preliminary versions of the test and questionnaire were piloted and revised, 

the final version was generated. We used Google Forms due to the geographical distance 

between our research team and the two sites of the study. This free online tool allowed us to 

develop a computer-based test and questionnaire and facilitated the administration, 

management and scoring of participants’ responses. The link to the online test was provided 

to two teachers, one in Vietnam and one in Chile, who helped with its administration. 

Students at each site of the study completed the test electronically during school hours. They 
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were given 45 minutes to finish the test and answer the questionnaire. The timing was 

informed by the initial piloting session.  

3.4. Data analysis 

 Scores from the online test and questionnaire results were extracted into spreadsheets. 

The data was then transferred to SPSS for analysis. We conducted a participant selection 

process whereby we chose 41 Vietnamese and 35 Chilean participants, all achieving overall 

scores from 4 to 9 out of a total of 13 (Text A, text B and the Complementary Text). The mean 

scores and standard deviations for selected Vietnamese and Chilean participants were at similar 

values (see Results section). Through our participants’ saturation process as well as test 

instrument validation, we were able to claim the students were at similar proficiency level and 

that the two texts and questions were of similar difficulty. Therefore, we conducted a series of 

dependent and independent t-tests to observe any significant differences between within-group 

and across-group performances. For the questionnaire, Spearman rho correlation was used to 

determine the relationship between students’ reported cultural familiarity and their scores. 

4. Findings 

4.1. Analysis of test data  

4.1.1. Descriptive statistics 

 Table 5 illustrates Vietnamese and Chilean students’ performance on the whole test and 

on each text A and B, respectively about Vietnamese and Chilean traditional holidays. Overall, 

the test is difficult as the mean scores for the whole test is less than 50% for both Vietnamese 

(M=3.68) and Chilean students (M=3.71). Each group respectively scored higher on the text 

about their national holiday.  

Table 5. Descriptive statistics of participants’ performance 

Group N Whole test Text A (Tet) Text B (Fiestas Patrias) 

 M SD M SD M SD 

Vietnamese 

students 

41 3.68 1.19 2.07 0.82 1.61 0.92 

Chilean students 35 3.71 1.22 1.51 0.78 2.20 0.90 

4.1.2. Within-group comparisons 

 Two dependent t-tests were conducted to determine whether there are any significant 

differences between performances on questions on Text A and Text B within each group of 

participants. Table 6 shows results from these analyses. Results show significant differences in 

performances on Text A and Text B for both Vietnamese group (p<.05) and Chilean group 

(p<.001). Vietnamese students performed significantly higher on questions about the 

Vietnamese holiday, Tet Nguyen Dan, t (40) = 2.34, p<.05. Similarly, Chilean students 

performed better on the text about Fiestas Patrias, t (34) = 3.51, p<.001. Effect sizes were 

calculated for these differences and corrected with correlations between the groups’ mean scores 
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for text A and B. The effect size for the Vietnamese group is d=.501 and for the Chilean group 

is d=.814. These effect sizes indicate that the difference in scores between the two texts is of 

medium size for the Vietnamese group and is of large size for the Chilean group. 

Table 6. Dependent t-tests between Texts A and B 

 N t df p 

Vietnamese students 41 2.34 40 p <.05 

Chilean students 35 3.51 34 p <.001 

4.1.3. Across-group comparisons 

 In order to investigate whether Vietnamese or Chileans students performed significantly 

better on each text, two independent t-tests were conducted. Table 7 shows results of these 

analyses. Results from the independent t-tests show that there are significant differences 

between Vietnamese and Chilean students in their mean scores for text A (p<.01) and text B 

(p<.01). For text A about the Vietnamese New Year, Vietnamese students performed 

significantly higher than Chilean students, t (73) =2.82, p<.01. For text B about the Chilean 

Independence Day, Chilean students significantly outperformed Vietnamese students, t (72.6) 

=3.04, p<.01. Effect sizes were calculated and results show that the differences in performance 

were at medium-large values for both text A (d=0.71) and text B (d=.66). 

Table 7. Independent t-tests between Texts A and B 

 t df P 

Text A 2.82 73.0 p<.01 

Text B 3.04 72.6 p<.01 

4.2. Analysis of questionnaire data 

 Internal consistency reliability of the two variables for familiarity was calculated using 

Cronbach's alpha (α) resulting in a coefficient of .80 for the variable “Familiarity with text A” 

and .81 for the variable “Familiarity with text B” which, according to Dörnyei and Taguchi 

(2009), is a sufficient reliability level for scales of 3-4 items. 

4.2.1. Descriptive statistics  

 Overall, as seen in Table 8, the mean for the variable “Familiarity” is higher in each 

group for the texts describing their own national holidays than the mean for familiarity with the 

text of the other culture. The Chilean group mean for the variable “Familiarity with text A” was 

M=2.21 whereas for “Familiarity with text B” was considerably higher M= 3.77. On the other 

hand, the mean for the Vietnamese students in the variable “Familiarity with text B” was 

M=2.07 whilst for “Familiarity with text A” was much higher with M=3.87. From questionnaire 

results, we can see that students reported higher familiarity with the text about their culture and 

perceived this familiarity to be advantageous in comprehending the text and answering the 

questions. 
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Table 8. Descriptive statistics for the questionnaire results 

Group  Familiarity with text A Familiarity with text B 

 N M SD M SD 

Vietnamese 41 3.87 .515 2.07 .384 

Chilean  35 2.21 .466 3.77 .512 

 Results showed significant positive correlations between participants’ familiarity with the 

text and their performance. Both groups showed high levels of familiarity with the text about the 

respective national holidays, but the relationships to scores were weak. The correlation for the 

reported familiarity with text A and the scores the participants obtained in the corresponding 

section A was rs=.319, p<.01. For students’ perceived familiarity with text B and their scores in 

section B, the correlation was rs=.234, p = p<.05. These results suggest that, to at least some 

extent, the more familiar a student perceived the text, the higher the score obtained in that test 

section, or from another perspective, the less familiar the text is perceived, the lower the score 

in that section. 

