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Abstract

Background: Many first-year students find the reading of academic texts to be challenging and overwhelming. In particular, first-year students studying sociology at the South African institution where the study was conducted complain of comprehension challenges. This may be due to the presence of numerous theoretical and abstract concepts in sociology texts, which have to be unpacked in order to gain a greater understanding of social phenomena. A high level of reading proficiency is required in the reading of sociology texts; however, some students are poor readers and find it difficult to cope.

Objectives: The article reports on a support programme aimed at improving first-year sociology students’ academic reading proficiency.

Method: In addition to explicit strategy instruction, which has been used by many researchers to improve reading comprehension, role play was introduced to the reading of sociology texts during tutorials in order to promote deep reading and improve comprehension. Pre-tests and post-tests, together with closed-ended and open-ended questionnaires, were used to determine the efficacy of the intervention. The tests were analysed using t-tests, and the questionnaires were analysed using descriptive statistics for the closed-ended section and content analysis for the open-ended questions.

Results: The findings showed that a significant number of students had improved their reading proficiency and reported both cognitive and affective benefits.

Conclusion: Recommendations are made in relation to the use of role play in addition to explicit strategy instruction in order to maximise the improvement of students’ academic reading ability.
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Introduction

Learning, studying and engaging in academic reading and writing activities at the tertiary level seems to be quite overwhelming for some students. Whereas learners at the school level are taught and guided closely, at the tertiary level, students are given more autonomy and are required to study and pursue their academic activities – which are mainly reading and writing – more independently. In addition, the quantity and complexity of the texts they are required to read at the tertiary level and the level of writing required of them can be overwhelming for students at first-year level. This could be due to the fact that the school system did not place such high demands on them (Boakye & Linden 2018; Boakye & Mai 2016), and also because they are no longer closely guided and monitored by their teachers and parents. Furthermore, students are introduced to highly technical words in their content subjects, which makes reading in these subjects daunting and effortful for some of them.

The Sociology 110 module offered at the South African institution where the study was conducted, for example, requires students to read texts by authors such as Karl Marx, Max Webber and Emile Durkheim, which may not be easily understood by some first-year students. According to Roberts and Roberts (2008), some first-year sociology students do not read their assigned texts due to the quantity and complexity of the assigned readings, as well as the difficult vocabulary, much of which consists of technical, subject-specific words that are not familiar to the students (Boakye & Mai 2016). These high academic reading demands and writing expectations of first-year students mean that they need to be proficient readers in order to be successful in their academic activities. The situation is more complex for students from low socio-economic status backgrounds who have not had adequate exposure to texts at home or at school and are disadvantaged in their reading ability, and consequently in their academic performance (Taylor & Yu 2009).

Reading instruction has therefore become an important avenue to improve students’ reading proficiency and academic performance. Teaching students reading strategies and making them aware of efficient reading techniques have constituted an important approach to improving their reading ability. The approach of many support programmes has been to teach cognitive and metacognitive reading strategies, considering that the use of appropriate reading strategies results in reading comprehension (Aghaie & Zhang 2012; Anderson 1991; Bruen 2017; Cohen 2011; Graesser 2007; Mokhtari & Sheorey 2002; Oxford 1990, 2011). However, reading efficiency may be limited without high affective levels and the ability to transfer skills. This study extends the teaching of strategies to include role play through which students engage in the discussion of sociology texts to increase motivation and improve strategy use. As explained by Eghlidi, Abdorrahimzadeh and Sorahi (2014), students who engage in problem-solving activities increase their reading comprehension. Ilustre (2011) found that of the three subscales of metacognitive reading strategies used in her study (global, support and problem-solving), only problem-solving strategies correlated positively with text comprehension. Students who reported to be using problem-solving reading strategies obtained relatively higher scores in the reading tasks (Ilustre 2011). Thus, she concludes that problem-solving reading strategies contribute to text understanding (Ilustre 2011). The role play technique included in the reading programme was to enable students to apply cognitive and metacognitive strategies they had been taught in class to their assigned roles to solve comprehension problems and to increase their affective reading levels.

In addition, role play as a teaching technique has been found to increase motivation, interest and engagement (Erturk 2015; Samsibar & Naro 2018; Science and Engineering Research Council [SERC] 2018). For students from low socio-economic status backgrounds who have had limited exposure to texts and may therefore have low affective levels and poor cognitive and metacognitive strategy use, this cognitive-affective approach is even more important for improving their reading comprehension. Such students usually face comprehension challenges. However, the combined approach has not been used in a focused way in reading programmes. The study therefore sought to improve first-year students’ reading proficiency using a combined approach of cognitive strategies and role play discussions.

The following questions were therefore posed for the study:


	To what extent will an intervention of reading comprehension strategy instruction through role play improve students’ reading of academic texts?

	Will the use of role play in reading comprehension strategy instruction influence students’ affective reading levels and strategy use?

	What are students’ opinions on the use of role play in a reading comprehension strategy instruction?



