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ÜÓ`W É¡eóîà°SG »àdG IAGô≤dG äGQÉ¡e á`aô©Ÿ á`«aÉ°ûµà°SG á°SGQO ƒg åëÑdG Gòg
¢üf IAGôb AÉ`æKCG á`ahô©ŸG ÒZ äÉª∏µdG áHƒ©°U ≈∏Y Ö∏¨à∏d á«©eÉ÷G á∏MôŸG ‘ ¿ƒjOƒ©°S
§°SƒàŸG iƒ`à°ùŸÉH »`g ÚcQÉ°ûŸG ÜÓ£∏d á`jƒ¨∏dG IQó≤dG ¿CG kÉª∏Y  . á`jõ«∏‚E’G á`¨∏dÉH
º°ùb , á«eÓ°SE’G Oƒ`©°S øH óªfi ΩÉeE’G á`©eÉL »`a »©`eÉ÷G ∫hC’G iƒà°ùŸG »`a ¿ƒ°SQójh

     .áªLÎdGh ájõ«∏‚E’G á`¨∏dG
IAGô≤dG äGQÉ¡e ¿ƒcQÉ°ûŸG Ωóîà°ùj ∞«ch ióe ≈∏`Y ±ô©àdG ƒ`g á`°SGQódG ±óg
.( πgÉéàdGh ,IóYÉ°ùŸG Ö∏Wh ,ÚªîàdG »gh ) á≤HÉ°ùdG äÉ°SGQódGh çƒëÑdG ‘ IQƒcòŸG
äGQÉ¡ŸG ™`«`ªL ΩGó`îà°SG ≈`dEG ¿ƒ∏«Á ø`«cQÉ°ûŸG ¿CG ≈`dEG á°SGQódG √ò`g »`a èFÉàædG Ò°ûJ
ÒÑc πµ°ûH á`HƒZô`e â°ù«d πgÉéàdG IQÉ¡e ¿CG hóÑjh .IóYÉ°ùŸG Ö∏£d ÌcCG õ«cÎH øµ`dh
øe kGOóY åMÉÑdG ¢ü∏îà°SG èFÉàædG √òg Aƒ°V ‘h .iôNC’G äGQÉ¡ŸÉH áfQÉ≤e º¡jód

    .á«fÉK á¨∏c ájõ«∏‚E’G á¨∏dG ¢ùjQóJ ∫É› ‘ Ú∏eÉ©∏d äÉ«°UƒàdG
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Abstract

This article discuses an exploratory study, which used questionnaire
responses to identify the word-solving strategies (WSS)/ word attack
skills used by Saudi university students when encountering an unknown
word while reading an English text. The participants were low intermedi-
ate students in their first university level at the University of Imam
Muhammad bin Saud, Algaseem branch.

The purpose of the study is to find out whether and how the participants
would use the different word-solving strategies mentioned in the literature
(i.e. guessing, appealing for assistance, and skipping). The findings sug-
gest that all the participants had preferences in using all strategies but
with some tendency to use appealing for assistance a little more. Skipping
strategies do not seem to be very popular among the students vis-a-vis
other strategies. 

The article aims to suggest some implications for the field of teaching
English as a foreign language.
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Introduction

Some researchers such as Hosenfeld (1977, 1984), Nuttall (1982), and
Alseweed (1996, 2000) have been carrying out different studies on L2
reading to help learners use reading strategies effectively and learn new
information. Word attack or solving strategies (WSS) are part of these
strategies, which are considered to be very essential for skilled reading in
L2 (Nuttall, 1982). L2 readers encounter many unknown words while
reading, which affect their comprehension process and consequently slow
their reading and may make it burdensome. 

The researcher chose to conduct his present study with undergraduate
Saudi university students, who are less proficient than those in Alseweed
(1996, 2000) to compare any different uses of WSS, if any, because of
different EFL proficiency level. The focus here is on how WSS are used
by L2 learners when encountering an unknown word while reading an
English text. In particular the study focuses on the following question and
hypotheses, which are derived from the preceding review of literature par-
ticularly Alseweed (1996). 

Q. What WSS do Saudi L2 university students in the low EFL inter-
mediate level use when they encounter unknown words while reading
English written texts? 

H1. All students would   
a. use contextual guessing.
b. use morphological guessing.
c. use appeal for assistance [i.e. use the dictionary and/or
asking someone].
d. use skipping.
H2. Because of their low EFL proficiency level ,students
would
a. use local clues more than global clues.
b. use appeal for assistance more than any other strategy. 
c. use skipping as the least strategy.

Method

Participants were 39 Saudi male undergraduate university students in
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their first year studying English as a foreign language, who voluntarily
participated in the study. They were studying in the English Language and
Translation Department in Imam Mohammed bin Saud University,
Algassem branch with a mean age of  19 years. Since they were living in
the same area, they had almost no differences in their socio-economic sta-
tus and cultural background. They had no different proficiency levels, as
it was decided by their teachers and their last term general English exam
assessment. These participants were studying in the same classroom.

