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Abstract: The aim of this study is to examine the relationship between the variables need for
structure and reading comprehension skill in a foreign language. Specifically it aims to identify
differences in the scores of examined variables in the following categories: foreign language (EN,
DE) and faculty (pf, ff, fpv, combi). For this reason, research was carried out in which 221
university students at CPU in Nitra participated. The PNS scale (Thomson et al., 2001) and tests
of foreign language competence were used. The results showed that desire for structure correlates
with reading comprehension skill negatively in the case of students of the Faculty of Arts. Need
for structure correlates with study years of foreign language negatively in the case of students of
the Faculty of Education. Statistically significant differences were proven in personal need for
structure and response to lack of structure between the students of the Faculty of Arts and Natural
Sciences.
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INTRODUCTION

The subject, personal need for structure,
has been frequently examined in scientific
literature, but mostly in terms of the relation-
ship between personal need for structure and
stereotypes, bias, ambiguity, tolerance, in-
tolerance to ambiguity, anxiety or rigidity
(Neuberg, Newsom, 1993; Sarmány-Schuller,
1999; Kruglanski, Webster, 1996, 200; Stangor,
2000; Thomson et al., 2001, and others). How-
ever, in the context of the linguistics vari-

able, the personal need for structure has not
yet been explored deeply or analyzed in
relation to reading comprehension skill.
Stranovská et al. (2013) proved a negative
relationship between the need for structure
and verbal intelligence (the lower the per-
sonal need for structure, the higher verbal
intelligence, see Stranovská et al., 2013).

Reading comprehension in a foreign lan-
guage does not represent a uniform process.
It is affected by language and cognitive pro-
cesses. Ehlers (1998), through her findings,
pointed out that the studies explaining or
dealing with the effect of linguistic and cog-
nitive variables on reading comprehension
skill in a foreign language are absent. She
sees further exploration in studies explain-
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ing the relationships between cognitive and
linguistic variables.

The focus of this study is to find out if
there is a relationship between reading com-
prehension skill in a foreign language and
need for structure as an individual’s catego-
rization activity. We want to investigate
whether reading comprehension skill (un-
derstanding of texts written in foreign lan-
guages) is related to the desire for structure
(simple organization of foreign-language
texts) or is related to the response to lack of
structure (response to cognitive load or re-
sponse to unpredictable situations). Further-
more, we investigate the differences between
the examined variables in the categories –
language (English EN and German DE) and
faculty – (Faculty of Education pf, Faculty
of Arts ff, Faculty of Natural Sciences fpv
and their combination combi). The major pro-
grams for which the students enrolled were
teaching programs in the natural sciences,
education, and arts. Foreign language study
programs were minor obligatory courses in
English and German languages, called En-
glish for Specific Academic Purposes or Ger-
man for Specific Academic Purposes.

A  NEED  FOR  STRUCTURE
AND

READING  COMPREHENSION  SKILL

The cognitive individual variable personal
need for structure is characterized by the
representation of simplified information, gen-
eralization of previous experiences (Markus,
Zajonc, 1985; Allport, 1954; Abelson, 1981;
Bruner, 1957; Fiske, Taylor, 1991), organizing
information into less complex categories,
which an individual uses in new and ambigu-
ous situations to preserve or keep his/her
certainty (Neuberg, Newsom, 1993).

The research on personal need for structure
is mainly associated with variables like stereo-
types and bias (Neuberg, Newsom, 1993;
Sarmány-Schuller, 1999; Stangor, 2000). A high
need for structure is related to the need for
rapid, simple and exact responses and for di-
verting away from uncertain or ambiguous
information (Kruglanski, Webster, 1996, 2000;
Webster, Kruglanski, 1994). The individual
feels uncomfortable and uncertain in uncer-
tain situations (Thompson et al., 2001; Neuber
et al., 1997; Neuberg, Newsom, 1993).

Neuberg and Newsom (1993) identified two
conceptually different factors of need for
structure – desire for structure (F1, to have
a structured environment) and response to
lack of structure (F2, an individual’s response
to lack of structure in a specific situation).