Literature review

Reading strategies and reading comprehension

Various factors that influence reading proficiency have been identified by researchers, but of the four major factors that need to be considered (the reader, the text, the goal and the strategies), strategies used by learners for comprehension seem to be the single most important (Grabe & Stoller 2011; McNamara 2007). Reading strategies are defined by Brown (2007:119) as the ‘specific methods of approaching a problem or task’. Karami (2008) takes this further and defines reading strategies as the conscious, internally variable psychological techniques aimed at improving the effectiveness of, or compensating for the breakdowns in, reading comprehension on specific reading tasks and in specific contexts. He highlights as important the following aspects of reading strategies: conscious, subject to change, used to address problems, context-dependent, used to improve reading performance, and used to address comprehension breakdown. Pani (2004), from another perspective, defines reading strategies as ‘the mental operations involved when readers approach a text effectively to make sense of what they read’. He opines that ‘[g]ood readers apply more strategies more frequently … and more effectively than poor readers’ (Pani 2004:356). Consequently, the use of reading strategies for comprehension differentiates poor readers from good readers (Brown 2001; Graesser 2007).

Researchers such as Chamot (2005), Alderson (2000) and Grabe (2008) point out that the distinguishing feature of reading strategies is that they are utilised consciously for comprehension. These cognitive and metacognitive reading strategies are to be used efficiently for comprehension to occur. Cognitive strategies involve activation of background knowledge, summarisation, questioning and guessing meaning from context, among others. Metacognitive strategies, on the other hand, include comprehension monitoring, repair of comprehension breakdown, and other affective influencing strategies such as matching comprehension output to reader goals and motivation (Grabe & Stoller 2011). They both involve the specific reading context, monitoring, and evaluating the success of the reading process, and are important for comprehension. As explained by Karami (2008) and other reading researchers such as Anderson (1991), Brown (2007) and Oxford (2011), the impact of these strategies on reading is conceived to be of crucial importance in any act of reading. For Brown, ‘reading comprehension is a matter of developing 10 appropriate and efficient comprehension strategies’ (Brown 2007:306). He identifies these strategies as follows: identifying the purpose in reading; using graphemic rules and patterns to aid in bottom-up reading, using different silent reading techniques for relatively rapid reading, skimming the text for main ideas, scanning the text for specific information, using semantic mapping or clustering, guessing when you are not certain, analysing vocabulary, distinguishing between literal and implied meanings, and capitalising on discourse markers to process relationships.

Lau (2006), on the other hand, cites five characteristics of poor readers:


	They do not know how to construct the main ideas and macrostructure of the texts.

	They are not familiar with the text structure and do not make use of it to organise the main ideas.

	They have little prior knowledge and do not know how to activate their knowledge to facilitate text comprehension.

	They have difficulties in drawing inferences to achieve an in-depth understanding of the texts.

	They lack metacognitive ability, are not aware of the problems that emerge during reading and do not know how to monitor their reading process.



These characteristics of poor readers were found in Pretorius’ (2000) study of first-year psychology and sociology students. She found that the majority of the students could not draw inferences to obtain an understanding of the texts and that poor readers from low socio-economic status backgrounds lacked the metacognitive ability to evaluate their comprehension and address gaps accordingly. Poor readers rated their reading ability as better than it really was, as they lacked the metacognitive ability to identify their lack of knowledge (Pretorius 2000). Thus, instruction on cognitive and metacognitive strategies would help improve students’ use of strategies and awareness or the lack thereof.

Various empirical investigations have been conducted on the benefits of reading strategy instruction. Wright and Brown (2006) investigated the impact of explicit strategy instruction on the reading comprehension of students of Spanish or French as a foreign language. The authors concluded that although the results indicated that the participants’ awareness of some strategies and their ability to reflect upon their reading did increase, other strategies seemed more difficult to acquire. They also pointed out that some students faced difficulties in acquiring complex strategies. The fact that some students found some strategies challenging even after strategy instruction indicates that the teaching of strategies alone may not provide optimal benefits.

The use of strategies after they have been learned is influenced by various factors. For example, it is claimed that there is a close relationship between strategy use and motivation or the goal of reading. In other words, students’ use of appropriate reading strategies is influenced by their level of motivation (Guthrie & Wigfield 2000). The higher the motivation and the more important the goal, the more learners utilise appropriate and correct strategies (He 2008; Wigfield et al. 2014). He (2008) investigated the effect of the goal of reading and motivation on the students’ utilisation of strategies. The results indicated that the participants with stronger goals generally performed better in the use of strategies and in reading than those with the same proficiency levels but weaker goals and motivation for reading.

Thus, although the literature indicates enormous benefits to the use of strategies for efficient reading, there are other factors, such as affect operationalised as the goal of reading, reading motivation, engagement and reading self-efficacy, among others, that are of equal importance. Reading motivation is an affective stance that refers to an individual’s personal goals, values and beliefs with regard to the topics, processes and outcomes of reading (Guthrie & Wigfield 2000). Reading motivation captures the individual’s thoughts and feelings, whereas reading engagement refers to the individual’s actual involvement in reading, which is reflected in behaviour, affect or cognition (Guthrie, Wigfield & You 2012). Reading self-efficacy refers to students’ expectation about their own achievement of a reading task and the confidence they have in being able to successfully complete a reading task (Ferrara 2005; Schiefele et al. 2012). Research has shown that students with high reading self-efficacy levels are generally active and more successful readers than students with low self-efficacy (Schiefele et al. 2012).