All students had more or less the same exposure to English and the same
number of years in studying English, which is six years. The students in
Saudi Arabia usually study English as a foreign language as a requirement
in the curriculum. They start at the middle school at the age of 12 for three
years, then at the secondary school for three years, and finally at the uni-
versity for four years with fewer hours, and sometimes optional unless the
student’s chosen subject is the English language as is the case of the par-
ticipants of this study. They had the same past teaching history during
their years of formal study in Saudi Arabia because the educational sys-
tem in Saudi Arabia is the same all over the country for both public and
private schools. 

The nature of the study was explained to the students in general terms
avoiding mentioning any details about the research. They were requested
to be helpful and to take this study seriously, as it was aimed to help stu-
dents in their reading programs. The total number of students was forty-
six, but seven of them were absent on the day of distributing the question-
naire, which means only thirty-nine of them participated in the study. 

The questionnaire (see Appendix) was given to them. The students
answered the questions that were written in English in the classroom dur-
ing the presence of the researcher, which took them 20-30 minutes to
complete the whole questionnaire. Each question was followed by sever-
al statements, which represent the WSSs in the literature. The question-
naire was used by the researcher in a previous study (Alseweed, 1996)
and found it effective and reliable.

Skills or strategies
Although the two terms ‘skill’ and ‘strategy’ are used in the literature,

we still find vagueness in what each one means and whether it differs
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from the other. For example, O’Malley and Chamot (1990) do not show
a clear-cut distinction between the meanings of these two terms when
defining both to mean the same definition  of the term ‘skill’ mentioned
by Oxford (1990: 6) to mean ability, expertness, or proficiency. 

McDonough (1995) refers to skill differently from O’Malley and
Chamot’s, and Oxford’s definitions but is consistent with Tarone’s (1980)
definition of ‘strategy’. Tarone distinguishes between skill and strategy
when she talks about language learning strategies and skill learning strate-
gies. She defines the former as an attempt by the learner to learn the lin-
guistic and sociolinguistic knowledge about L2, while the latter means the
learners’ attempts to be more proficient or skilful in writing, reading,
speaking or listening. Tarone, then firstly shows a distinction between the
usage of the two terms by considering ‘skill’ more global than ‘strategies’
i.e. a skill could include many strategies. Secondly, she does not include
reading strategies which WSS are part of under learning strategies as
Oxford does, but she suggests that reading is a skill that has learning
strategies. 

Although we cannot reach a clear-cut distinction between the more com-
mon two terms ‘strategy’ and ‘skill’ among researchers, in my opinion, it
would be better if researchers adopted Tarone’s definition in considering
the term ‘skill’ as the broader one in which ‘strategies’ are included. In
this article, I would use the distinction followed by Tarone referring to the
term ‘strategy’ when discussion is about reading strategies and WSS (for
more discussion about this issue, see Alseweed, 2000).  

WSS and reading strategies 

Coady’s (1979) categorisation of reading strategies is, in my opinion,
different in that unlike other classifications, Coady discusses only those
strategies used when there is a lexical comprehension problem while
reading. He clearly shows, in his classification, that the strategies are
based on the type of knowledge utilised without mentioning their ‘func-
tion’ or how they are used. (For more about classification and function of
reading strategies, see Alseweed, 2000). 

Like Coady, Hosenfeld (1977), in her classification of the reading strate-
gies, draws attention to those strategies that are implemented when lexi-
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cal comprehension problems are encountered in reading. This is different
from what she calls the reader’s main meaning line strategies which read-
ers use and could ascribe meaning of sentence(s) with no interruption.
Hosenfeld’s second category, which is compatible with Coady, is used as
suggested by Hosenfeld, when the reader’s main meaning line is inter-
rupted. Once a reader comes across a lexical problem, there might be an
urgent need for a remedy to this ‘problem’. The strategies readers might
use to solve this problem are what Hosenfeld calls word solving strate-
gies. Nuttall (1982) agrees with Hosenfeld but she terms these strategies
word attack skills. 

When readers are interrupted by a lexical comprehension problem they
may pause for a long or short period to use non-main meaning line strate-
gies, which are WSS. This might mean that when readers have come
across the problem word they have realised or identified that there is a dis-
connection of their comprehension. In other words, readers might be
experiencing one or more of the causes that make some words difficult to
be comprehended.          

Identifying the difficult word

In some cases students misidentify the unknown word because of some
causes that make it misunderstood although it might appear to the reader
to be known (see for example Nuttall (1982), Bensoussan and Laufer
(1984, 1988, 1997), Huckin and Bloch (1993), and Alseweed (2000).
Since the focus of the present study is on the effect of the EFL proficien-
cy level; these causes of difficulty will not be discussed here. 

On the other hand, identifying a lexical problem, the readers would
move from unconscious reading strategies processing to conscious WSS
processing (for more about the reader being conscious and unconscious
see Alseweed, 2000). Pausing because of a lexical problem whether it is
as short as deciding on using skipping or as long as using a dictionary
means that readers are aware of the problem. Being aware of the problem
suggests that there is an attempt to overcome what they have thought of
as an interruption to their normal reading process. For a reader to identi-
fy the lexical comprehension problem is very essential because it would
be the first step to help in choosing the appropriate strategy to that partic-
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ular word by the reader. 
Different readers use different WSS depending on some factors.

