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Can Cloze Tests Really Improve Second
Language Learners’ Reading
Comprehension Skills?
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ABSTRACT

Cloze testing is a widely-used procedure to test learners’ reading comprehension in learning a
language, but little is known if it can really improve learners’ reading comprehension skills. This
paper attempts to seek answers to this question by comparing the cloze test scores of two groups
of students (Experimental versus Control) undertaking Chinese Second Language (CSL) and
measuring their Z-score differences. The paper intends to find out if the Experimental Group
which received one cloze test per week for a whole school term of 10-week duration could achieve
better reading comprehension test results than the Control Group which received no extra cloze
tests in between the first and last week of the term. The subjects were 26, Year 10 students aged
between 14-15 years old from an independent K-12 boys’ school in Melbourne, Australia. They
were randomly divided into two separate groups with identical proficiency level in CSL. The cloze
tests selected for this study were from the textbook series entitled Boya Chinese-Elementary Start
Vol.2 (Li, et al., 2005), which were appropriate to the proficiency level of the subjects. Data were
collected in class after each cloze test. Analysis of the data was conducted at the inter-group level
examining the standard deviation and Z-scores of each group. The study found that there was not
much difference between the two groups. Implications for teaching reading in CSL were
discussed, which could also apply to the teaching of reading in other Languages Other Than
English (LOTE).

Keywords: Cloze tests; reading comprehension; Chinese Second Language (CSL); Languages Other Than English
(LOTE)

INTRODUCTION

he cloze test, also known as the cloze procedure, has been in practice in language teaching for more
than half a century. It was first introduced by Taylor (1953) who intended to measure English native-

speaker children’s text readability. To complete a cloze test, the test-taker is required “to reproduce
accurately a part deleted from a 'message’ (any language product), by deciding from the context that remains, what
the missing part should be” (p. 416). In the early 1970s, the cloze test was popularised by Oller (1973) for
measuring proficiency in English as a Second Language (ESL). Since then, it has been regarded as a reliable
instrument for measuring ESL proficiency (Alderson, 1979; Bachman, 1982).

A review of the existing literature reveals that there are basically three broad areas in which the research on
the cloze test has been conducted. The first broad area is related to the structure of the cloze test, e.g., test formats
(Helfeldt, et al., 1986; Sachs, et al., 1997), deletion rate (Alderson, 1979; Woods, et al., 1998; Brown, 2002), scoring
methods (Henk and Helfeldt, 1985; Hadley and Naaykens, 1997; Litz and Smith, 2006) or comparing the cloze test
with other measures (Klein-Braley and Raatz, 1982; Grotjahn, 1987; Woods, et al., 1998).

The second broad area is related to the application of the cloze test. It is claimed that the cloze test can not
only measure ESL/EFL proficiency (Fotos, 1989; Kumagai, 1977) but also ESL/EFL discourse competence
(Takanashi, 2008), grammar-based proficiency (Hadley and Naaykens, 1997), EFL language ability (Kimie, 1983),
reading behaviour (Rye, 1982; Powell, 1988) and ESL reading comprehension (Weaver, 1979; Jonz, 1991,
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Yamashita, 1994; Fletcher, 2006; Paris, 2007). Besides, the cloze test can also be used for plagiarism detection
(Glatt and Haertel, 1982; Standing and Gorassini, 1989), predicating interpreting and translation proficiency
(Donahoe and Lim, 2007), comparing human versus machine translation (Sinaiko and Klare, 1972, 1973; Harold
and Wild, 2000), evaluating instructional programs (Bormuth, 1967), for reading recovery (Wheldall, et al., 1995),
improving reading skills in adult deaf (Ferrer, et al., 2002), evaluating the reading of hearing impaired children
(Girgin, 2007) or aphasic adults (Bogdanoff and Katz, 1983) or evaluating readability of the pharmacy-relevant
reading materials (Miller and DeWitt, 2009), the health leaflets (Wilson, et al., 1997) or the reading materials
concerning tourism (Woods, et al., 1998).

