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Abstract

Any language classroom is a distinctive learning context offering numerous
affordances that might be perceived effectively, remain unnoticed, or even act as
constraints. Therefore, exploring students’ perception toward a particular method of
instruction is crucial since it may produce a reliable piece of evidence for teachers to
confirm or refute the effectiveness of the intended instructional activities. This study
was an attempt to survey Iranian EFL learners’ perception of the efficacy of activity
theory-based reading comprehension. To this end, 60 students studying English
translation at Islamic Azad University, Tehran Central Branch, participated in the
study and received the reading instruction based on the elements of activity theory-
subjects, object, mediating artifacts, rules, community, and division of labor. After
receiving the treatment, the students filled in two perception questionnaires and took
part in a semi-structured focus group interview. The findings indicated that the
students showed favorable perception toward activity theory, for which they perceived
different affordances. Moreover, the results demonstrated that there was a significant
difference between the students’ perception regarding the mediating elements of
activity theory. The study provides EFL teachers with new insights into the
considerable benefits that activity theory might bring to reading classes.
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1. Introduction

Second Language Acquisition (SLA) has always been discussed from different
perspectives. In recent years, for instance, Sociocultural SLA (Lantolf, 2000)
has aroused considerable interest in how to redress the imbalance between the
social and the cognitive dimensions of SLA (Firth & Wagner, 1997, p. 757) by
offering a “framework through which cognition can be investigated
systematically without isolating it from social context or human agency”
(Thorne, 2005, p. 393). In other words, emphasizing the social context does not
diminish the role of human cognition in relation to communicative
performance. Rather, human cognition is socially mediated as a central
premise of this theory. Sociocultural theory has developed in different
directions, one of which is activity theory (AT).

Having its roots in mediation, AT expands on the origin of Vygotsky’s
(1978, as cited in Engestrom, 1987) initial proposals, based on which human
activity is mediated by cultural artifacts. That is why Engestrom (2001) calls
Vygotsky’s theory and his well-known triangular model as the first generation
of AT. While the unit of analysis is individually-focused in the former
generation, in AT it is conceptualized that the most useful unit of analysis is the
collective activity (Engestrom, 2001; Leont’ev, 1978). Such a distinction made
by Leont’ev between the individual action and the collective activity laid the
foundations of a second generation to be built. However, as Engestrom (1987,
2001) asserts, Leont’ev never graphically expanded Vygotsky’s original ideas
into a model of a collective activity system. Such a diagram model, usually

referred to as activity system, was schematized by Engestrom in 1987 (Figure

1).
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Figure 1. The Structure of a Human Activity System (Adopted from Engestrom,
1987, p.78)

This diagram depicts the core features of an activity system. As it is
indicated in the diagram, an activity system comprises the object to which the
whole activity is directed, the subject whose agency is the focus of the analysis,
and the artifacts which mediate between the subjects and the object
(Engestrom, 1993). The three components of the activity system at the bottom
of the diagram including, rules, community, and division of labor are attached
to the first generation diagram, called “tip of the iceberg” (Engestrom, 2001, p.
134), to expand the core meaning of mediation in this theory. Rules are defined
as “the explicit and implicit regulations, norms and conventions that constrain
actions and interactions within the activity system”; community is “multiple
individuals and/or subgroups who share the same general object”; and finally
division of labor refers to “both the horizontal division of tasks between the
members of the community and to the vertical division of power and status.”
(Engestrom, 1993, p. 67)

According to Prenkert (2010) the relationship between the subject and the
object is transformed when comparing contextualized activity with de-

contextualized action. In the latter, the relationship is mediated by artifacts,
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while in the former it is also mediated by rules, community, and division of
labor, making it collective in this regard. Engestrom (2001), more recently,
argues over a third generation of AT to understand “dialogue, multiple
perspectives, and networks of interacting activity systems” (p. 135). In the third
generation of activity theory, therefore, minimally two interacting activity
systems are involved.

Accentuating the relationship between the individual and the activity
system, AT has practical implications for the nature of learning in educational
research (Wheelahan, 2004). However, it has recently attracted attention in
the realm of SLA studies. This study was an attempt to integrate AT into EFL
reading instruction to examine the students’ perception of the efficacy of such

intervention on their reading comprehension.

2. Reading Comprehension and Activity Theory

Needless to say, there is no single statement to capture the complexity of
reading comprehension (Grabe, 2009, p. 107). The literature, as Grabe argues,
is replete with different conceptualizations of what reading comprehension is
and to do so several theoretical models of reading have been proposed, the
most significant of which, according to Urquhart and Weir (1998), are the
bottom-up and top-down approaches. While the former is text-driven, the
latter is reader-driven. Interactive models, however, brought reading theory
into a multidimensional view, assuming a synthesized pattern based on
information provided simultaneously from several knowledge sources
(Stanovich, 1980).

