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Abstract

Background knowledge also known as prior knowledge is considered important during any reading
activity. The schema helps in organising the prior knowledge in such a way that activating it during
the reading process can be easy. This study investigated background knowledge as determinant of
students' academic performance in reading comprehension in Junior Secondary Schools in Akure
North Local Government Area of Ondo State. The study employed a descriptive design of the survey
type. A total number of 150 Junior Secondary School students selected through simple random

sampling technique constituted the sample for the study. A self-constructed questionnaire was used
to elicit information from the students. The result of the findings revealed that materials and
activities that can enrich the background knowledge of students are not available in schools. It also

revealed that materials that build prior knowledge are not available in the home environment of the
students. It is therefore recommended that materials which can develop the background knowledge
of students like newspapers and magazines should be made available in schools and homes.

Activities that can boost students' background knowledge should be encouraged and engaged both

in schools and at homes.

Keywords: Background knowledge, Prior knowledge, Schema, Reading comprehension, Home
environment.

Introduction though secondary school students can identify

English language has been given a
prominent role in Nigeria due to the multilingual
nature of the country. The National Policy on
Education (2008) regards it as one of the core
subjects to be offered in primary and secondary
schools. This means that it is a compulsory
subject that must be offered by primary school
pupils and secondary school students.

The teaching of English language is unique
as it is taught in aspects. These aspects include:
phonetics, comprehension, grammar, mechanics
and writing. Comprehension is taught in two
forms which are listening and reading
comprehension. Reading comprehension is an
aspect of English which entails a lot of things. It
is more than just being able to read the words that
make up the passage. It has been observed that

most of the words that constitute a passage, they
are practically at loss when it comes to making
meaning from the given text. When they come
across strange words, they tend to consult their
dictionaries for the meaning of such words
which hampers effective comprehension.
Besides, the author might decide to use a word in
a way different from the meaning given by the
dictionary. That is why the dictionary should not
be considered as the final authority when it
comes to the meaning of a word. In this wise, the
context in which a word is used can also help in
determining the meaning of words.

It has been observed that many find it
difficult to comprehend the text being read in the
reading comprehension class because they are
not familiar with most of the words they come
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across in the passage. This can be attributed to
insufficient background knowledge and low
vocabulary. Shubhada (2016) affirms that the
background knowledge of a child contributes
greatly to the learning process of the child.
Several researches that had been carried out on
background knowledge found that there are
relationship between learners' background
knowledge and achievement in reading. The
extent to which a learner understands a text
depends on the level of their background
knowledge. Johnson(1984) cited in Shubhada
(2016) says without prior knowledge, a complex
object such as text is not just difficult to
interpret; strictly speaking, it is meaningless. If
the background knowledge of the student is not
rich and robust, he/she will continue to struggle
in the reading comprehension class. For
comprehension to be fully achieved, the reader
needs to activate his/her background
knowledge.

Background knowledge also known as prior
knowledge plays important roles in reading
comprehension. It can as well be seen as the
major determinant of reading comprehension.
This is supported by Hirsch (2003) that the
background knowledge plays an enormous role
in reading comprehension. Background
knowledge can simply be referred to as all the
accumulated knowledge and experiences that
the reader is bringing into the reading activity. It
is what someone already knows about a subject
which will help him gain new information.

The role that background knowledge plays
in the reading process cannot be
overemphasized. It can be considered to be the
foundation on which the reading process is built
on. Itis assumed that one of the best predictors of
student's learning is what the student already
knows before studying new material or how
much background knowledge he/she has. The
level of smartness and reasoning ability of
students can be determined by the background
knowledge that the student has. Reading cannot
be said to have effectively taken place if the
student cannot understand the text. When the
student understands the text, he will be able to
reason and raise questions about it. This can be
impossible if the students do not have sufficient
background knowledge. Ross and Grant (2010)
say lack of background knowledge can have
impact on the students' ability to ask questions

and wonder. Neuman, Kaefa and Pinkhan (2014)
believe that background knowledge is essential
to reading comprehension. The more you know
about a topic, the easier it is to read a text,
understand it and retain the information. Several
factors can determine the level of students'
background knowledge.