Alseweed (2000) discusses what he calls L2 readers possible sequence of
WSS use where they take a step after a step once they face a difficult
word. The point here is that identifying the problem is the first step that
readers may be aware of, which might lead to the second step, i.e., choice
of the strategy. These strategies are guessing or inferencing, appealing for
assistance (referring to a dictionary/glossary, and asking someone) and
ignoring or skipping.

Figure 1: L2 readers’ possible sequences of WSS use

Source : Alseweed (2000)
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Guessing

Guessing is a widely used strategy among L1 and L2 readers. Using
guessing with unknown words in a written text might be affected by four
elements to be available for the reader: the written text as a whole,
unknown words, clues in the text, and the reader’s knowledge (i.e. lan-
guage and content schemata) including some knowledge about guessing
(Alseweed, 1996, 2000). 

There are two types of contexts. The first one is the specific context
within the text which includes morphological, semantic and syntactic
information in a particular text, while the second one is the general con-
text or non-textual context, which is the background knowledge the read-
er has about the subject being read (Nation and Coady, 1988). Williams
(1985) agrees with Nation and Coady in considering the specific context
as ‘the other words and sentences that surround that word ... It follows
that other words in the context of the unfamiliar word often ,throw light
on its meaning’ (p.122). These other words or clues can be found in the
sentence of the unknown word or other sentences beyond the sentence of
the unknown word. 

Non-textual context, on the other hand, includes clues such as pictures,
tables and punctuation, and what is referred to by literature as ,the learn-
er’s schemata’. There are three types of this schemata: the content
schemata, language schemata (i.e. knowledge about the target language
such as graphic information and word formation), and formal schemata
(e.g. different genres, cohesion and rhetorical information). Readers may
also bring their L1 knowledge to the text as part of their background
knowledge and experience which might distinguish L2 readers from L1
readers. 

Carrell (1984) suggests that in order to understand a text, the reader
needs to be able to interact both types of information in the textual and
non-textual contexts. By exploiting available clues in the textual context
and background knowledge, which is the non-textual context, readers
may be able to guess the meanings of unknown words when using WSS.
There is evidence from research that 40-80% of the hard words can be
guessed correctly by non-native speakers from contextual clues (Nation,
1990). 
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Many L2 readers may find most authentic written texts full of diffi-
cult words, especially in academic texts, which suggests that L2 readers
need to know how to use WSS and to locate available textual clues
(Nuttall, 1982; Parry, 1991). When the guessing strategy is used success-
fully the learners’ confidence in working out the meaning will increase.
Na and Nation (1985) report that 85% of their L2 subjects’ guesses were
correct which suggests that if learners have the ability in using available
clues in a text they would arrive at the meaning using this strategy. 

Readers usually use two types of clues in contextual guessing: textu-
al and non-textual. We will only discuss the former as this study focuses
on it. There are two kinds of clues with respect to their location in the text
being read that could be used in contextual guessing: local and global
clues.

A local clue or immediate context clue is any clue located in the sen-
tence or phrase where the unknown word is found. A clue to help in con-
textual guessing could be one or more of the remaining words in the sen-
tence or phrase. Clues used in this sentence to help in guessing the
unknown word contextually are called local (Haynes, 1993; see also
Hosenfeld, 1977). 

Defining the local clue to mean the clue located in the same sentence
to uncover the meaning of the unknown word might be simplifying the
process. It could be argued that the clue within the sentence of the prob-
lem word might not be solely the key to the meaning of the unknown
word. There is the possibility that it might add more information to or be
the most prominent clue for the unknown word. Some meaning may accu-
mulate by the time readers reach the sentence with the unknown word
because of reading the title, previous sentences and activating content
schemata. Thus, we cannot say that local clues are the only ones that help
in understanding the meaning of the unknown word. 

One of the clues that might help in the immediate context is grammat-
ical which can be the word class of the unknown word, the grammatical
structure of the whole sentence, or even just the relevant clause.
Recognising the ‘word class’ of the unknown word in a sentence may
become the first step in guessing the meaning of the unknown word in this
sentence (Nuttall, 1982). Clarke and Nation (1980) from a pedagogical
experience suggest that it would be better for a student to start with this
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step (i.e. to try to specify what part of speech the unknown word is). This
agrees with van Parrern and Schouten-van Parrern (1981). In other words,
one way of being able to use local clues in contextual guessing is to iden-
tify the word class of the target word. Readers may not find all word
classes  easily guessable. Na and Nation (1985) found that their L2 sub-
jects were 42.8% successful in guessing verbs, 40.8% if the word is a
noun, 29.2% and 11.3% if the word is an adverb or adjective, respective-
ly. 

On the other hand, global clues are the wider context clues that help
in contextual guessing, which include every sentence or phrase in the text
but not the unknown word’s immediate context sentence. Haynes (1993),
for example, defines global clues as ‘integration of information through-
out the passage’ (p. 52). This probably includes the readersí content
schemata if it is activated by the text’s information while reading which
might supply the readers with more clues. Content schemata, however,
might be used with the local clues as well because readers’ background
knowledge could be activated any time when reading the passage even
after reading a word or a phrase. 