These affective factors of motivation and self-efficacy are also involved in the application of strategies. Motivated students tend to have high self-efficacy and use appropriate strategies to achieve better comprehension of texts (Yang et al. 2018). Barber and Lutz Klauda (2020), reflect on reports by OECD (2010), and Scheifele et al. (2012) to conclude from their studies that across grade levels as well as ethnic and cultural backgrounds, motivated students show better reading comprehension, higher self-efficacy and general reading achievement. There is therefore a need to extend the teaching of strategies to include techniques such as role-play to increase motivation and self-efficacy in order to maximise the use of strategies to achieve comprehension and improve reading proficiency.

Role play as a teaching technique

Role play is the practice of having students take on specific roles and act them out in a case-based scenario for the purpose of learning course content or understanding complex or ambiguous texts (Suobere & Eniekenemi 2017). This teaching technique allows students to explore realistic situations by interacting with their peers in a managed way in order to gain experience and try different reading strategies in a supportive environment (Glover 2014; Budden 2006). Role play could involve dramatisation, simulation, games or demonstrations of real-life situations on any topic (Erturk 2015:1). As a teaching technique, it is perceived as an excellent tool for engaging students and allowing them to interact with their peers as they try to complete the reading task assigned to them in their specific roles. Using role play as a teaching technique enables students to become more engaged, as they respond to the text from the perspective of their assigned role. A SERC document lists several benefits of role play as a teaching technique (SERC 2018). For example, role play allows students to apply content in a relevant, real-world context and enables them to break away from their normal self-imposed limitations or boundaries. In addition, students can think beyond the confines of the classroom setting and see the relevance of the content for handling real-world situations. Another advantage of role play is that it enables the instructor and students to receive immediate feedback regarding students’ understanding of the content. Furthermore, this teaching technique enables students to engage in higher-order thinking and learning of content in a deeper way (SERC 2018). A typical benefit of role play is that students claim to remember their role in these scenarios and the ensuing discussion long after the semester has ended (SERC 2018).

Researchers who study role play such as Samsibar and Naro (2018), Erturk (2015), Glover (2014), and Chesler and Fox (1966) recommend that steps should be followed when engaging students in role play. The SERC document provides three basic steps: the instructor should offer relevant scenarios to students, give students time to complete tasks, and find a way to process students’ deliberations (SERC 2018). The first step involves what students should do, including informational details relevant to decision-making in the role and a task to complete based on the information. The second involves the actual performing of the task. The document suggests that this could be done individually, in pairs or in groups. The third step is to find a way to assess the students’ output. Although there are many benefits to role play as a teaching technique, the facilitator must make sure that all students participate and are truly engaged. Solutions such as awarding grades and making students present to the whole class, or even making students aware that the final examination will include questions pertaining to the role play, are given to counteract the challenge of student apathy.

Budden (2006) provides further benefits of role play and points out that incorporating it into class activities adds variety, a change of pace and provides opportunities for increased language use. He adds that it is a lot of fun and motivating for students. Furthermore, it affords the quieter students the chance to express themselves in a more forthright way (Budden 2006). According to Glover (2014), the world of the classroom is broadened to include the outside world, thus offering a much wider range of language opportunities and providing authentic situations for the students to operate in. The teacher is mainly a facilitator, but can sometimes be a spectator and a participant as the situation demands. The teacher may give students specific instructions or guidance on how to act or what to say (Glover 2014).

Samsibar and Naro (2018) used role play to teach students English conversation and to increase their motivation. They found that there was a significant difference in students’ motivation to speak English and concluded that role play was effective in improving students’ motivation in English conversation.

The current study used role play together with strategy instruction to provide students with authentic scenarios, to increase their motivation and self-efficacy, and to enable them to engage in reading in a fun way. The study also sought to enable students to actually read their texts and apply deep reading using higher-order thinking and appropriate strategies to achieve comprehension and improve reading proficiency.

Theoretical framework

The study was based on Guthrie and Wigfield’s (2000) engagement framework, which explains that reading comprehension and improved reading proficiency are based on engaged reading. The framework posits that reading is undertaken not because the reader can undertake the activity but because they are motivated to do so (Guthrie & Wigfield 2000). Thus, if students are motivated to read, they will do so more often and achieve better outcomes. They argue that underlying all reading development is the affective. Thus, reading instruction should be undertaken to improve both cognitive and affective reading levels as the two have a bidirectional relationship (Guthrie & Wigfield 2000). They recommend that teaching of reading strategies should be undertaken in a way that increases affective attributes, such as reading motivation and self-efficacy.

By developing these affective attributes in conjunction with explicit reading instruction, such as strategy use and vocabulary instruction, a holistic and more intensive development is achieved. Guthrie and Wigfield (2000) further argue that the two-pronged reading instruction approach provides students not only with strategies, but also with affective support, such as self-efficacy and motivation to undertake the reading activity. In addition, the affect also promotes engagement in reading, which is important because it promotes deep reading and thus better comprehension. This resonates with Roberts and Roberts’s (2008) argument that the lack of comprehension of sociology texts by students is due to the fact that most students engage in surface reading. They recommend deep reading to promote comprehension, especially with sociology texts. They lament that students’ inability to engage in deep reading, leads to their experiencing reading comprehension challenges with texts that require critical thinking for comprehension. An important implication of the framework is that reading interventions should focus on enhancing reading motivation along with reading strategies. Guthrie and his colleagues use concept-oriented reading instruction (CORI) to combine cognitive and affective reading techniques to elicit reading achievement (Guthrie, Taboada & Coddinton 2007). In this study, role play is combined with explicit strategy instruction to provide a similar effect.