The home background of the students can go
a long way in determining the level of their
background knowledge. It is assumed that a
child who comes from a home where reading is
considered an important activity will not have
the same level of background knowledge with
the one who doesn't engage in reading at home.
The socio-economic status of parents too can be
a determinant of the level of background
knowledge a child has.

Apart from these, the school has a major role
to play when it comes to building students'
background knowledge since the child spends
most of his/her time in school. The school is
supposed to be a place where students can easily
have access to books which they can't get at
home. Ava (2017) identifies seven advantages of
background knowledge to include: makes
learning easier, makes remembering -easier,
improves reading comprehension, improves
reading speed because you don't have to re-read
as often to understand the text, frees working
memory space to learn even more, increases the
accuracy of inferences you make from the text
and improves your problem solving abilities.
The building of background knowledge started
long before children came to school and will
continue even after they might have left the
school. Background knowledge can be built
through interaction with parents and other care
givers, through reading and interaction with
other students. According to Barile (2017), the
five ways in which teachers can help the students
build their background knowledge are: read
across the curriculum, use a variety of reading
materials from different sources, stock school
classroom libraries, plan field trips and organize
community services and other activities.

Activating prior knowledge is important as it
will enable the students to connect what they
know with what they are reading. Gunning
(2012) opines that when students and teachers
apply the schema theory to reading
comprehension; readers constantly connect their
background knowledge to the new knowledge in
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atext to help them make sense of reading.

Activating prior knowledge refers to the

activities and strategies use to bring out what

students already know about a topic (Fisher and

Frey, 2009). Background knowledge can be

activated in several ways. Ferlazo and

Syprieksky (2018) suggest four ways of

activating prior knowledge. According to them,

prior knowledge can be activated
through:Know-Want to know-Learned(K-W-

LChart), anticipation guides, multimedia and

preparatory text.Apart from these, Oyetunde

(2009) opines that pre-reading activities are of

crucial importance in activating pupils' relevant

schema. Yusuf (2011) identifies some activities
that may be relevant in helping teachers to
activate students' prior knowledge:

1. Asking pupils questions on the topic of the
text itself in order to brainstorm as to what
they expect the text to contain, which may be
continued, refuted or moderated later by the
text content.

2. Getting pupils to draw or label a diagram
related to the topic or text.

3. Asking the pupils to attempt the
comprehension questions before reading the
text.

4. Teacher drawing up his questions based on
the text as pre-questions on the subject
matter of the text.

5. Giving pupil a task centered on the problem,
the solution of which can be checked in the
text.

Statement of the Problem

The poor performance of students in reading
comprehension has called for concern among
the various education stakeholders. Observation
revealed that most of the students find it
extremely difficult to comprehend when given
passages from their recommended textbook.
Their inability to read can be linked to the level
of their prior knowledge. Apart from this, how
the students activate the prior knowledge in the
reading comprehension class is of great
importance. The researchers observed that most
of the teachers do not engage the students in
activities that can make them activate their
background knowledge. It is against this
background that this study tends to examine the
background knowledge as correlate of students'

academic performance in reading

comprehension.

Research Questions

The following research questions were raised in

this study:

1. Are students' background knowledge
activated in reading comprehension class™

2. Does home environment have any effect on
the students' background knowledge

3. Does the school engage in various activities
that can help in building students'
background knowledgeN

Methodology

This study employed descriptive research
design of the survey type. The population of the
study comprised of all Junior Secondary School
Students of Akure North Local Government
Area of Ondo State. The sample for the study
consists of 150 students who were selected
through simple random sampling technique
from some secondary schools in Akure North
Local Government Area of Ondo State.