These models, however, rely heavily on the cognitive dimension of reading
and discard the impact of social and cultural context on L2 reading ability

(Grabe, 2009). According to Alderson (2000), reading is not an isolated activity
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occurring in vacuum. Rather, it is usually done for a number of purposes in a
social context. In the domain of sociocultural theory, according to Zoghi,
Mustapha, and Maasum (2010), the nature of reading process and the act of a
reader have witnessed reconceptualization in such a way that reading is
perceived as a sociocultural, collaborative experience and the reader is
considered as a member of sociocultural groups. Put it another way, “meaning
is co-constructed through the interdependence of social and individual
processes of collective reading activities.” (Commander, de Guerrero, & Rico,
2013, p. 171)

Influenced by such a social view, Cole and Engestrom (1993) put an AT
perspective on reading comprehension. They believed that the process of
reading acquisition remains disputed after several decades of research and
“especially troublesome has been the problem of accounting for reading with
comprehension” (p. 22). To Cole and Engestrom, the part of the problem in
reading studies is that the psychological models of reading acquisition fail to
take account of the distributed properties of cognition among teacher, student,
other students, and the cultural artifacts around which they coordinate in the
activity called “teaching/learning to read” (p. 23). To Cole and Engestrom the
mediated activity system of reading instruction should be considered and
defined in advance. They defined and implemented an L1 reading
comprehension method of instruction based on AT. Their model benefited
from the cooperative learning principles (Johnson & Johnson, 1990) according
to which different roles are defined and divided among the group members.
The results of their qualitative research indicated that the ability of the learners
to read for meaning increased at the end of the study.

Interestingly not much is found regarding the impact of AT on EFL/ESL

reading comprehension, except for a few studies. For example, Turk (2006)
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integrated individual and social reading activities based on AT to improve
Japanese students' L2 reading comprehension. He found that the integration of
cooperative learning, individual tasks, and teacher-fronted classes was well
accepted by students since they actively participated in all facets of the course.

In another study, Menendez (2009) examined the effect of participation in
Read 180, a teacher-mediated, computer-mediated reading instruction
program, on the reading achievement of a group of Hispanic students learning
English in Florida. AT was used to account for the mediating structures of
READ 180 and the effects of surrounding activity systems on student
participation. The results showed that the participants significantly improved
their reading achievement. Qualitative findings also highlighted that AT had a
major impact on the quality of reading instruction.

Liu (2015), also, explored the intertwined relationship between the role of
learning context and Chinese students’ English reading approaches through the
lens of AT. It was found that a change of learning context from China to the
UK not only provoked a transition in students’ English reading from learning
to read to reading to learn, but also engendered two different activity systems
in which different goals, mediating artifacts, and division of labor were
involved.

Although sociocultural theory has been extensively documented in L2
reading literature, as far as the researchers know, little attention has been paid
to research about the effect of AT on students’ reading comprehension in an
Iranian EFL context. More specifically, no study has so far been carried out
into the students’ perception of the efficacy of AT on their reading
comprehension.

Perception or the process by which individuals receive and interpret

information from the environment might be a predictor of achievement in
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language learning (Jahedizadeh, Ghanizadeh, & Ghonsooly, 2016). According
to Barkhuizen (1998, p. 102) “once teachers are aware of their students’
perception they can, if necessary, plan and implement alternative activities in
their classes”. To Gardner and Macintyre (1993, p. 9), also, “teachers,
instructional aids, curricula, and the like clearly have an effect on what is
learned and how students react to the experience”. Accordingly, the main
purpose of this study was to examine Iranian EFL students’ perception of AT-
based reading instruction. To this end, the following questions were raised:

1. Do Iranian EFL learners have positive perception toward the efficacy of AT
-based reading comprehension?

2. Are there any statistically significant differences between Iranian EFL
learners’ perception toward the mediating elements of AT-based reading
comprehension?

3. What affordances do Iranian EFL learners perceive in implementing AT-

based reading comprehension?

3. Method
3.1. Participants

The participants of this study included 60 (14 male and 46 female) Iranian EFL
students majoring in English translation from two intact classes at Islamic Azad
University, Tehran Central Branch. The participants were mostly native
speakers of Persian and were between 19 and 24 years of age. In each class, the
students were exposed to the same content and method of instruction and had
the same instructor. The participants had the Reading Comprehension 111

course, which is usually presented in the third semester of their education.

145



Iranian Journal of Applied Language Studies, Vol 9, No 2, 2017

They attended the class once a week and received 32 sessions of instruction
each lasting for 90 minutes.

The participants were selected based on their performance on the Oxford
Placement Test (OPT) and the perceptual learning style questionnaire. Based
on the OPT results, only those students whose scores fell between one standard
deviation above or below the mean were chosen. In addition, the students with
negligible scores on group learning style were excluded from the research

population.