Thus, the use of role play was aimed at motivating the students, enabling them to want to read and to read deeply. For Guthrie and Wigfield’s (2000) framework, several teaching guidelines were proposed to improve cognitive and affective reading levels: interesting texts, real-world activities, strategy instruction, autonomy, teacher support and collaboration. This study applied strategy instruction and role play, as role play encompasses the majority of the instructional techniques listed in Guthrie and Wigfield’s framework, such as autonomy, authenticity, teacher support and collaboration. Role play activities were envisaged to increase students’ motivation, while strategy instruction provided competence and built self-efficacy.

Methodology

The study used both quantitative and qualitative research methodologies and therefore fits into a mixed methods design. Using both quantitative and qualitative methods enabled the researcher to obtain statistical results and verbal data to evaluate the intervention. The verbal data provided more insight into the efficacy of the intervention. According to Creswell and Garrett (2008:321), a mixed methods approach provides greater insight and leads to a better understanding of the research problem. The study also adopted a one-group pre-test-post-test design, which is a quasi-experimental research design in which the same dependent variable is measured in only one group of participants before and after treatment (Axelrod & Hayward 2017).

Participants

The participants for the study were first-year Sociology students at a South African university. The students were from different faculties and the majority of them were taking Sociology as an ancillary subject to fulfil a requirement of their respective programmes. The ages of the students were not specifically elicited, but first-year students used in another study at the same institution were between 17 and 21 years (Boakye 2017). The number of students from each faculty were not determined, but the faculties represented are Engineering, Built Environment and Information Technology (EBIT), Economic and Management Sciences (EMS) and Humanities. There were 593 students registered for the first-year Sociology module, but only 366 were involved in the pre-test, 255 in the post-test and 193 in both tests. Since the data were collected during tutorials, only students who attended tutorials during the week of data collection participated. Thus, poor tutorial attendance, attrition rates (as some students drop out of a module before the end of the semester), and other issues may have contributed to the reduced numbers, especially in the post-test.

Instruments

Two main instruments were used to assess the effect of the combined role play and strategy instruction approach to tutorials. These were the test for academic literacy levels (TALL) to determine the students’ pre-test and post-test performance, and a closed-ended and open-ended questionnaire to determine the students’ views on the combined approach. The TALL comprised six sections (scrambled text or sequencing, academic vocabulary, graphic and visual information, text types or identification of genres, understanding texts or comprehension, and grammar and text relations) (ICELDA 2017). The TALL is compiled by ICELDA and has been shown to be highly valid and reliable in testing students’ academic literacy (Le, Du Plessis & Weideman 2012). Although the TALL is based on an academic literacy construct, it essentially assesses reading proficiency, as sections such as sequencing, understanding text type, understanding academic vocabulary, understanding texts or comprehension, and grammar and text relations are all reading-oriented.

The questionnaire was adapted from Boakye (2017) to suit the context of the Sociology students. The pre-intervention questionnaire comprised questions on reading self-efficacy (14 questions) and reading strategies (13 questions). The post-intervention questionnaire consisted of 10 self-efficacy questions and nine strategy-use questions in relation to the intervention. Because the post-intervention questions related specifically to the intervention, they were not correlated with the pre-intervention questionnaire and are discussed separately. The open-ended question in the post-intervention questionnaire sought to elicit students’ opinions on the intervention.

Procedures and data collection

Ethical clearance for the study was obtained from the Faculty of Humanities of the institution where the study was conducted. The students completed informed consent forms before they wrote the academic reading and literacy test (TALL) and answered the questionnaire at the beginning of the first semester. The pre-test was written during their lecture time but the questionnaires were answered during tutorials. After the 12-week intervention of 50 min a week, during their last lecture of the semester, the students wrote the post-intervention test and completed the closed-ended and open-ended questionnaire during the last tutorial.

The intervention

After the pre-test and pre-intervention questionnaire were completed, an intervention was undertaken, which involved teaching students reading strategies using SQ3R (survey, question, read, recall, review). Lau’s (2006) characteristics of poor readers, as listed above, were taken into consideration, and strategies taught were aimed at addressing those issues. Reading strategies such as pre-reading, skimming, applying background knowledge to understand what was read, inferencing, predicting, monitoring comprehension, and repairing any misunderstandings were explained to students with some practice exercises using excerpts from texts by Karl Marx, Emily Durkheim and Max Webber. Students were then put into groups of six and given their individual roles by the group leader. The roles consisted of reading assignments: predicting and surveying information, raising questions, dealing with the difficult vocabulary in the text, clarifying by explaining the information in the text, connecting the information to real-life issues, and summarising and paraphrasing the information (Stricklin 2011). Students were given a name for each role: Paula the predictor, Quinn the questioner, Clarence the clarifier, Connie the connector, and Sammy the summariser (Stricklin 2011). Vonny vocabulary was included to bring the number of roles to six. Given the importance of providing students with guidelines during role play activities (Erturk 2015; Glover 2014; SERC 2018), the tutors explained and wrote out the roles for the students. For example, for Quinn the questioner guidelines included prompts such as:


I don’t understand why … Why?