Global clues are usually used more by advanced students because of
their capability in linking many ideas in different paragraphs of one text.
Some studies show that global clues distinguished students with high pro-
ficiency level from low ones (see for example, Arden-Close, 1993; Chern,
1993; Haynes, 1993; Hosenfeld, 1977).  

Clues might not always be present in the text, or only a few of them
maybe available. Normal texts, however, have some clues, but whether
the readers can find them or not depends on the learners themselves. It is
true that clues might not be enough to recover the total meaning of the
unknown word even for an expert guesser but this is the name of the game
and what guessing is all about. It is not expected from readers to get the
exact meaning of a word through guessing if we want guessing to work
as smoothly and effectively as it should be (Nuttall, 1982); otherwise they
might use the dictionary or ask someone. 

Readers may try using morphological cues to guess an unknown
word’s meaning by attempting locating some clues within the word itself
if they have the appropriate prior knowledge of L2 morphology to draw
on. Some words in English are formed by adding a prefix (e.g. unhappy),
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a suffix (e.g. happiness) or both (e.g. unhappiness) to the base or root.
Readers could break the unknown word into its parts, a prefix and a root;
a suffix and a root; or all the three parts to help in guessing its meaning. 

Kruse (1979) considers recognising, what she calls ‘words elements’,
(i.e. prefixes, roots and suffixes) a key to explore the meaning of the
unknown word. For example, if readers already know the verb ‘like’ and
may encounter the word ‘dislike’ which they do not know they might
guess the meaning of the unknown word if they recognise the prefix ‘dis’.
Breaking the word into two parts ‘dis’ and ‘like’ might help the readers to
guess the meaning of the unknown word if they know that the prefix ‘dis’
is added to a verb to form the opposite. Likewise, when they encounter
adjectives that are formed from verbs or nouns or vice versa. 

A similar clue that can be utilized by the readers is breaking down a
compound word. Haynes (1993) reports that some of her subjects were
successful in arriving at the correct meaning of the word ‘campfire’ by
defining it into ‘fire’ and ‘an outdoors place’. L2 learners need to know
how to analyze a word in order to be able to extract any clues where there
are different types of them. Nation (1990) shows two lists, the first one is
about the useful Latin prefixes and the second one is about what he terms
‘the fourteen words (keys to the meanings of over 14,000 words)’. 

Not all affixation clues would help readers to use morphological
guessing successfully in getting the meaning of the unknown word, but
they might lead to incorrect or incomplete meaning, especially if the
learner thinks he/she knows part of the word. If learners cannot recognize
these clues efficiently (i.e. which part is the root and which part is the
affix) they may fail to use them and that could result in ‘wild’ guesses.
For example, Clarke and Nation (1980) found that some students guessed
‘laterally’ as ‘coming after or later’. Although, they were correct in
recognising its part of speech as an adverb they were wrong in using their
morphological guessing strategy to arrive at the correct meaning of the
word. They probably thought of the word composed of two parts ‘later +
-ly’. Readers also might not be successful because of the problems of
idiomatic derivations such as ‘hospitality’ which has no semantic rela-
tionship with a ‘hospital’. Haynes (1993) found that some students
guessed the idiomatic compound ‘offspring’ to mean ‘the end of spring’
which is not related semantically to spring. 

16
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Because of morphological guessing problems like ‘offspring’, Clarke
and Nation (1980) suggest that analysing a word through affixation need
not be used as the first strategy because it might lead to incorrect guess-
ing. They argue it might be more beneficial for the learner to start with
other clues in the sentence (i.e. contextual guessing) to help in guessing
the meaning of the unknown word in its context as a first step to have a
general idea about it. Hence, when he/she breaks it into its parts (i.e. affix-
es) to guess it morphologically, he/she will not be misled by the meanings
of the word’s components. This, of course, does not mean we ask the stu-
dents to refrain from using morphological guessing in trying to locate
clues within a word that may help in guessing a meaning of an unknown
word, but readers may need to check their morphological guess with the
context to make sure that they have arrived at the correct meaning. They
also may use morphological guessing clues spontaneously with contextu-
al guessing clues in the sentence or wider context.

Using the dictionary

One of the pioneering researchers in using the dictionary studies was
Tomaszczyk (1979). He found that his subjects who were studying
English as their L2 used their dictionaries to look up meaning and
spelling, of which the former reflects use while reading but the latter
while writing, more than syntactic information and etymology. This is
consistent with Bejoint (1981), Snell-Hornby (1987), Summers (1988)
and Battenburg (1991). 

Although some lexicographers make some effort in providing instruc-
tions for the dictionary use, students may not benefit from them due to the
fact that most L2 learners usually need training on dictionary use. It is
then suggested that students might need teaching in dictionary use strate-
gies as part of the curriculum. Not just the students need dictionary strate-
giesí instruction, but teachers too. Diab(1989), in his study , found that
most of the teachers were not aware of reference strategies because teach-
ing them was not part of the curriculum. Herbst and Stein (1987) found
that French students were not able to use the dictionary effectively even
after short time training. This made the researchers conclude that L2 stu-
dents need more training in dictionary use which they claim is discour-
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aged by English teachers in L2 classrooms. This is consistent with Tono’s
(1989) study on Japanese high school students who found that his subjects
benefited from dictionary use strategies instruction and reported that their
reading comprehension was much better when using dictionary. 