3.2. Instruments

To conduct the study, the researchers utilized five instruments, each of which is
briefly described as follows:

English Language proficiency test. The OPT was administered before the
intervention sessions in order to check the homogeneity among the participants
concerning their English language proficiency. The test has two main sections,
Listening Test and Grammar Test, each with 100 items.

Perceptual learning style questionnaire. Since the instruction was geared to
group learning, it was essential to identify the individuals who did not prefer to
work in a group. To this end, Reid’s (1987) learning style questionnaire was
used. Reid classifies perceptual learning styles into six types: visual, auditory,
kinesthetic, tactile, group, and individual. The questionnaire is composed of
thirty statements covering these six preferences on a five-point Likert scale.
The reliability of the questionnaire was calculated through Cronbach’s Alpha
formula, which came out to be 0.88.

Reading passages. The main reading materials, 12 expository authentic
passages, were taken from electronic magazines and the Internet pages. Each

passage had a specific rhetorical organization including classification,
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comparison/contrast, cause-effect, or problem-solution, which was chosen
based on Armbruster’s (as cited in Sharp, 2004) classification of rhetorical
organizations in expository texts. All passages had approximately the same level
of difficulty computed through Fry’s Readability Index (13 on the average) and
were roughly equal in number of words (1400 words on the average). The
passages also covered a variety of different subject are as including digital age,
psychology, art, environment, health, etc. Moreover, they were piloted with
students similar to the main participants to validate their appropriateness in
terms of the level of difficulty, length, and topic of interest.

AT survey questionnaire. In order to examine the students’ perception with
respect to the mediating role of AT elements, a survey questionnaire was
constructed by the researchers and validated in the piloting phase of the study
(See below).

Open-ended questionnaire. An open-ended questionnaire was designed to
determine the participants’ perceived affordances of AT elements. According
to Gillham (as cited in Dornyei, 2003), open-ended questionnaires can
motivate the respondents to give more straight answers and enable the
researcher to explore the unknown and the unexpected responses.

The questionnaire consisted of five questions, for which the participants
wrote their responses in a few sentences in either English or Persian. They were
asked to reflect on their overall perception about the treatment, such as
whether they enjoyed the class, or what they learned from the class.

Semi-structured focus group interview. In order to elicit more detailed
information from the participants and to cross-validate the data obtained from
the open-ended questionnaire, a semi-structured focus-group interview was
conducted with five randomly-selected groups (20 students) after the

treatment.
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According to Denscombe (2007), “focus group consists of a small group of
people, usually between six and nine in number, who are brought together by a
trained moderator (the researcher) to explore attitudes and perceptions,
feelings and ideas about a topic” (p.115). To Dornyei (2007), it is certainly an
economical way to gather a relatively large amount of qualitative data.
According to Casey and Krueger (2000), focus group interview provides “a
more natural environment than that of individual interview because
participants are influencing and influenced by others- just as they are in real
life.” (p.11)

Each group was interviewed for approximately 15 minutes by the first
researcher who asked the questions in English but the participants were left
with an alternative to give the answers in either English or Persian. Each
group’s interview was separately audio-recorded to be carefully analyzed

afterward.

3.3. Data Collection Procedures

The present study was carried out in two distinct phases; a pilot study and a
main study. Both phases are briefly explained in the subsequent sections.

Pilot study. Before the main study, a pilot study was carried out in order to
prepare and pilot the AT-based closed-ended questionnaire. The questionnaire
was designed and constructed based on the criteria proposed by Dornyei
(2003). To do so, the following procedures were taken into consideration:
1) defining AT elements, 2) drawing up an item pool to develop the
questionnaire, 3) receiving feedback from experts, and 4) piloting of the

questionnaire.
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A review of the literature on sociocultural reading, strategy-based reading
instruction, cooperative learning, and affordance theory, provided insights into

the definition of each element (Figure 2).

Mediating Artifacts: Reading passages, certain reading guidelines, reading tasks instructions,
instructor's weekly assessment and feedback, students' assessed samples, Telegram, group

assignments
Subjects: Individual students Object: Improving reading
comprehension of expository texts

Outcome: Fostering
reading comprehension
of all genres for allllg(
academic or real life
purposcs

Rules: Cooperative Communitv: Division of Labor:

leaming principles, Insmmtm,ty Cooperative reading,

weekly assignments, grou division of reading

assessing individual members, tasks, summarizing,

tasks, assessing froup other groups, outlining, text

performance, self-and other organizing, self-

peer-assessmen instructors, questioning, shalarcd

contextualized class other tasks, members

rules, university students and feedback, shared

constraints friends out of vocabulary logs, shared

the class reading resources,
instructor's monitoring

Figure 2. The Structure of an EFL Reading Comprehension Activity System

An initial 38-item questionnaire was drafted and modified several times
based on the defined elements. The questionnaire was a five-point Likert scale
ranging from 1 to 5 (1=not at all, 2=not really, 3=to some extent, 4=quite a

lot, and 5=very much). Having asked eight participants of the pilot study to

149



Iranian Journal of Applied Language Studies, Vol 9, No 2, 2017

read the items and provide feedback on the face validity, the researchers made
a number of modifications in terms of the format accordingly.