How do these two situations compare?

What are the text features telling me?

What is important in this text?

Do I agree with this?

I wonder what will happen if …?

Were the initial predictions right?

What are the possible problems and what are the possible solutions?



Students playing the role of Quinn the questioner were to raise questions such as those listed above in relation to the text they were asked to read and provide answers in a group discussion during tutorials. As indicated by the SERC (2018) document, role play discussions can be done in pairs or in groups.

In addition to the tutorials, the students attended 2-h lectures twice a week where the lecturers presented and introduced the texts. In such a big group, many students find it difficult to follow the lecture and understand the texts. Reading on their own does not help either, as the majority of students reported in a separate study that they hardly read the texts because they found them difficult and could not understand (Boakye & Linden 2018; Boakye & Mai 2016). The tutorials consisted of smaller groups of 25 students each and were managed by postgraduate students as tutors. It is within these tutorials that students are supposed to be assisted and supported for the Sociology module. However, students were not reading the texts because they found them difficult to understand. Thus, the intervention was aimed at assisting and supporting students in reading and understanding the texts, improving their reading proficiency, and enabling them to be successful in the module, and hopefully transfer the skills to other modules. The post-test and post intervention questionnaire data were to determine the effectiveness of the tutorial support.

Data analysis

The pre-test and post-test results were analysed using paired t-test to determine any differences in the students’ performance and to answer research question 1 (To what extent will an intervention of reading comprehension strategy instruction through role play improve students’ reading of academic texts?). The pre-intervention questionnaire was analysed using descriptive statistics to determine the students’ affective reading levels (motivation and self-efficacy) and strategy use. Thereafter, the post-intervention questionnaire was analysed using descriptive statistics with Cronbach’s alpha to determine the students’ responses to the intervention and assess its efficacy. The open-ended questions were analysed using content analysis based on emerging themes. The questionnaire responses were used to answer research question 2 (Will the use of role play in reading comprehension strategy instruction influence students’ affective reading levels and strategy use?) and research question 3 (What are students’ opinions on the use of role play in a reading comprehension strategy instruction?).

Findings

Although there was no control group (to allow all the students to benefit from the intervention), the pre-test and post-test results were analysed using paired t-test to show any differences and determine to what extent role play and strategy use had influenced students’ reading proficiency, if at all.

Test results

The findings of the test results are presented to give an indication of the students’ performance. The results show that, on the whole, the students’ performance in the pre-test was at average level (at risk), and below average (extremely at risk) for some sections of the test, whereas the performance increased for the post-test (low risk). The results are interpreted in line with the TALL analysis (UAL 2015). The pre-test and post-test results, with means and standard deviations, are given in Table 1.
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The means and standard deviations of the pre-test show that students had challenges with academic vocabulary and understanding text types, as the means for those two sections were lower than other sections: 11.54 out of 20 and 25.71 out of 46. This indicates that students may be having problems with reading comprehension, as vocabulary and understanding of texts together enable comprehension. The total mean of the pre-test, which was 55.63, and the wide standard deviation of 19.91 also indicate that some students were at a low competency level and may have been experiencing reading comprehension challenges.

The descriptive statistics of the post-test, with means and standard deviations, show that there was some improvement in the students’ reading ability. The total mean was 61.15, which is an improvement on the pre-test mean of 55.63. The means for the different sections also showed that there have been improvements in the students’ reading ability. Understanding text types and academic vocabulary, which were low in the pre-test, were now above 50% (12.88 out of 20 and 27.79 out of 46) in the post-test.

Although the means show improvement, a paired t-test analysis was performed to determine the statistical significance of the improvement. The t-test showed an overall statistically significant improvement at t = 6.85; df = 192; p < 0.05, specifically at p < 0.0001. Individually, each section also showed statistically significant improvement, except for section 3, as shown in Table 2. To determine the magnitude of the statistically significant difference and the extent of the improvement, a Cohen’s d was applied to yield effect sizes. Effect size of 0.2 is said to be small, 0.5 medium and 0.8 large (Lakens 2013). The effect sizes for the sections were small, as they were around 0.2. However, the effect size for the overall total showed a higher magnitude above 0.4 (t = 6.882, df=192, p < 0.001, effect size = 0.494). Cohen’s d effect size for each section is provided in Table 2.



[image: RW-12-285-T2.jpg]

The small to medium effect sizes may be due to the short duration of the intervention, as it lasted for only 12 weeks. A longer duration of a year may yield larger effect sizes. A calculation of the correlation coefficient was positive and yielded a large difference (0.836) for the post-test–pre-test total (r = 0.836, p < 0.001).

Although the means of the pre-tests and post-tests showed improvement, the statistically significant results strengthen the improvement of the students’ reading proficiency. This improvement could be attributed to the positive effect of the tutorial approach. However, this outcome is presented with caution as there was no control group. Due to the absence of a control group, the questionnaire was used to corroborate or disprove the test results, and responses from the closed-ended and open-ended questionnaires confirmed the benefits of the intervention and provided insight into students’ improved reading proficiency.