There is a tendency among students to use their dictionaries when read-
ing more than when doing other activities. This view is supported by Diab
who found that 75% of the students used their dictionaries while reading
more than when doing some activities in writing, speaking, listening and
translating from L1 to L2 and from L2 to L1. This agrees with most of the
results which suggest that students use their dictionaries, monolingual and
bilingual (L2-L1), for decoding activities (reading and listening) more
than encoding (writing and speaking) (Bejoint, 1981).

Skipping

Most L2 learners do not know that ignoring or skipping is a strategy that
might be used for some unknown words. There is a lack of skipping stud-
ies in the reading literature as most of the studies focus on guessing. The
present study tries to investigate the use of the skipping strategy in addi-
tion to guessing and appealing for assistance.

Skipping might not be a preferable strategy among most L2 learners
in their normal reading. For example, Huckin and Bloch (1993) found that
their subjects (3 intermediate Chinese students doing their Master in
Business) did not try to ignore any unknown word out of the 44 unknown
words although ignoring was not disallowed. Probably, the students did
not know that even when they would ignore some unknown words, the
meaning of the text would be understood. Learners may be encouraged to
ignore adjectives and adverbs focusing on guessing nouns and verbs. Na
and Nation (1985) found that students were more successful in under-
standing the text when guessing verbs and nouns only. This agrees with
Ffrench (1983) about native speakers who usually pay more attention to
content words (e.g. verbs and nouns). Readers may use guessing, diction-
ary, or skipping depending on how each or all strategies are available to
them, which, of course, affects their choice.

18
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Factors affecting the choice of a strategy

We talk about different WSS use and when they should be utilized, but
we need to understand that there are some factors, which might lead a
reader to choose a particular strategy over another one. Choosing a strat-
egy might be influenced by some internal and/or external factors once a
reader meets a lexical problem. Internal factors usually originate from or
are caused by the person him/herself, which means these factors are idio-
syncratic. Different readers might choose different strategies for the same
task. External factors, on the other hand, are usually a result of outside
causes which may influence different readers to choose similar strategies
for the same task. We will not be able to discuss most of these factors
because of the limited space, but we will focus on the most important ones
(For more discussion about these factors see Alseweed, 2000).

Internal factors

Age might influence a reader to use a particular strategy. Adults usual-
ly are less risk-takers (Scholfield, 1987), the thing, which might influence
their choices. That might be one reason why we find some adult L2 stu-
dents seem uncertain about their guesses, so they refer to the dictionary
more often (Hulstijn, 1993). The L2 uncertainty of the meaning is also
noticed by Haynes (1993). Alseweed (1996) found that adult postgradu-
ate students preferred to use the dictionary more than guessing and ignor-
ing. All the subjects of this study are adults, so no age comparison in
using the strategies will be investigated. 

Language proficiency too can have an effect on strategy use.
Alderson (1984) raises the question whether the problem of reading in the
foreign language is a problem of language proficiency in the target lan-
guage, or poor reading ability in the native language. In other words, is it
a lack of vocabulary and syntactic knowledge of the L2 or inability of
using reading strategies? Alderson, Bastien and Madrazo (1977) suggest
that reading ability in the target language is affected by L2 proficiency
rather than L1 reading ability. This is consistent with Chihara, Oller,
Weaver and Chaveas-Oller (1977) and Cziko (1978). 
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According to Ulijn (1978) and Ulijn and Kempen (1976), poor reading
in L2 is not caused by poor syntactic knowledge of L2 but due to lack of
‘conceptual knowledge’ (see also Uljin and Strother, 1990). What they
mean by ‘conceptual knowledge’ is vocabulary knowledge and content
schemata. Beck, Perfetti and Mckeown (1982) and Kameenui, Carnine
and Freschi (1982) found that reading comprehension depends on more
vocabulary knowledge (see also Laufer and Sim, 1985). 

There are some studies which suggest that proficiency level plays a
major role in using L2 reading strategies including WSS (see for example
Carrell, 1991; Bossers, 1991; Lee and Schallert, 1997). The issue of pro-
ficiency level is considered by the present study to see its effect in using
all WSS.

External factors

Purpose of reading is one of the important factors that might affect the
readers’ choice of a strategy. Although most of the time readers might
decide by themselves what is important to them and what is not, there are
cases where this might be imposed on them by the task or the teacher. 

Royer et al (1984) after reviewing 15 studies of learning objectives
from 1969 to 1977 concluded that students’ reading purposes might be
affected by learning objectives. Learning objectives are the course
requirements from the subject that students are expected to learn, which
are given before reading or concurrently with reading. Students were
influenced by these learning objectives to focus on the parts that are
referred to by the leaning objectives, which might lead them to use WSS
more than other parts that were not referred to by the learning objectives. 