Four English instructors experienced in teaching reading participated in
the pilot study as experts to judge the content relevance and representativeness
of the questionnaire items. Based on their feedback, three items were excluded
from the questionnaire and a few numbers were modified. The final version
included 35 statements addressing the mediating elements of AT-based reading
comprehension (Table 1).

Table 1. Elements of AT Survey Questionnaire

Elements Number of items Items
Mediating Artifacts 12 1-12
Rules 5 13-17
Community 5 18-22
Division of labor 13 23-35

As the next step, the questionnaire was administered to a group of 43
students who were similar to the target population. The questionnaire took the
participant about 15 minutes to complete. Finally, Cronbach’s Alpha formula
was computed to ensure the internal consistency of the questionnaire. The
reliability estimated was .77, which is an acceptable value. Furthermore, no
items were deleted based on the results of item total statistics including
Cronbach’s alpha if item deleted.

It is noteworthy that the AT questionnaire is a kind of survey
questionnaire which asks “questions about people’s beliefs, opinions,
characteristics, and behavior” (Ary, Jacobs, Sorensen, and Walker, 2014, p.
399). Ary et al. refer to expert judge as an acceptable way to ensure the
construct validity of such questionnaires. Therefore, no more statistical

approaches were needed to validate the instrument.
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Main study. Data were collected in regular class time and over a period of
15 weeks. Each step is briefly explained below.

Administrating the proficiency test and the learning style questionnaire.
Before the intervention, The OPT and also the learning style questionnaire
were administered to all students to ensure their homogeneity of English
language proficiency and also to select the students with favorable preference
for group work activities.

Training the group learning and the reading tasks. To define the element
of division of labor in the current study, the researchers benefited from the
principles of cooperative learning (CL), including positive interdependence,
individual accountability, face-to-face promotive interaction, social skills, and
group processing (Johnson & Jonson, 1990). Two weeks were allocated to train
the students regarding what CL is and to what extent it differs from
collaboration and other group work activities. After introducing CL, the
instructor, the first author of this article, trained the students in how to act and
learn in a group. The students were then asked to form some four-member
groups based on their own preference.

Having provided an overall picture of the group reading, the instructor
modeled the four reading tasks including summarizing, outlining, text
organizing, and question generating, which were supposed to be divided among
the group members as homework assignments. These four tasks are among the
most effective reading comprehension strategies which have been empirically
supported in the literature (Grabe, 2009).

Implementing the reading activity system. Having been trained how to
read in a group in the class and how to divide the reading tasks amongst the
group-members, the participants received the treatment based on AT, similar

to the pilot study, for 12 weeks.
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In each session, first the participants had a whole class pre-reading
discussion to activate their background knowledge about the topic. Then, they
read the passage in their own group to clarify the unclear points and find the
gist. Finally, they had a post-reading discussion to evaluate the passage. The
instructor monitored each group separately by asking questions about the main
idea, paragraph organization, and any complicated word or sentence. She also
gave answers to the groups’ questions.

After reading the passage within the group, the participants divided
interchangeably the four reading tasks among themselves to perform their
cooperative roles. In other words, each week a group member did a different
task, shared it with other members, and received their feedback. The
participants were required to submit the reading assigned tasks the following
session. The instructor weekly assessed each student’s performance by
providing written feedback on his/her assignments and then shared good
samples through Telegram. As a free mobile messaging application, Telegram
is very popular among Iranian users. For this reason, the students were highly
familiar with it and no training was required in the functionality of the
application. Furthermore, the instructor weekly showed a fewweak samples on
the screen via a video projector to offer further explanation for the ratings and
comments.

Administrating the questionnaires and conducting the focus group
Interview. After the intervention, the students completed both questionnaires

and theinstructor randomly invited five groups for the focus group interview.

152



Iranian EFL Learners’ Perception of the Efficacy of...

4. Results
4.1. Quantitative Results

The data were analyzed by employing both quantitative and qualitative
techniques. The students’ perception concerning the efficacy of AT-based
reading comprehension was determined by the post-intervention survey
questionnaire. The internal consistency of the questionnaire was calculated
through Cronbach’s Alpha formula, which came out to be 0.86 (Table 2).