Questionnaire results on strategy use and affective levels

The closed-ended questionnaire consisted of questions on self-efficacy and motivation (affective) and strategy use (cognitive). Since the questions in the pre-intervention questionnaire were general, but the questions on the post-intervention questionnaire were specific to the intervention, they were not directly and analytically compared. The pre-intervention questionnaire was undertaken to determine the students’ level of reading self-efficacy and strategy use, and the post-intervention questionnaire was to determine the effectiveness of the intervention.

There was a total of 366 students for the pre-intervention questionnaires. For the 17 items under self-efficacy and motivation, the Cronbach’s alpha was 0.896, which according to Hinton et al. (2004) is considered high reliability. The mean for self-efficacy and motivation was 3.375, which pointed to low reading self-efficacy and motivation, as the Likert scale questionnaire had 1 for strongly agree and 2 for agree, and therefore any response above 2 was considered negative.

For the section on strategy use, 14 items were analysed. For the 14 items under strategy use, the Cronbach’s alpha was 0.746, which was also considered high reliability (Hinton et al. 2004). The mean was 2.229, which pointed to borderline strategy use. Although not as low as their self-efficacy, students’ strategy use also needed improvement. In other words, students had low reading proficiency and low affective reading levels before the intervention was conducted.

However, the focus was more on the post-intervention questionnaire, as questions were on the intervention and the responses were to determine the effectiveness of the intervention. The four-point Likert scale was from 1 (strongly agree) to 4 (strongly disagree). A total of 255 students responded to the post-intervention questionnaire. The section on self-efficacy consisted of 10 items with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.787, which was considered high reliability (Hinton et al. 2004). The overall mean was 2.092 with a standard deviation of 0.447, indicating a majority agreement. The standard deviation of 0.447 also shows stronger cohesion compared to the standard deviation of the pre-intervention questionnaire, which is 0.645. The fact that there were virtually no negative responses to the self-efficacy questions in the post-intervention questionnaire indicates that students seemingly had higher self-efficacy, most likely emanating from the intervention, as compared to the means above 3 for the self-efficacy questions in the pre-intervention questionnaire on their general reading self-efficacy.

In relation to strategy use, there were nine items with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.836. The overall mean was 2.00, which shows that students agreed with statements without any disagreement. This seems to point to many more students using appropriate strategies, after the intervention. Table 3 shows the differences in means of the pre-intervention and post-intervention questionnaires.
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Thus, the closed-ended post-intervention questionnaire also showed positive responses from the students in terms of their strategy use and affective reading (i.e. self-efficacy and motivation). The open-ended responses provided more insight into how the students’ reading proficiency improved.

Students’ opinions on the use of role play to improve comprehension

The open-ended questionnaire was to elicit students’ opinions on the use of role play and strategy instruction within a reading intervention to improve their reading proficiency. The responses shed further light on the intervention and how the students perceived it. Most of the students reported that the reading intervention improved their reading proficiency. Of the 255 students, 11 did not respond to the open-ended question. Of the 244 who responded, 91% reported understanding the texts better. Only 9% reported still having difficulty. Of the 91% who reported benefits, 38% specifically mentioned the benefit of the group discussions, which involved the role play, and 35% specifically mentioned the benefit of the strategy instruction. Although the benefits of the role play and strategy instruction are implied in the benefits of the tutorial activities in terms of improving the students’ understanding of the texts and their general reading proficiency, several students directly highlighted the benefits of one or the other. In addition to comments on the role play and strategy use, of the 91% who made positive comments on the intervention, 35% specifically mentioned its benefits regarding either self-efficacy or motivation. In other words, these students mentioned an increase in their affective reading levels. Examples of these comments are presented under the following five emerging themes: understanding texts, group discussions (role play), affect (e.g. motivation and self-efficacy), and strategy use. Some examples from the 9% of the students who expressed having difficulty are also given. The questionnaires were numbered from 1 to 255 and responses are provided according to the questionnaire number.

Understanding texts

Most of the students reported that the reading intervention had improved their understanding of the texts. According to Stricklin (2011:621), the four strategies of predicting, clarifying, questioning and summarising highly increase comprehension. The following examples show how the students found it easier to understand the sociology concepts, engage in deep reading, increase their vocabulary, and engage in meaningful reading to gain understanding. For example, Respondent 20 reported that she found the concepts easier to understand and could read with more insight and understanding:


‘By relating the text to current situations, I gained a better understanding. The tutorial activities enabled me to understand the authors’ perspectives. I was able to ‘debunk’ the texts and put things in my own perspective.’ (Respondent 20)

‘I was able to read in depth and to understand what Sociology is all about. I can now relate them [the texts] to what is happening in the world, and my vocabulary has also increased. I now have a better understanding of many more words and concepts.’ (Respondent 50)

‘The activities have been a great help. It helped me to get a deep understanding of Sociology. It also made me want to read more. I can link the information to everyday life to make it more understandable.’ (Respondent 127)

‘I learnt to read in greater detail, identify arguments, as well as contextualise the information.’ (Respondent 147)