Readers may guess, skip or use the dictionary depending on how they
feel about a word. Hulstijn (1993) argues that it is not the case that stu-
dents with more guessing abilities use the dictionary less than those with
less guessing abilities but it is the importance of the word in the text
which influences the learner. He shows in his study that students were
more inclined to use the dictionary for relevant words whether they were
easy to guess or not while irrelevant words were a target for guessing
regardless of their easiness or difficulty. The question that might be
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raised, then, whether the L2 students would be able to decide on which
words are important or unimportant when reading on their own.
Alexandri (1995) found that some of her university Greek subjects were
not able to recognise important words (keywords) in order to guess their
meanings or use the dictionary.    

Similarly, learners may think of a word repetition in a text or any ortho-
graphic information (e.g. italic, boldfacing, and capitalisation) an indica-
tion of its importance. They would be more inclined to consult a diction-
ary, particularly after the second occurrence. In general, the use of the dic-
tionary to look up an unknown word increases with the learner’s feeling
of its importance to his/her understanding of the text (Alseweed, 1996). 

Density of unknown words in a text may make guessing inaccessible
which might drive the reader to use the dictionary if it is available at the
time of encountering the problem word. On the other hand, if readers do
not have an easy access to a dictionary or asking someone, the most like-
ly strategy they would use here is to return to the text and retry to work
out the unknown word or probably skip. 

Although all WSS can be used by the Saudi students in most reading
activities, if they want/can, students feel that the dictionary is the primary
resort, which they can turn to because of its easy accessibility. Alseweed
(1996) found that dictionary use was the most used strategy among post-
graduate Saudi students vis-a-vis guessing and skipping with a significant
difference. However, there are some studies which disallow some strate-
gies, so the students are left only with a particular one (see for example
Huckin and Bloch, 1993) or make only one strategy easily accessible (see
for example Hulstijn, 1993). 

Previous studies
On free choice of strategies

Hosenfeld (1977) selected 40 students who had different native lan-
guages (French, Spanish and German), studying English as their L2. 20
students were ranked high proficient and 20 low proficient. This study is
reviewed here to see the effect of proficiency level on choosing WSS.
Because the students were in the high school level, they probably would
be in the same proficiency level as the subjects of the present study who
are at their first university level. 
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Hosenfeld used two research instruments, interviews and a think-aloud
procedure, to make a comparison between the strategies used by success-
ful and non-successful readers. Hosenfeld’s findings show that successful
readers used a variety of strategies. On the contrary, non-successful read-
ers used dictionary as their first choice and seldom used skipping as they
felt all words were important to the meaning. This shows that the stu-
dents’ levels of proficiency affected the choice of a strategy (see also
Hosenfeld, 1984). 

Although the findings of Hosenfeld are very valuable, they still have the
limitation of generalizing because subjects had the chance to use cognates
available from their L1 and L2 (English and French, German or Spanish)
but some L2 learners may not be able to use this strategy (e.g. Arabic and
Chinese speakers) because of the remote relatedness between their L1 and
the English language. 

Another study was carried out by Alseweed (1996) using a retrospec-
tive method, namely, a questionnaire to find out what word solving strate-
gies are used by L2 learners. In comparison, Alseweed (2000) used three
main methods, which are individual think aloud, pair think aloud, and
interview. The participants of (1996) were different from his (2000) in
their level of study, and so was the place where the study was conducted.
Alseweed’s (1996) subjects were 22 male Saudi, Arabic-speaking post-
graduate students studying at the University of Essex, UK, whereas his
(2000) study subjects were 19 male Saudi Arabic-speaking undergradu-
ates in their final year studying at Saudi Arabia. This shows that the sub-
jects of (1996) were more proficient in language and level of study than
the subjects of (2000). 

Both studies did not restrict the students to a particular strategy but gave
them the freedom to report or use any strategy they normally used. It is
thought that giving the students the free choice of any strategy of WSS is
the closest method to the natural way in investigating the students’ WSS
use. 

Unlike think aloud, the nature of questionnaires is anonymous and can
elicit only related information to the study. On the other hand, they have
the risk of reporting what the students think they do or want to do which
can be avoided by think aloud technique. Moreover, to investigate the
strategies used by the students while reading, questionnaires do not have
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the same access to the readers’ mental processing as think aloud does. 
The findings of Alseweed (1996) and (2000) suggest that L2 students,

in general, use guessing more than any other strategies. There is an indi-
cation of using global clues by advanced students more than intermediate. 

Alseweed’s (1996) findings demonstrate that the most popular reason to
use look-up strategy by all students was looking-up a key word. There
was, however a significant difference in using dictionary between
advanced and intermediate students. Less proficient subjects reported that
they used dictionary more which agrees with Hulstijn (1993) and Knight
(1994). Skipping is reported to be used by advanced subjects more than
intermediate with a significant difference. This supports the findings of
Hosenfeld (1977) and Huckin and Bloch (1993) where less successful and
less proficient readers rarely use skipping. Alseweed (2000) found that,
while appealing for assistance was the first choice for intermediate stu-
dents, it was guessing for the advanced. 

On guessing 

Arden-Close (1993) conducted a study on 39 male and female Omani
students at their second university year studying chemistry, while the stu-
dents of this study are at their first year studying English. One year is not
a big difference, especially if we know that the latter students, in fact,
have spent more than one year studying English beside other subjects.
This might suggest, then, that Arden-Close’s students, in general, had
similar proficiency level as this of study.   