The third broad area where the cloze test research has focused its attention on is to critically review the
cloze test and further refine its procedure. For instance, it was found that the deletion rate could affect test-takers’
performance (Alderson, 1979); different word deletion could end up with different test results (Brown, 2002);
shorter passages could make the cloze test less reliable (Woods, et al., 1998); and some test-takers would be
frustrated by the cloze test in comparison with other measures (Hecker, et al., 1980). Following these critical
reviews, modification of the original cloze test format has been made or alternative measures have been introduced.

Although numerous studies have been undertaken to refine the cloze procedure, very little is known if the
cloze test per se can improve CSL students’ reading comprehension skills. The present study attempts to take a
closer look at this issue and find answers to this question.

The significance of this study is that it will help refine our current understanding of the cloze test and
provide us with some insight into the function of the cloze test in the teaching of not only CSL but also other LOTE.
This study will make a contribution to the function of the cloze test by way of bridging the gap in the literature
where the three broad areas of research stated previously have not touched otherwise.

METHODS
Subjects

The subjects of this study were 26 senior secondary school students aged between 14 and15 from an
independent boys’ school in Melbourne, Australia. Among them, 88% were born in Australia and 4% in the United
States of America, Singapore and China respectively. In the case of the latter, although the birthplace was in China,
the subject did not reside there for over 12 months nor receive any formal education in Chinese in a school in China;
therefore, he is qualified to be a CSL learner by following the selection criteria specified in the Study Design for
Chinese Second Language (2008-2010) by the Victorian Curriculum and Assessment Authority (VCAA, 2008). As
far as the length of learning CSL in Australia is concerned, 50% of the subjects have studied CSL for 3 years before
commencing this case study and 50% for more than 3 years. However, one noticeable point about these two groups
is that the subjects from the Experimental Group have a slightly longer history of learning CSL in comparison with
the Control Group as 31% of the subjects from the Experimental Group have studied CSL for 3 years and 69% for
over 3 years, but this situation is reversed in the Control Group (i.e., 69% for 3 years and 31% for over 3 years). In
this case, the Experimental Group seems to have an advantage over the Control Group in terms of length of learning
CSL, so it would be logical to think that the Experimental Group’s test results should be better than that of the
Control Group. Whether this holds true is also to be explored in this study.

Materials

Used in this study were 10 cloze tests developed from the textbook series entitled Boya Chinese (Li, et al.,
2005) published by Peking University Press. The volume selected is Boya Chinese - Elementary Start Vol.2 which is
most suitable for the subjects of this study as it has a similar entry vocabulary requirement (approximately 500
characters) to the prescribed textbook Hanyu Jiaocheng Book 2, Part 1 (Yang, et al., 2003) used by the subjects;
therefore, the selection is appropriate to the proficiency level of the subjects.

There were totally 156 test papers prepared for this stud%/ with the Experimental Group having attempted
130 and the Control Group 26. The deletion rate was every 7" character in a chosen passage and there were
approximately 30-35 items in each character passage. This restriction was necessary due to the fact that the subjects
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had to complete each cloze test within one contact period of 40-minute duration timetabled in the existing
curriculum setup. All the cloze passages in this study were scored using both exact-answer scoring and acceptable-
answer scoring methods.

Procedures

Two Year 10 Chinese classes (n=16 vs. n=13) were invited to participate in this study at the beginning of
Term 3, 2009. A 14-item questionnaire was given to all of them to assess their language background. The factors
considered include birth place, residence, length of learning CSL, language spoken at home and so on. The results of
the survey showed that although all 29 students were qualified as the CSL learners by following the selection criteria
published by VCAA (2008), 3 of them from the first class (n=16) either studied Chinese outside school for more
than 10 years before entering Year 10 or spoke Mandarin at home; therefore, these 3 students were excluded from
the data. Finally, 13 from each class were chosen to participate in this study. This made the comparison of data fairer
and more comparable. The class which was reduced its size from 16 to 13 was nominated as Experimental Group
and the other which had 13 in its original composition was nominated as Control Group. Both groups were given a
cloze test at the beginning of Term 3, 2009 and after 10 weeks of study, they were given another cloze test of which
the degree of difficulty in content was progressively increased in comparison with the first test. One significant
difference concerning the Experimental Group was that they were given eight extra cloze tests between the first and
the 10" cloze tests whereas the Control Group was given none in between. This was deliberate because it was
intended to find out if the Experimental Group could actually do better in the 10" cloze test in comparison with the
Control Group.