‘It has improved my vocabulary; now when I read the articles, I read to understand the deeper meaning.’ (Respondent 201)



Strategy use

The students’ responses to the explicit teaching of strategies, such as pre-reading, predicting, application of background knowledge and identification of main and supporting ideas are given below. Respondent 9 reported that she obtained a better understanding because she was able to form visual images, which helped improve her reading ability:


‘I learnt how to extract main ideas from the texts and I am able to visualize the texts I read and to focus on the main concepts.’ (Respondent 9)

‘I now try to find the main ideas in order to understand the texts. I found it easier to summarize the texts because I knew what to look for.’ (Respondent 12)

‘The reading strategies we were taught helped break down the article into sections and that helps when studying.’ (Respondent 41)

‘I could easily identify main ideas and important concepts and to summarise the texts using the reading strategies.’ (Respondent 48)

‘Tutorials provided me with tips [strategies] on how to read the texts and this helped me understand the texts better and engage in discussions.’ (Respondent 66)



Group discussions and role play activities

Although the students’ responses sometimes straddle the various sections, the following excerpts were extracted for role play and the related group discussions. The students reported that the role play activities compelled them to read the texts and participate in discussions:


‘The discussions helped me to understand concepts, because I was forced to look up new words. They helped me understand Sociology, because they made me read more.’ (Respondent 156)

‘The tutorials had a great impact on my reading of the Sociology articles because I could engage in the discussions in my role.’ (Respondent 157)

‘The discussions made me to think more critically and not to look at things at face value. The summaries provided by the summariser in the group made it easier when reading the actual text.’ (Respondent 177)

‘Making contributions to the group helped to make my own ideas when writing. The roles of my peers also helped to explain some of the parts of the article that I did not understand.’ (Respondent 189)

‘Because I had to contribute in my role, it made me read the texts rather than waiting until tests or exams.’ (Respondent 204)



Affective reading aspects of motivation and self-efficacy

Students’ responses also reflected increased motivation and self-efficacy levels. These affective aspects influence strategy use and overall reading proficiency. Examples of the affective responses are given below to indicate the benefits of the role play strategy instruction. Students reported increased motivation and believed in their ability to read successfully as a result of the role play activities.

Motivation


‘The roles I played motivated me to read and they made me more interested.’ (Respondent 31)

‘I was motivated to read because I have to do the assignments and prepare for the discussions.’ (Respondent 45)

‘It was interesting to read and relate the information to real life so I read them.’ (Respondent 80)

‘The discussions and the activities during tutorials helped me to read better, and made me want to read more.’ (Respondent 95)

‘The tutorials were interesting and fun and motivated me to read the Sociology articles.’ (Respondent 108)

‘The tutorial activities have been a great help. They helped me to get a deep understanding of Sociology. It also made me want to read more. I was motivated to read frequently, and not leave reading till exam time.’ (Respondent 127)



Self-efficacy


‘I am able to understand what I read better. And it has increased my ability to understand what Sociology is about.’ (Respondent 46)

‘I am more confident about my ability to read and to be able to answer questions. I can also relate the information in the article to what is happening in the world. My vocabulary has improved greatly and I understand most of the words and concepts in the articles.’ (Respondent 51)

‘I can understand difficult concepts and want to read the prescribed work. I am able to relate whatever I’m reading with my own ideas.’ (Respondent 89)

‘I am able to identify the main points in the articles, and explain and give my own examples.’ (Respondent 135)



Despite the positive outcomes of the combined approach to improve reading proficiency within tutorials, a few students (9%) still had challenges with reading their assigned work. Some of these students stated: ‘I don’t understand what I read sometimes’, ‘the length of the Sociology articles made me struggle to get the main ideas’, ‘the tutorials and the activities did not assist me’ and ‘I still struggle and still need help with my work’.

The insights gained from the open-ended questionnaire responses showed that the students, on the whole, were positive about the combined approach of role play and strategy instruction. In other words, not only did the students report that they benefited from the strategy instruction by using appropriate strategies for comprehension, but the role play had also enabled them to learn from their peers, engage in deep reading, improve their affective reading levels (motivation and self-efficacy), develop independent reading and gain better understanding.

Discussion

The three data sets consisting of tests, a closed-ended questionnaire, and an open-ended questionnaire all indicated positive outcomes of the intervention. The descriptive statistics of the pre-test and post-test results showed that the students’ reading proficiency had improved. Furthermore, the improvement was statistically significant with small to medium effect sizes. Although there was no control, the questionnaire responses confirm the benefits in that only a few students (9%) reported experiencing challenges after the intervention. A majority of the students had positive comments, which indicated improved reading comprehension, vocabulary and strategy use, as well as higher levels of motivation and self-efficacy. According to Stricklin (2011), the strategies of predicting, clarifying, questioning and summarising increase comprehension. Students had increased their understanding of the articles, which were hitherto challenging for them. In addition, some of the students reported that understanding the texts made them read more frequently, which ultimately increased their motivation and improved their comprehension (Grabe & Stoller 2011). Furthermore, because they had to prepare for the role play discussions, they could not come to class without having read the texts. The roles they had to play, in a sense, compelled them to read. They also found the role play discussions to be fun, confirming Budden’s (2006) assertion that role play is fun and motivating for students. A number of students commented on being able to relate the texts to real life, which helped to improve comprehension and make the text more meaningful. According to the SERC (2018) document, an advantage of role play is that it allows students to apply content in a relevant and real-world context. For example, the character of Connie the connector made connections between the information in the text and real-life situations, and highlighted these connections during the class discussions. Glover (2014) explains that by providing students with authentic situations to operate in, role play improves learning. Guthrie and Wigfield’s (2000) engagement framework explains that the use of authentic texts and authentic situations provides a basis for engagement in reading, which promotes comprehension. Students applied reading strategies in authentic ways, as the texts used for the intervention were the same texts on which they would be assessed in the Sociology module.