Over a period of five months, Arden-Close had given his students dif-
ferent scientific texts where difficult words were underlined in text one,
deleted in texts two and three, and nonsense words were inserted in texts
four, five and six. Students were asked to guess and answer the questions
they were given in the L2 explaining how they arrived at the meaning.
Using the dictionary and skipping were both disallowed which means that
they were not given the free choice of using all strategies they might use
in their normal reading. The findings agree with Chern (1993); Haynes
(1993) and Hosenfeld (1977) as ‘good’ readers used the local and global
clues while the ‘weak’ ones used the local ones only. 
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Chern’s (1993) study wanted to investigate the use of 20 Chinese
learners’ guessing strategies when they encountered unknown words in an
English written text while reading. Subjects were studying in the USA (4
undergraduates and 16 graduates). After taking an English proficiency
test, they were divided into high and low proficient levels (10 in each
one). From their university level, we might claim that these subjects prob-
ably were more proficient than the subjects of the present study because
some of them were graduates and also they were studying in the USA. 

Subjects were asked to skim a text, summarise the general meaning
in their L1 and then start guessing. They were instructed to think aloud
when summarising and guessing by identifying each nonsense wordís part
of speech, its meaning, and how they arrived at this meaning. This means
that some aspects of the strategy use were decided for the students by the
researcher which is not totally natural. Other strategies, skipping and
appeal for assistance were disallowed. The results show that both groups
used local clues, but high proficient students used global clues more often
which agrees with Arden-Close (1993); Haynes, (1993) and Hosenfeld,
(1977). 

In a different study with a multi-national subjects, Haynes (1993) car-
ried out a study on 63 adult subjects: 43 high proficient students and 20
low proficient. Subjects were all studying English in the USA with differ-
ent L1 background (22 Spanish, 19 Japanese, 11 Arabic/French i.e.
Tunisians, and 11 Arabic). The students were given two passages to read
and retell them in L2 before they would start guessing the meanings of the
nonsense words. Like Chern’s study, dictionary and skipping were disal-
lowed. 

The results showed that all the students were more successful in guess-
ing contextually locally constrained than globally constrained unknown
words (cf Haastrup, 1985). Also the results of the Arabic group showed
that using local and global clues came very close, which made Haynes
suggest that they preferred using both kinds of clues. By contrast,
Japanese learners preferred using local clues more than global with a sig-
nificant difference. 

It could be argued, however, that there were four reasons which affect-
ed the use of guessing among the different groups. Firstly, the groups’
sizes are not the same; Arabic (6 low and 5 high) compared with the
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Spanish group (18 low and 4 high). Secondly, the duration they spent
studying English in the USA may have affected the result; the Arabic 6.4
months, the Spanish 4.1, the Japanese 2.7 and the Tunisian  with Arabic
and French background 1.6 months. Thirdly, the teaching methods taught
in their home countries were different. Fourthly, they differed in their cul-
tural backgrounds. It would be much better if these factors were taken into
consideration when the study was conducted. In the present study, the stu-
dents were in the same level of proficiency, their L1 is Arabic, and had
the same cultural background and instruction.  

On dictionaries 

Hulstijn (1993) wanted to find out look-up behaviour of unknown words
of 82 high school Dutch students, while reading a text in L2 by using per-
sonal computers. Their proficiency level was intermediate.

He found that relevant words were looked up more than irrelevant ones
with a significant difference. Similarly, it was found that the guessability
and non-guessability of the word does not make a difference among all
students. They looked up the word whether it was easy to be guessed from
available contextual clues or not, as long as they thought the word was
relevant. He concludes that look-up increases with relevant words and
lexical difficulty while it decreases with irrelevant words and more
vocabulary knowledge. Hulstijn’s findings suggest that those who used
guessing and dictionary strategies were much better in understanding the
text than those who used guessing only, which agrees with Knight (1984)
and Summers (1988).  (For more on dictionary use, see Bejoint, 1981;
Snell-Hornby, 1987; Summers, 1988; and Battenburg, 1991).

Analysis 

Analysis focuses on means of the different strategies used by all partic-
ipants. This section is divided into four parts; overall strategies, guessing,
dictionary use, and skipping.
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Overall strategies

As it is clear from Table 1, all students showed their preference in using
all WSS which is consistent with H1 and agrees with Alseweed (1996,
2000). However, we can find some variations in their use of the different
strategies. For example, Table 1 shows that using morphological guessing
with a mean of 1.8 is not as much as contextual guessing mean, which is
2.5. The higher frequency of using contextual guessing compared with
morphological guessing is consistent with Alseweed (1996) and Chern
(1993) which is probably a result of the students’ low proficiency level,
as they would not have the ability to use morphological guessing because
of the lack of L2 knowledge, as discussed above. Looking at Table 1, we
see that the most used strategy was dictionary use with a mean of 2.9,
which agrees with hypothesis 2b and Alseweed (2000), while it is not
consistent with Alseweed (1996). The reason is probably the participants
in Alseweed (1996) were more proficient than the present study’s partic-
ipants and Alseweed (2000) since the students of (1996) study were post-
graduate, while the students of the (2000) study were undergraduate.
Skipping, as clear from Table 1, is the least strategy used by the partici-
pants with a mean of 1.1, which supports hypothesis 2c and agrees with
Hosenfeld (1977), Huckin and Bloch (1993), and Alseweed (1996, 2000). 