Table 2. Reliability Statistics of the A T-based Survey Questionnaire

Cronbach’s Alpha Based on
Cronbach’s Alpha . N of Items
Standardized Items

.861 .860 35

In order to answer the first research question, descriptive statistics of the
participants’ responses to the AT-based survey questionnaire were computed
(Table 3). The mean scores of the participants on the questionnaire ranged

from 35 to 175, which demonstrate a comprehensive picture of the participants’

perception.
Table 3. Descriptive Statistics
Mean Variance Std. Deviation N of Items
119.2582 220.428 14.84682 35

The results represent that Iranian EFL learners showed moderate to
positive perception toward the AT-based EFL reading comprehension
(M=119, SD=14.84). Hence, the answer to the first research question cannot
be rejected.

In order to answer the second research question, one-way repeated

measures ANOVA was run to determine whether there were any statistically
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significant differences amongst the students’ perception toward the four
elements of AT (Table 4).

Table 4. Descriptive Statistics of the Perception of AT-based Reading Comprehension

Mean Std. Deviation N
Mediating artifacts 3.5717 35103 60
Rules 3.4573 .67002 60
Community 2.6815 47753 60
Division of labor 3.4624 .56585 60

The results of multivariate tests (Table 5) indicate that there was a
statistically significant difference between the students’ perception of AT
elements, Wilks’ Lambda= .340, F (3, 57)=36.925, p<.001, multivariate partial
squared =.660, which suggests a very large effect size (>14).

Table 5. Multivariate Tests for AT Elements

Hypothesis  Error Partial Eta
Effect Value F Sig.
df df Squared
Pillai’s Trace 660 36.925° 3.000 57.000 .000 .660
AT Wilks’ Lambda 340 36.925° 3.000 57.000  .000 .660
Elements Hotelling’s Trace 1.943  36.925" 3.000 57.000 .000 .660
Roy’s Largest Root  1.943  36.925° 3.000 57.000 .000 .660

a. Exact statistic b. Design: Intercept

Within Subjects Design: element
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Table 6. Pairwise Comparisonsof AT Elements
Measure:MEASURE _1

95% Confidence Interval

Mean . a
(I) element (J) element Difference St Sig. * for Difference

(1) Error Lower Upper
Bound Bound

1 2 124 .080 758 -.095 343
3 871 082 .000 647 1.095

4 .099 .064 773 -.076 274

2 1 -124 .080 758 -.343 .095
3 747 .106 .000 457 1.036

4 -.026 .074  1.000 -227 176

3 1 -871° .082 .000 -1.095 -.647

2 - 747 106 .000 -1.036 -457

4 2772 .091 .000 -1.020 -524

4 1 -.099 .064 773 -274 .076

2 .026 .074  1.000 -.176 227

3 772" .091 .000 524 1.020

Based on estimated marginal means
*. The mean difference is significant at the .05 level.

a. Adjustment for multiple comparisons: Bonferroni.

Furthermore, according to the results of the Pairwise Comparisons (Table
6), the significant difference was only found between the students’ perception
toward the element of community (element 3) and the other elements. It
means that the students perceived this element substantially different from the
other elements. To put it another way, the students perceived the community as

the least decisive factor in their reading comprehension.
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4.2. Qualitative Results

The last question of the study concerned the affordances the learners perceived
in implementing AT-based reading comprehension. For answering this
question, the data were collected via an open-ended questionnaire and a semi-
structured focus group interview. In order to analyze the data, first the most
frequent responses given to the open-ended questionnaire were carefully
classified into some certain categories. Then the interview responses were
transcribed or translated into English and were finally coded and analyzed.

Data analysis revealed that the students perceived the affordances of AT-
based reading comprehension in terms of six general categories, including: 1)
group reading, 2) reading assignments, 3) instructor's role, 4) course
materials,5) reading outcomes, and 6) general outcomes.

1. Group reading. The first main category extracted from the students’
responses was group reading that was perceived highly effective by majority of
the students (93%). Their perceptions of the group reading are listed as
follows:

* Fun, relaxed, and friendly classroom atmosphere (91%)

* Enjoyable, interesting, and motivating way of learning (83%)

* Cooperation and division of labor (80%)

* Active involvement (77%)

*  Group discussion and interaction (73%)

* Novel method of teaching and a new learning experience (70%)

For example, when being asked whether they enjoyed the class, some students
gave the following responses: “I really enjoyed the class because of the group
reading and the class atmosphere which was very friendly’; “I think the class was

very enjoyable and useful because we had fun, and also we learned how to improve
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our reading skills”; “ The class was not boring because we were very active in the
class’; “I liked the cooperation that we had for reading. Each member did a
different task and all of us helped one another to comprehend the texts.”