A self-constructed questionnaire titled
“Questionnaire on Background Knowledge and
Academic Performance of Junior Secondary
School Students in Reading Comprehension
(QOBKAP)” was the instrument used for data
collection. The questionnaire consists of two
sections. Section A contained personal
information about respondents while section B
contained 20 items. The respondents were asked
to tick one out of the four options provided based
on their acceptance or rejection of the statement.

The face and content validity of the
instrument was ensured by experts in language
and specialists in Test and Measurement in the
Faculty of Education, Ekiti State University,
Ado-Ekiti. A test-retest method was used to
determine the reliability of the instrument within
an interval of two weeks and a reliability
coefficient of 0.71 was obtained which was
considered satisfactory enough. Data in this
study was analyzed using simple percentages.

Results

The results of the analysis of data obtained
from the administration of the questionnaire are
presented below.
Research Question 1: Is students' background
knowledge activated in reading comprehension
classN
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Table 1: Simple percentages showing activation of students' background knowledge in reading

comprehension class.
S/n Items Agree Disagree
Freq. | % Freq. | %

1. Teachers engage in pre -reading activities in reading | 39 26 111 74
comprehension class.

2. Teachers often link comprehension topics with prior 18 12 132 88
experience and knowledge of the students.

3 Dictionary is mostly used to find the meaning of difficult 88 58.7 | 62 41.3

words in comprehension class.

done in comprehension class.

4, My p erformance in reading comprehension will improve if 120 80 30 20
my background knowledge is activated in comprehension
class.

5. Activities that can help in activatin g prior knowledge are 70 46.7 | 80 53.3

6 Reading is enjoyable.

138 92 12 08

The above table showed that 26% of the
respondents agreed that teachers engage in pre-
reading activities in reading comprehension
class while 74% disagreed. Eighteen (12%)
respondents pointed out that teachers link new
topics in reading comprehension class with prior
experience and knowledge of the students while
88%disagreed with it. In the same vein88
representing 58.7% of the respondents stated
that dictionary is mostly used to find the
meaning of difficult words in reading
comprehension class while 62 representing

41.3% stated otherwise. One hundred and
twenty (80) % believed that their performance in
reading comprehension will improve if their
background knowledge is activated in
comprehension class while 30 (20%) believed
otherwise. Seventy respondents (46.7%) agreed
that activities that can help in activating prior
knowledge are done in comprehension class
while80 (53.3%) disagreed. Also, 138 (92%) of
the respondents found reading enjoyable while
12(8%) did not.

Research Question 2: Does home environment have any effect on the students' background

knowledge™
Table 2: Simple percentages showing students' home environment and the level of their background
knowledge.
S/n | Items Agree Disagree
Freq. | % Freq. | %
1. Reading newspaper at home has helped in building my background | 74 493 76 50.7
knowledge.
2. My parent/guardian buys all the recommended textbooks. 136 90.7 14 9.3
3. Listening to news helps me in reading comprehension. 129 86 21 14
4. My parents assist me when I have problem reading challenging 62 41.3 88 56.7
texts.
5. Watching educational programmes on television at home helps in 130 86.7 20 13.3
boosting my vocabulary.
6. Reading is an important activity in my home. 52 347 98 65.3
7. My exposure to articles in magazines helps to boost my 129 86 21 14
vocabulary.
8. I have access to many books apart from the recommended texts at 36 24 114 76
home.
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The table above indicated that 74
(49.3%) of the respondents asserted that reading
newspaper at home has helped in building their
background knowledge while 76 (50.7%) did
not find any improvement in their background
knowledge by reading newspaper. One hundred
and thirty-six representing 90.7%agreed that
their parents buy all the recommended textbook
while only 14 (9.3%) disagreed. Also, 129
(86%) respondents found listening to news
helpful in reading comprehension while 21
(14%)didn't. Only the parents of 62 (41.5%) of
the respondents assist them when they have
problem reading challenging text while the
parents of 88 (56.7%) did not.