Test score standardisation

After all the cloze test scores from both groups were tabulated, the raw scores had to be standardised in
order to make the comparison of the test scores achieved by both groups comparable. There were three sets of scores
used in this process: the aggregate mean, the standard deviation and the Z-scores. In this study, as using the former
two could only allow us to compare scores within the normal distribution, we have to use Z-scores, because Z-scores
allow us to compare two scores that are from different distributions with different means and standard deviations.

DATA PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS

The repertoire of the data collected during the 10-week teaching period contained the scores of 156 cloze
test papers undertaken by the two groups. These scores were timely recorded after each test using the Excel
worksheet. Z-scores were derived from each test score based on the aggregate mean and the standard deviation of
each group. Below are the results of the Experimental Group:

Table 1: Test results achieved by the Experimental Group

Experimental Group Cloze Test 1 Z-Scores Cloze Test 10 Z-Scores Changes in Z-Scores Direction
1 63 1.28 45 0.45 -0.83
2 50 0.56 70 1.70 +1.14
3 37 -0.17 38 0.10 +0.27
4 57 0.95 40 0.20 -0.75
5 47 0.39 35 -0.05 -0.44
6 23 -0.96 15 -1.05 -0.09
7 30 -0.56 25 -0.55 +0.01
8 20 -1.13 13 -1.15 -0.02
9 17 -1.29 8 -1.40 -0.11
10 33 -0.40 25 -0.55 -0.15
11 30 -0.56 40 0.20 +0.76
12 37 -0.17 38 0.10 +0.27
13 77 2.07 75 1.95 -0.12
mean 40.1 35.9
sd. 17.8 20.0
Group Overall Change -0.06
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Table 1 above shows the results of Cloze Test 1 and 10 attempted by the Experimental Group. Checking
the Z-scores of each individual within the Experimental Group, we can see that although there are some Z-score
changes upwards among the individuals within this group, the overall change of Z-scores, as far as the entirely
group is concerned, is going downwards reaching 0.06 standard deviation below the aggregate mean. Now, let us
compare it with the Control Group:

Table 2: Test results achieved by the Control Group

Control Group Cloze Test 1 Z-Scores Cloze Test 10 | Z-Scores Changes in Z-Scores Direction
1 20 -0.88 10 -1.05 -0.17
2 43 0.27 45 1.07 +0.80
3 17 -1.03 8 -1.17 -0.14
4 83 2.27 60 1.98 -0.29
5 33 -0.23 35 0.46 +0.69
6 27 -0.53 20 -0.45 +0.08
7 23 -0.73 18 -0.57 +0.16
8 37 -0.03 18 -0.57 -0.54
9 60 1.12 38 0.64 -0.48
10 17 -1.03 8 -1.17 -0.14
11 63 1.27 45 1.07 -0.20
12 30 -0.38 18 -0.57 -0.19
13 37 -0.03 33 0.34 +0.37
mean 37.7 27.4
sd. 20.0 16.5
Group Overall -0.05
Change

Table 2 above shows the Z-scores in both tests attempted by the Control Group. Similarly to the
Experimental Group, there are some movements of Z-scores among the individual members of the group upwards
from the first test to the last, but when the Z-scores of both tests were combined, we have found that the overall
change of Z-scores in both tests attempted by the Control Group is going down reaching 0.05 standard deviation
below the aggregate mean. This means that there is no much difference between the two groups’ Z-scores (-0.06 vs.
-0.05).