However, some students were dissatisfied with group reading which made the
class noisy. In addition, a few students (7%) preferred a teacher-centered class
compatible with their previous experiences. In one excerpt it was mentioned:

I don’t hategroup work. But, I think in reading classes the teacher should

read the text aloud and paraphrase the difficult parts. I also prefer to read

the text at home and check any new vocabulary items and then discuss it in

class to comprehend the text better.

2. Reading assignments. The second most favorable part of the intervention
perceived by most students (86%) was the assigned reading tasks. The students
asserted that doing the assignments was the driving force behind careful
learning. “7 think my reading comprehension was improved by doing the
assignments which forced me to read carefully and analyze the texts,” said one
student. They also found the assignments innovative and appealing. One
student commented: “Except the summary task, other tasks were new to me. It

2»

was interesting to perform a different task each week.” However, another

student noted, “It took my time a lot to do a perfect assignment.”

3. Instructor’s role. Notable in many students’ responses (71%), was the
instructor’s leading role in the class. The students appreciated the instructor’s
friendliness, kindness, and patience. It is evident in the following excerpts: “7
loved the teacher’s friendly behavior. She made small talk with each group that
was motivating”; “She cared about all of the members very friendly”; “I liked

the class because of a kind teacher”; “The teacher was very patient with us.”
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Another positive perception pertinent to the instructor’s role was her
weekly assessment and feedback on the students’ assignments and her
monitoring of each group performance in class. For instance, some students
mentioned: “The teacher was serious about assessing our assignments every
week”; “I liked the teacher because she helped us a Ilot and answered our
questions"; "We had to read the texts in our groups because the teacher

checked all groups and asked many questions.”

4. Course materials. The students perceived different affordances in using
course materials. For example, many students (78%) found reading passages
useful. Examples of the students’ responses are as follows: “The texts helped
me to improve my reading comprehension”; “In the previous reading classes, 1
could not comprehend the IELTS reading passages very well , but now I think I
can, because we read more difficult texts in this class.” Unseen authentic texts
each with a new and different topic were also motivating for some students.
Moreover, they asserted that AT-based reading instruction provided them with
the opportunity to read several texts, main and supplementary, compared to
the previous semesters with limited reading materials. Yet, some constraints
were identified in reading the passages. For instance, some pointed out: “The
texts were long and difficult to comprehend”, “I did not like some of the texts”;
“The passages seemed too technical’; “It was better to use a coursebook.”

Majority of the students (83%) had also favorable perception toward the
use of Telegram, through which some task descriptions, several templates, and
supplementary texts were shared by both the instructor and the students. It was
also used by the instructor to share some students’ assessed samples with the
class. While some students noted the effectiveness of Telegram in doing the

assignments, a few others did not notice its importance. The following excerpts
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demonstrate different perceptions of Telegram: “I tried hard to do a better
assignment to be shared through telegram. It was exciting for me to see my own
work through the telegram group™, “I only checked the assessed samples to see
the teacher’s comments”; “I did not pay attention to the telegram group.”

In addition, positive perception of the visual aids was observed in majority
of the students’ (85%) responses. During the treatment, all groups were
sometimes assigned to find some pictures related to the text’ topic. Some of
their findings were then presented via a video projector in class or shared
through Telegram. It was an attempt to compensate for the visual appearance
of the texts, each of which contained only one black and white picture.

Moreover, these group assignments not only brought enjoyment but also
broadened the students’ understanding of the text’s content. Some of the
excerpts are as follows: “The most exciting part of the course was presenting
the photos in class™ “It is very interesting to use pictures in a reading class
which is usually boring”; “It was better to use visual materials in class each
week because they were motivating”; “I think video projector is a useful device

to be used in all classes but unfortunately teachers don’t use them a lot.”

5. Reading outcomes. When being asked whether their reading
comprehension was improved in their opinion, a large number of students
(88%) gave positive responses and referred to different outcomes including:

* Understanding the main ideas more easily (97%)

* Reading faster (89%)

* Understanding text and/or paragraph structure (81%)

* Learning new vocabularies (79%)

* Inferencing (63%)

» Using guessing strategies (60%)

* Evaluating a text (55%)
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Representative of their responses are: “In the past I had difficulty with
finding the main ideas but now 1 find them easily™ “I can guess the meaning of
unfamiliar words and identify the function of a text or a paragraph. It is a great
Improvement.”; “It was difficult but I think I learned how fto infer indirect

Information from the passages.”

6. General learning outcomes. Although the main goal of the study was to
help EFL learners foster their reading comprehension through AT-based
reading instruction and determine their perception in this respect, the students
perceived some other affordances not in compliance with the course outcome.
In other words, AT-reading comprehension offered other learning
opportunities which were perceived by some of the students.