The result also showed that 130
representing 86.7%of the respondents asserted
that watching educational programmes on the
television at home helps in boosting their
vocabulary while 20 (13.3%) disagreed. Fifty-
four (34.7%) claimed that reading is an
important activity in their homes while reading
is not considered an important activity in the
homes of 98(65.3%) of the respondents.
Exposure to magazines has helped to boost the
vocabulary of 129(86%) of the respondents
while reading magazine has no effect on the
vocabulary of 21 (14%) of the respondents.
Thirty-six (24%) have access to many books
apart from the recommended text at home while
76% did not.

Research Question 3: Does the school engage in various activities that can help in building

students' background knowledge

Table 3: Simple percentages showing school activities and the students' background knowledge.

S/n | Items Agree Disagree
Freq. | % Freq. | %

1. The school library is well stocked with books. 71 473 | 79 52.7

2. Regular excursions are undergone in my school. 45 30 105 70

3. Lack of good facilities in the library hinders reading. 120 80 30 20

4. Competitions that enhance reading are often organized in my 50 333 | 100 66.7

school
5. I have access to many books in the school. 72 48 78 52
6. The school environment is conducive for reading. 63 42 87 58

The above table revealed that 71
representing 47.3% of the respondents agreed
that the school library is well stocked with books
while 79 (52.7%) disagreed. Regular excursions
are undergone in the schools of 45 (30%) of the
respondents while this is not done in the school
of 105 (70%) of the respondents. One hundred
and twenty representing 80% agreed that lack of
good facilities in the library hinders reading
while 30 (20%)s disagreed. Fifty (33.3%) agreed
that competitions that enhance reading are often
organized in their school while 100(66.7%)
disagreed. Seventy-two (48%) claimed that they
have access to many books in the school while
78 (52%) didn't. Sixty-three (42%) of the
respondents agreed that the school environment
is conducive for reading while 87 of the
respondents representing 58% disagreed.

Discussion

The findings of this study revealed that
teachers do not engage the students in pre-
reading activities which can activate the
background knowledge of the students during
the reading process. The result also showed
previous experience and knowledge of the
students are not often linked with the
comprehension topic and dictionaries which are
not supposed to be used are mostly used to find
the meaning of difficult words in class. The
importance of activating background
knowledge is recognized by the students as they
believe that their performance in reading
comprehension will improve if activation of
their background knowledge is done in reading
comprehension class. This correlates with the
findings of Nmadumelu (2016) who found that
students whose background knowledge were
activated in comprehension class performed
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better than their counterparts whose prior
knowledge were not activated. The results of the
findings also corroborate with that of Shubhada
(2016) who found that activating the
background knowledge of the students helped in
facilitating their reading comprehension skills.

In building the background knowledge of the
students, newspapers have been found to be of
immense benefit as they contain register of
diverse fields. It is quite saddening that most
parents don't make newspapers available to their
children at home. In addition, students prefer to
surf the internet to reading newspapers at home.
This is also shown in the findings of Igbokwe,
Obidike and Ezeji (2012) that most Nigerian
students don't read newspapers and magazines at
home. The result showed that most of the
students do not have access to newspaper at
home. It is evident from the study that listening
to news, watching educational programmes and
reading magazines help to boost the vocabulary
of the students. Finally, the result revealed that
libraries in schools are not equipped with books
and students hardly go on excursions. Also,
schools do not organize competitions that can
facilitate reading.

Conclusion

The findings of this study revealed that
background knowledge is a major determinant
of students' academic performance in reading
comprehension. This can be achieved if the
materials necessary for building the background
knowledge and vocabulary of the students are
made available both in school and at home.

Recommendations
The following recommendations were made

based on the findings of this study:

1. Materials such as magazines, trade books
and newspapers should be made available to
students both at home and in school in order
to enrich their background knowledge
which will in turn improve their
performance in reading comprehension.

2. Parents should encourage their children to
listen to news and watch educational
programmes at home as they provide
avenues for learning new words which will
be of great benefit to them in reading
comprehension class,

3. Activities that can aid the activation of
background knowledge should be used by
teachers in reading comprehension class.
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