Now let us compare the two groups’ Z-scores from another angle to see if there is any difference between
the two groups. Consider

Table 3: Comparison of Z-Scores of Cloze Test 1 and 10 Combined Attempted by both Groups

Changes in Z-Scores of Tests 1 & 10 .
Group Member : - : Changes in Z-Scores of Tests 1 & 10
IOID Combined Achlévr%dugy Experimental Combirgled Achieved by Control Group
1 -0.83 -0.17
2 +1.14 +0.80
3 +0.27 -0.14
4 -0.75 -0.29
5 -0.44 +0.69
6 -0.09 +0.08
7 +0.01 +0.16
8 -0.02 -0.54
9 -0.11 -0.48
10 -0.15 -0.14
11 +0.76 -0.20
12 +0.27 -0.19
13 -0.12 +0.37
Group’s Overall Sd. Above Mean 38% 38%
Group’s Overall Sd. Below Mean 62% 62%
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Table 3 above shows the up-and-down movement of the Z-scores close to the aggregate mean of Cloze Test
1 and 10 combined attempted by both groups. It is clearly indicated that the percentage of the up movement of the
Z-scores achieved by the Experimental Group is the same as the Control Group and the same holds true for the
down movement of the Z-scores of each group. This means that, ultimately, there is no difference between the two
groups as far as the changes in Z-scores are concerned.

FINDINGS

It has been found in this study that cloze tests per se do not help CSL learners achieve better results in
reading comprehension tests. As shown in this study, the Z-scores of the Experimental Group which has undertaken
the cloze test five times more than the Control Group, yet their Z-scores are more or less the same as those of the
Control Group. This finding is significant as it clearly indicates that the more cloze tests one sits for does not mean
that one will do better in reading comprehension tests. This has busted the myth that the more one does the better
one can be, which has influenced people not only in the field of language study but also in many other fields as well.

The second important finding of this study is that the length of learning CSL does not automatically
produce a better reader in the target language. On average, the Experimental Group has a record of longer years of
learning CSL, but their final test results are almost the same as the Control Group. This will make us re-think about
the thought that the longer one spends time learning a language, the better one will be good at it. The truth is that all
will depend upon how well it is taught and learnt rather than how long it has been practised.

IMPLICATIONS FOR TEACHING READING IN CSL AND OTHER LOTE

The findings of this study imply that good reading comprehension skills need to be taught rather than by
attempting a number of different cloze tests. Then, the question remains: what reading strategies can help CSL and
other LOTE students gain good reading comprehension skills? Lehr and Osborn (2005) reported that based on a
review of 205 studies, the National Reading Panel (2000) identified 16 categories of reading strategies among which
comprehension monitoring, using graphic and semantic organisers, using the structure of stories, answering
questions, generating questions, and summarising seemed to be the most effective; therefore, it is suggested that
these reading strategies should be adopted and taught in CSL and other LOTE. To be more specific, CSL and other
LOTE students should be taught Question-Answer Relationships (GAR) (Raphael, 1986) which focuses on helping
students learn to ask themselves questions about what they read. They should also be taught Transactional Strategy
Instruction (TSI) which helps students link their prior knowledge to a text through discussion and in the meantime
involves themselves in constructing meaning as a result of the group discussion (Brown and Coy-Ogan, 1993;
Schuder, 1993; Brown, et al., 1996).

Other effective reading strategies relevant here include: Concept-Oriented Reading Instruction (CORID)
(Guthrie, et al., 1996, 1999, 2000), Students Achieving Independent Learning (SAIL) (Pressley, et al., 1992),
Summarising-Contextualising-Inferring-Monitoring-Corroborating (SCIM-C) (Hicks, et al., 2004) and Survey-
Question-Read-Recite-Review-Reflect (SQ4R) (Richardson and Morgan, 1997). In addition, the Mind Map
technique originated by Buzan (2000) should also be taught in CSL and other LOTE classrooms because it is an
effective strategy in learning which can help learners organise their reading materials through symbols, signs and
colour, which will enhance their memory of the materials read.

CONCLUSION

Considering the extra number of cloze tests the Experimental Group attempted between the first and the
last test within the 10-week teaching period and the time and effort this group has put into learning CSL, it is
disappointing to see the test results the Experimental Group has achieved. The subjects in the Experimental Group
have literally achieved no more than what those in the Control Group have achieved within the same timeframe.
This finding is very significant because it suggests that the cloze test which is regarded as a good tool for improving
students’ reading comprehension skills may be a perception only. The fact is that it is not true; therefore, it is time
for us to re-focus on the teaching of the claimed effective reading strategies in order to improve CSL and other
LOTE learners’ reading comprehension.
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