Almost all students (94%) agreed that their interpersonal and
communication skills were successfully developed during the semester. Some
representative extractions are: “We learned how to communicate with each
other and were ready to accept different responsiblilities’; “We showed respect
for the group members’ ideas”; “We learned that we were responsible for our
friends’ learning too”; “We encouraged each other toper form our cooperative
roles.”

Moreover, some students (35%) expressed that their autonomous learning
or in their own words “self-learning” was improved. “1 liked the class because
we learned many things gradually by ourselves,” said one student. Another
student pointed out “Doing the assignments forced me to search for more task
descriptions and templates, which made me a more independent learner.” One
student, still, commented:

I don’t know whether it is a weakness or strength, but we were

responsible for our own learning. There was no direct teaching. We used
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the teacher’s feedback to comprehend the texts and do the assignments.
In previous classes, we waited for the teacher to explain everything but

in this class we relied on our own abilities.

In a few cases (28%), the students perceived the affordance of self-
questioning task with regard to their performance on reading comprehension
tests. It is noticeable in the following excerpts: “I became familiar with
Inferential questions, which helped me do well on the reading tests’; “To form
better questions, I checked several reading comprehension tests and became
familiar with different test questions.”

A few students (23%) also asserted that AT-based reading instruction gave
them a chance to practice the writing skill particularly when the text’s rhetorical
organization was identical to that of the paragraph, they were assigned to write
in their paragraph writing course. Finally, a small number of those interviewed
reported that they learned how to read long and difficult texts in a rather noisy
environment that demanded deep concentration. “We learned how to
concentrate on long texts in a noisy class,” mentioned one student. “7 learned
how to read in every situation. Now I can read and comprehend any text with

deep concentration, ”said another one.

5. Discussion and Conclusion

This study aimed at exploring Iranian EFL learners’ perception toward AT-
based reading comprehension. The results of the quantitative analyses revealed
that the students had moderate to positive perception toward AT integrated
into EFL reading instruction. The findings, therefore, offer indisputable
evidence for implementing AT in EFL reading classes by providing learners

with suitable artifacts, certain rules, a supportive community, and variety of
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group-based activities to achieve a satisfactory outcome. The results also
indicated that there was a marked difference between the students’ perception
toward the mediating elements of AT. While the students perceived mediating
artifacts, rules, and division of labor moderate to positive, they rated the
element of community moderate to negative.

To the best of the researchers’ knowledge, there is no empirical research
on the learners’ perception toward the efficacy of AT-based reading
comprehension. The only study found on this ground has been conducted by
Portnov-Neeman and Barak (2013) who used AT as the conceptual framework
for exploring students’ perception about how learning in school is affected by
the elements of AT. The findings showed that students positively evaluated the
elements of object and division of labor, but they favored less the influence of
tools, rules and community on learning.

Furthermore, the results of the qualitative analyses demonstrated that the
students perceived several affordances concerning the mediating role of each
AT element. With regard to the mediating artifacts, the students perceived the
affordances of authentic texts, Telegram and visual aids more favorable than
other course materials. While some students acknowledged the positive impact
of the texts on their reading comprehension and motivation, others evaluated
them as constraints for effective reading. According to Kilickaya (2004), using
authentic materials in language classrooms can be demanding. In contrary, the
literature on this field abounds with examples of studies reporting the positive
effect of authentic texts on learners’ reading comprehension (e.g., Bacon &
Finneman, 1990; Berardo, 2006), and motivation (e.g., Guariento & Morley,
2001). Moreover, the students’ positive perception of Telegram aligns with the
findings of other studies that have shown students’ positive perception of using

smart phones in English learning (e.g., White & Mills, 2014). However,
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Telegram remained unnoticed by a few students in this study. In addition,
although some studies have suggested a prominent role for visual aids in
enhancing EFL learners’ reading comprehension (e.g., Moore & Scevak, 1997),
in this study the students perceived the impact of visual materials on their
motivation and enjoyment but not directly on their reading performance. There
is ample support for the claim that visual materials should be placed at the core
of learners’ motivation (see, e.g., Hadfield & Dornyei, 2013).

Concerning the rules, the results showed that the students found CL rules
easy to follow and perceived doing the weekly assignments highly effective.
Although a few students commented that the assignments were difficult and
time-consuming to do, most students perceived them the fruitful part of the
intervention. They also favored the evaluation criteria that placed the emphasis
on both their individual task performance and group work performance.

Remarkable with respect to the results, was the moderate to negative
perception of the community element that included the instructor, group
members, classmates, other instructors, and other students and friends out of
the class. This finding maintains that the students did not provide a focus for
the community. Unlike such a general view, the students held favorable
perception toward the instructor. They appreciated the instructor in respect of
her instructional activities such as giving feedback on the assignments and her
monitoring of group performance as well as her amiable behavior. It might,
accordingly, be implied that even in a student-centered class, Iranian EFL
students still perceive the teacher as the main source of knowledge.