Table 1: Means of overall use of strategies by all participants

Always= 4, Frequently= 3, Sometimes= 2, Seldom= 1, Never= 0
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Guessing strategies 

In order to find any clue to help in identifying the meaning of the unfa-
miliar word, students preferred reading the words before and after the
unknown word of the same sentence with a mean of 2.7, as Table 2
shows. Since the clues the students were looking for were in the same sen-
tence of the unknown word, then this is considered, as discussed earlier,
a contextual guessing strategy using local clues. On the other hand, read-
ing sentences before and after the sentence of the unknown word is a con-
textual guessing strategy using global clues, which is preferred by the stu-
dents with a mean of 2.3. Choosing to read on with a mean of 2.8 when
encountering an unfamiliar word is another contextual guessing strategy
using global clues. Reading on can include sentences before and after and
other words in the text but not in the sentence of the unknown word.
Deciding to use global clues with almost the same mean of local clues
refutes H2a since it was expected that the students would use local clues
more because of their low proficiency level. However, it is consistent
with Alseweed (1996) and Chern (1993) that most L2 students regardless
of their proficiency level use both types of clues with no significance dif-
ference. It also agrees with Haynes (1993) in that using local and global
clues by the students with Arabic background came very close.

Table 2: Means of guessing strategies used by all participants

Always= 4, Frequently= 3, Sometimes= 2, Seldom= 1, Never= 0
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Dictionary 

Means in Table 3 suggest that the students have preference for using the
dictionary for all different types of purposes which agrees with hypothe-
sis H1c and is consistent with most studies mentioned above.
Nevertheless, looking up the unknown word to know its pronunciation,
grammatical information, and to see an example illustrating its meaning,
in addition to the students’ specialized area words are not among the pop-
ular causes of using the dictionary compared with looking up the relevant
meaning of the unknown word and key words. Students seem to prefer to
use their dictionaries for the last two purposes (i.e. relevant meaning and
key word) more than anything else with mean 2.7. This agrees with
Hulsijn (1993) and Alexandri (1995). Looking up every unknown word
with a high mean (2.7) which is similar to relevant meaning and key
words explains why students tend to use skipping very seldom. Having a
high mean in using the dictionary (2.7) similar to using contextual guess-
ing refutes hypothesis H2b, as it was expected that the students would use
appealing for assistance more than other strategies.

This high mean of using the dictionary for all purposes probably sug-
gests that the students in the low proficiency level do not want to miss any
new word, as they are still unable to decide whether the word is important
or not. This might explain why the students seem to refer to the diction-
ary for all types of words more often.   
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Table 3: Means of dictionary use purposes by all participants

Always= 4, Frequently= 3, Sometimes= 2, Seldom= 1, Never= 0

Skipping 

Table 4 shows that the students are willing to use ignoring strategies,
which agrees with hypothesis H1d. However, means for all types of
ignoring reasons are low in comparison with other strategies (i.e. guess-
ing and dictionary), which supports hypothesis H2c. Showing less prefer-
ence for using skipping is consistent with Alseweed (1996) but not with
Alexandri (1995) and Alseweed (2000). Perhaps, the reason for these dif-
ferent results is that both Alseweed (1996) and the present study used the
same data gathering method i.e. a questionnaire, while Alseweed (2000)
used ‘think aloud’ and Alexandri ‘self report after reading’.
Questionnaires probably encourage students to give more answers of
what they are/ want, while other methods only  reflect what the students
do at the moment of doing the activity. 
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Table 4: Skipping strategies used by all participants

Always= 4, Frequently= 3, Sometimes= 2, Seldom= 1, Never= 0

Conclusion

All participants showed their preference in using all types of WSS.
Students seem to like to use contextual guessing more than morphologi-
cal guessing because of their low EFL proficiency level, which affects
their knowledge of the English morphology. Using the dictionary is the
most popular strategy among students, especially when it comes to look-
ing up the unknown word’s meaning and key words compared with other
information such as grammatical and pronunciation and examples. By
contrast, skipping is the least used strategy, which is not surprising when
we know the high mean of looking up every unknown word as an indica-
tion of the students’ preference not to skip any new word.. 

Implications for teachers of EFL students

Probably, there are some language teachers who feel that there is no
need for WSS because they can teach their students most of the vocabu-
lary they think the students would encounter in their course books or
through pre-teaching of a reading passage just before the reading task.
Nevertheless, we feel that L2 students usually would like to increase their
vocabulary knowledge and understanding, particularly as they go to terti-
ary educational levels. Therefore, we think that teachers might like to
teach their students WSS indirectly by encouraging successful readers to
share their good strategies with the poor readers. 

Although I have not come across a study that shows how the English
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language teachers feel about teaching WSS, I would think as an English
language teacher myself, and from the students’ preferences that teaching
these strategies is essential to the students. Students would probably
improve in their reading if WSS use is taught. I think it is probably worth-
while to spend the time with the students on learning WSS than to try to
teach them infrequent words. 
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