5. Discussion and implications  

 Results from the t-test analyses show that there are significant differences in how 

Vietnamese and Chilean students performed in the test. The overall conclusion is that the 

Vietnamese students did better on the text about the Tet Nguyen Dan and the Chileans achieved 

higher performance on the questions about Fiestas Patrias. The high effect sizes of these 

differences mean that the difference between the two groups is large. Since our test instrument 

was designed to achieve a similar level of difficulty for the two texts and questions, and our 

participants were selected to be at a similar level of proficiency, we can assume that the 

influencing variable is students’ cultural background. The findings of the current study is 

congruent with previous research that has claimed that cultural background knowledge gives an 

advantage for reading comprehension (e.g. Alptekin, 2006; Dehghan & Sadighi, 2011; Erten & 

Razi, 2009; Lee, 2007; Li & Lai, 2012). It is noteworthy that for high proficiency learners, 

cultural background knowledge does not give as much of an advantage (e.g. Chan, 2003). 

However, the participants in the current study were at a low proficiency level (A2 - B1). We 

believe that due to their limited language resources, our participants had to rely more heavily on 

their cultural background knowledge.  

 There were significant but weak relationships between perceived cultural familiarity of 

participants and their final scores. A possible explanation of these results is that questionnaire 

answers were self-reported and may not be an accurate representation of their actual cultural 

knowledge. For example, a student reporting a high level of familiarity may have informed this 

because it is socially valued in their culture to have a good knowledge about their national 

traditions. In addition, the students may have had the impression that the text about their culture 

would be easier to answer. This may in part be due to enhanced confidence when presented with 

a foreign language text with more familiar cultural elements (e.g. Erten & Razi, 2009). 

Furthermore, the activation of background cultural knowledge only provides a certain amount of 
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support, especially with lower proficiency learners (e.g. Chan, 2003; Hill & Liu, 2012). These 

correlation results, albeit not strong, support the results from the t-tests in that there can be a 

positive influence from background knowledge on students’ scores.  

 A significant limitation of this research would be the length of the test. Due to limited 

time and resources, our final instrument, Version D, had only four multiple choice questions per 

text. We were not able to include items that tested for the full range of global and local 

processes involved in reading. We were only able to get a gauge of student proficiency levels 

through their performance on 13 items. Further research can be done on a wider scale with a 

larger population of participants of different backgrounds and proficiency levels. It is suggested 

that future research include other test instruments to ascertain actual, as opposed to perceived, 

cultural background knowledge. 

6. Conclusion 

 The study has implications on research in validating existing language tests, especially 

those that are not L1 independent. Fairness review guidelines (for example by ETS) have stressed 

the representation of diverse ethnic groups in tests. However, in the process of ensuring diversity, 

test developers have to take care not to inadvertently advantage certain groups of test takers. 

 Apart from the implications in the field of second language testing, the results in this 

study can also have some implications in second language learning and teaching. In line with 

Alderson (2000), the results in our test and questionnaire suggested that more a familiar text 

would facilitate reading, comprehension and processing of the content in a text. Exposure to 

more familiar topics would also help students to recall information more easily (Erten and Razi, 

2009; Lee, 2007). Familiarity can also benefit vocabulary learning since students can remember 

new words better when they associate them to content that is more significant (Alderson, 2000), 

as in the case of the national holidays in our test. These considerations can be taken into account 

in terms the selection of teaching material for language classes. This does not mean that 

unfamiliar topics should be avoided; on the contrary, students need to be provided with a range 

of different topics that reflect the scenarios that they will face in real life when exposed to the 

second language. However, in the first stages of learning, when learners’ proficiency is low, we 

propose that using culturally familiar topics can be a good strategy to reinforce learning process 

and the development of their language skills in L2, as well as to help promote learners’ 

confidence and motivation. 
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ẢNH HƯỞNG CỦA KIẾN THỨC NỀN TẢNG VĂN HÓA  

TỚI KHẢ NĂNG ĐỌC HIỂU TIẾNG ANH  

NHƯ LÀ MỘT NGOẠI NGỮ: MỘT NGHIÊN CỨU ĐIỂN HÌNH  

VỀ NGƯỜI HỌC VIỆT NAM VÀ CHILE 

Tóm tắt: Để nghiên cứu ảnh hưởng của kiến thức nền tảng văn hóa tới khả năng đọc hiểu, 

một bài kiểm tra đọc hiểu gồm hai đoạn về ngày lễ Việt Nam và Chile đã được phát triển. 

Bài kiểm tra được thực hiện bởi người học Việt Nam (N=41) và Chile (N=35). Một bảng 

câu hỏi được sử dụng để kiểm tra nhận thức của người học về sự quen thuộc với các văn 

bản dựa trên kiến thức nền tảng. Kết quả t-tests cho thấy có sự khác biệt có ý nghĩa thống 

kê giữa hai nhóm, cho thấy ảnh hưởng tích cực của kiến thức nền văn hóa. Các mối tương 

quan đã được tìm thấy giữa sự quen thuộc với các bản văn và điểm số. Phát hiện của nghiên 

cứu cung cấp một số ý nghĩa liên quan đến kiểm tra và dạy học ngoại ngữ. 

Từ khóa: Hiểu biết văn hóa, kiểm tra ngoại ngữ, đọc hiểu  