Glover (2014) points out that if students have a form of evaluation attached to the role play, they gain more from it. Because the texts used for the intervention were the same texts used for the Sociology module, the students were eager to engage with the texts and perform their assigned roles.

The role play also encouraged deep reading: a number of students reported reading deeply in order to perform their roles. This confirms and aligns with the benefits of role play and engaged reading that emanates from the affective and cognitive benefits thereof (Glover 2014; Guthrie & Wigfield 2000; SERC 2018). In other words, deep reading, or engaged reading, which can only be attained if appropriate strategies are used in a motivating way (Guthrie & Wigfield 2000), had been attained by a number of students. Guthrie and Wigfield (2000) argue that engaged readers are proficient and strategic readers. Thus, when students read deeply, they are engaged and use appropriate strategies to obtain meaning, thereby improving their reading comprehension.

Finally, a number of students reported increased and improved vocabulary use. According to Glover (2014) and Budden (2006), the world of the classroom is broadened to include the outside world during role play, thus offering a much wider range of language opportunities, increased vocabulary and improved reading proficiency.

Limitation

Although the study has reported on the benefits of a combined approach of role play and strategy instruction in improving reading comprehension and reading proficiency, the findings should be considered within the limitations of the study. In addition to the challenges of a quasi-experimental design in educational research, the study had no control group. Although this is acceptable in quasi-experimental studies in cases where it is not feasible, it limits the research findings. However, this limitation was counteracted by having three data sets to compare. A similar study with a control group would strengthen the findings of this study.

Conclusion

Using three data sets to determine the efficacy of the intervention, this study has shown that an approach of using role play within strategy instruction can help to improve reading comprehension. The pre-test and post-test results showed statistically significant improvement in students’ reading performance, which could be attributed to the intervention. The closed-ended and opened-ended questionnaire data corroborated the results of the post-test, with a majority of the students reporting improvements in their self-efficacy, their strategy use and, most importantly, their understanding of the texts. The approach seems to have contributed to an increase in students’ use of appropriate strategies, which helped to improve their reading comprehension. The role play provided an affective stance that promoted deep reading and independent reading that also contributed to deeper understanding and increased vocabulary. Furthermore, the attainment of comprehension cultivated in the students a desire to read more. It also increased their affective reading levels, which is important for engaged and deep reading. The students reported increased motivation to read and higher reading self-efficacy. However, the test results should be interpreted with caution, as the study was a one-group pre-post-test design without a control group. This article contributes to research on reading development at tertiary level and responds to the call to find innovative ways to improve students’ academic reading comprehension for better academic performance.
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TABLE 3: Questionnaire responses.

Section Pre-intervention Post-intervention

N Item Mean Standard deviation Cronbach’s alpha N Item Mean Standard deviation Cronbach’s alpha
Reading self-efficacy 366 17 BETS 0.645 0.896 255 10 2.092 0.447 0.787
Reading strategies 366 14 2.229 0.493 0.743 255 2.00 0.501 0.836
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TABLE 2: Paired t-test analysis of sections in the pre-tests and post-tests.

Section

Mean

Standard deviation

Standard error mean

ar

p-value

Cohen’s d
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Post-test
Pre-test
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Post-test
Pre-test
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Post-test
Pre-test
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Post-test
Pre-test

Section 5
Post-test
Pre-test

Section 6
Post-test

Pre-test

0.472

1513

0.155

0.347

2.083

0.948

1.947

3.667

1.836

1.680

8.031
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0.140
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0.315

3.364
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2.871
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3.013

192

192

192

192

192

192

0.001

0.000

0.241

0.005

0.000

0.003

0.242

0.413

0.085

0.207

0.259

0.217

Total
Post-total
Pre-total

5.518

11.139
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TABLE 1: Pre-test and post-test descriptive statistics.

Sections Pre-test Post-test Total marks
N Mean Standard deviation ~Standard error Mean  Standard deviation Standard error

Scrambled text Section 1 193 3.44 1776 0.128 3.91 1.407 0.101 5
Academic vocabulary Section 2 193 11.37 4.725 0.340 12.88 4.438 0.319 20
Graphic and visual information Section 3 193 4.70 2.009 0.145 4.85 1.989 0.143 8

Text type Section 4 193 3.62 1.482 0.107 3.96 1.305 0.094 5
Understanding texts Section 5 193 25878 11.271 0.811 27.79 10.438 0.751 46
Grammar and text relations Section 6 193 6.80 5.044 0.363 7.75 5.258 0.378 16

All sections Total 193 55.63 19.913 1.433 61.15 18.856 1.357 100
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