Besides, according to the qualitative results, division of labor was the most
productive part of AT-based reading comprehension. In this study, the element
of division of labor benefited from CL to be implemented. There is sufficient

research on the effect of CL on learners’ reading comprehension (e.g., Jalilifar,
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2010; Liao & Oescher, 2009; Pan & Wu, 2013; Suh, 2009). The students
perceived group reading an enjoyable and interesting way of learning and
appreciated the classroom atmosphere. They took pleasure in cooperating with
each other on reading the passages. Such finding is in line with the results of
other studies bearing out the view that CL has positive effect on students’
attitudes (e.g., Takallou &Veisi, 2013; Wichadee, 2005) and motivation to
reading (e.g., Guthrie et al., 2004).

In this study, hardly did any participant indicate negative perception
toward the group reading. One reason for this is the fact that those students
with negative attitude toward group learning were excluded from the study.
Another reason behind such a positive view is probably related to the training
sessions, during which the students were informed about the pros and cons of
CL. Students were then assigned to find a few relevant empirical studies into
the effect of CL on EFL reading comprehension and discuss their findings in
class. According to Hillyard, Gillespie, and Littig (2010), students’ attitude
toward group learning depends on their perception of the value of peer
scaffolding, their previous experiences, and the teacher’s clarity in explaining
the purpose of group work. In one study, Tanaka and Sanchez (2016) found
that encouraging students to participate in CL activities with minimal guidance
was less effective in terms of achieving better results.

Finally, qualitative results indicated that the students perceived several
outcomes of AT-based reading comprehension such as understanding the main
ideas more easily, understanding text and paragraph structures, using guessing
strategies, reading for implied meaning, etc. The findings also showed that the
students perceived indirect affordances in using each element. For example,
self-learning, better performance on reading comprehension tests, and writing

achievement were the perceived affordances of doing the assignments

164



Iranian EFL Learners’ Perception of the Efficacy of...

concerning the element of rules. Improving social skills was the perceived
affordance of group reading-- division of labor. Great concentration was also
the perceived affordance of reading passages--artifacts.

To Van Lier (2004, p. 91), “affordance is action potential, and it emerges as
we interact with the physical and social world” (p. 92). In this study,
affordances were perceived in two ways: They were either direct affordances of
AT elements consistent with the object (improving reading comprehension), or
they were indirect affordances perceived as the result of the interaction
between the subjects and the AT elements. In other words, direct affordances
were perceived effective mediators to improve learners’ reading
comprehension, whereas indirect affordances were perceived with reference to
other unexpected outcomes.

To Albrechtsen, Andersen, Bgdker, and Pejtersen (2001), AT and
affordance theory share the basic idea that perception is not afferent. Rather,
only through acting do people perceive their environment. According to AT,
the subject’s perception is an effect of his/her learning process in the activity,
and, therefore, “affordances are only affordances as long as they are within the
subject’s zone of proximal development” (P. 16). Hence, each activity system is
a potential set of affordances that might be perceived positively, remain
unnoticed, or even act as constrains for learning. In the terminology of AT,
these constraints are unresolved contradictions which emerge during the
activity and hinder the expanding learning cycle (Engestrom, 1987, 2001).

Although the results indicated that the students were in favor with AT-
based reading comprehension, the findings should be treated with the utmost
caution, for the efficacy of AT integrated to any language instruction depends
on how the elements of activity system are defined. In this study, for instance,

the participants were at upper-intermediate level of English language
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proficiency, authentic texts were used as the fundamental artifacts, and the
rules were defined based on CL principles. Moreover, the study addressed the
students’ perception of AT-based reading comprehension. Hence, exploring
the effect of AT on learners’ reading comprehension needs further
investigation.

AT is potentially an eclectic method of instruction furnishing EFL students
with prolific learning affordances. A diversity of learning opportunities is
welcomed in AT if they are presented properly to mediate between the subject
and the object. From an AT standpoint, teachers should enrich their reading
materials by using various texts from different sources. Supplementary reading
materials can afford students a chance to improve their reading comprehension
through extensive study. Teachers should also benefit from visual aids and
technology to increase students’ motivation for reading. Besides, AT-based
reading comprehension shows how both individual and collective activities are
equally engaged in an EFL reading class. Designing integrated reading-writing
tasks such as summarizing, outlining, drawing graphic organizers, and self-
questioning can also be beneficial for students to deepen their understanding
of the texts. Teachers can also design some group work activities to actively
involve students in class through interaction and negotiation. To this end,
students should be informed about the benefits of group learning and be
trained to work rigorously within a group. AT is still in its infancy in Iranian
EFL context and needs a large body of research to corroborate its efficacy on

English learning.
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