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Compared to the extensive research base on L1 reading available in cognitive 
psychology, L2 reading research in the Applied Linguistics fi eld has lacked a 
solid empirical research base and as a result the predictability of L2 reading 
behaviour is seriously constrained. A more principled eff ort is needed to 
 generate empirical evidence on the nature of L2 reading which draws on the 
rigorous investigation of the factors considered by cognitive psychologists to 
be signifi cant for L1 reading comprehension.

This volume helps to establish such a research tradition. It makes good 
use of the methodology established in cognitively oriented L1 research and 
investigates whether those factors considered to infl uence reading compre-
hension skills among L1 readers do so among L2 readers. In the compo-
nential approach to modelling L1 reading ability a number of contributory 
factors have been empirically validated. However, research on their relative 
contribution either singly or in combination to explaining performance on 
second language reading tests is limited.

It emerges from Shiotsu’s thorough overview of the L1 component skills 
literature that such variables as vocabulary knowledge, word recognition 
effi  ciency, phonological awareness, and working memory span account for 
a relatively larger amount of the variance in reading comprehension than 
do the others. Shiotsu investigates the contribution of these variables in L2 
reading through theoretical and empirical scrutiny. In addition he looks at 
the importance of the L2- specifi c variable of grammar knowledge, whose 
relationship with L2 reading seems to merit more attention than it has been 
given so far in the reading research literature.

In Chapter 2 Shiotsu examines how reading has been researched and 
understood and details some of the knowledge and processing subskills which 
have been demonstrated to be important for reading abilities. The research 
questions below emerge from this review in relation to the Japanese context 
the author is working in:

RQ1:  To what extent do the linguistic knowledge areas and 
 psycholinguistic and cognitive subskills – L2 vocabulary 
breadth, L2 word recognition effi  ciency, L2 working memory 
span, L2 syntactic knowledge, and language- independent 
meta cognitive knowledge about the text and reading – 
account for the individual diff erences in L2 careful passage 
reading  comprehension ability of Japanese EFL learners?
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RQ2:  Are there any diff erences in the extent to which the linguis-
tic knowledge areas and psycholinguistic and cognitive 
skills (listed in Q1) account for the individual diff erences 
in L2 careful passage reading comprehension ability of the 
Japanese EFL learners as a function of L2 reading ability 
level, e.g. between ‘higher ability’ and ‘lower ability’ sub-
groups of readers?

RQ3:  To what extent do the linguistic knowledge areas and psy-
cholinguistic and cognitive subskills (listed in Q1) account 
for the individual diff erences in computer- based L2 sentence 
reading speed of Japanese EFL learners?

RQ4:  Are there any diff erences in the extent to which the linguis-
tic knowledge areas and psycholinguistic and cognitive 
skills (listed in Q1) account for the individual diff erences in 
computer- based L2 sentence reading speed of Japanese EFL 
learners as a function of L2 reading ability level, e.g. between 
‘higher ability’ and ‘lower ability’ subgroups of readers?

Chapter 3 considers the research methodology with an empha-
sis on the practicality and feasibility of the research variables and their 
instrumentation.

Chapters 4 and 5 describe a total of six preliminary studies which are used 
to assess the potential values of the initially selected variables for the subse-
quent main study and to evaluate the instruments and their content to make 
necessary refi nements.

Chapter 6 reports on the nature of the main study providing detailed back-
ground and basic descriptive data. Chapters 7 and 8 report the main fi ndings 
based on two diff erent methods of analysis. A traditional method of analysis, 
conventional regression, is used to answer the research questions in Chapter 
7, but in Chapter 8 Structural Equation Modelling is used to help consider 
the data from a slightly diff erent perspective.

In Chapter 9 the research questions are revisited and the fi ndings are 
discussed with reference to the existing research base reported in the litera-
ture review; the implications of the fi ndings are critically evaluated, and 
 recommendations for future research are made.

In contrast with previous fi ndings in the literature in this fi eld, this study 
off ers support for the relative superiority of syntactic knowledge over vocab-
ulary knowledge in predicting text reading comprehension test performance.

The volume off ers the reader a valuable perspective on L2 reading ability, 
test score predictability, the potential eff ects of unequal instrument reli-
abilities in this research area, and test content validation. It provides rigor-
ous empirical support for a number of the themes emerging from an earlier 
volume in the series – Examining Reading by Khalifa and Weir (2009). In 
particular it provides evidence for the view that linguistic comprehension is 
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xiii

best divided into careful text processing ability and the speed of comprehen-
sion. It makes a valuable contribution to the methodology of using test data 
to enhance our knowledge of reading profi ciency. As such it testifi es to the 
centrality of language testing for developing our understanding of language 
profi ciency and off ers serious lessons to second language acquisition (SLA) 
researchers in the rigorous use of complex statistical procedures.

Cyril J Weir and Michael Milanovic
Cambridge – November 2009
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