The first factor – desire for structure is
referred to as the extent to which individuals
want to establish a structure in their daily
lives. Individuals with a high desire for struc-
ture prefer clear and structured way of life
and a certain place for everything. The sec-
ond factor – response to lack of structure is
referred to as the extent to which individuals
respond to unstructured, unpredictable situ-
ations. Individuals who expressively dislike
uncertain situations or changes in their plans
at the last moment achieve a high score in
the response to lack of structure. The re-
sults of research studies conducted by
Neuberg and Newsom (1993) indicate that
both factors of the PNS scale are in different
relationships to various individual features:
response to lack of structure correlates with
neuroticism and introversion, while desire
for structure does not.

Steinmetz et al. (2011) proved that there is a
stronger relationship between a rigidity scale
and the factor desire for structure than the
factor response to lack of structure. It can be
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explained by the fact that the first factor is
mainly focused on “the need”, or personal
desire for a structured and known environment
(situations), while the second factor is focused
on “the response”, or response to an unstruc-
tured and uncertain environment (situations).
He also proved that the factor response to lack
of structure correlates with adaptability. He
reasoned this because of  the fact that re-
sponse is closer to the way people “think” or
how they negotiate with an unstable environ-
ment (situations). A higher personal need for
structure may represent lower adaptability
and flexibility.

The psycholinguistic model of Goodman
(1967, 1971) and Smith (1971) has a determin-
ing influence on the research of the linguis-
tic variable foreign-language reading com-
prehension skill in cognitive psychology
and linguistics. Goodman’s universal hy-
pothesis “reading in a mother tongue and
in a foreign language are identical pro-
cesses” stimulates the researchers to verify
the following hypotheses:

1. Interdependency hypothesis: Reading
comprehension skill in a foreign language
depends on the cognitive skill of reading in
the mother tongue, which the individual re-
ceives during development of the mother
tongue (Bernhard, 1991; Coady, 1979;
Hudson, 1982; Lee, Musumeci, 1988; Sarig,
1987; Eysenck, Keane, 2008; Sternberg, 2009).

2. Linguistic threshold hypothesis: Read-
ing comprehension skill in a foreign language
depends on language competence in that
language. A student of a foreign language
has to obtain a certain degree of control over
a foreign language, or to overcome a lan-
guage barrier in order to understand a text
(Clarke, 1980; Cziko, 1978; Eskey, 1973;
Devine, 1987; Allen et al., 1988; Rickheit et
al., 2007; Rickheit et al., 2008).

Ehlers (1998) confirmed in her studies that
the reading comprehension skill of foreign
language students is not developed suffi-
ciently. She stated that we could not expressly
confirm whether reading comprehension skill
is related to cognitive skill of reading in a
mother tongue or whether it is related to for-
eign language competence. It is therefore as-
sociated with other factors such as learning
context, target group, or the relationship be-
tween a source and a target language. She
perceives the core of reading comprehension
skill of the foreign language students as a
degree of text understanding or misunder-
standing. Steffensen et al. (1979), Taylor
(1979), Johnson (1982), Carrell (1983),
Steffensen (1986), McVee et al. (2005),
Sternberg (2009) and others claim that for-
eign language knowledge is not sufficient
for reading comprehension in that language;
a reader needs have relevant general knowl-
edge for a full text understanding. Accord-
ing to Ehlers (1998), the degree of text under-
standing depends on whether a reader dis-
poses of a text schema and to what extent
he/she can activate it. It is important for a
reader not only to activate the received
knowledge but also to use it and to connect
it with new knowledge.

We assume that the intersection of the
variables personal need for structure and
reading comprehension skill may be con-
nected to schema theory. Eysenck and
Keane (2008) and Sternberg (2009) consider
the schema theory essential in reading com-
prehension because it has a positive influ-
ence on understanding a text. It includes
general knowledge files, i.e. knowledge about
the world, events, people and their behav-
iors which we use in reading and listening
comprehensions. According to Sternberg
(2009), the schema theory is incidental to the
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processes of perception “top-down theo-
ries”, focusing on the cognitive processes
of higher levels, existing knowledge and ex-
pectations. Only afterwards do they move
down to sensory information such as per-
ception stimuli. Through interaction it leads
to information exchange which influences
the creation of mental representation itself
on certain level. In the process of understand-
ing, a reader creates relationships between
entities and events mentioned in the sen-
tence, whereby he/she uses knowledge
saved in the long-term memory. If some in-
formation is not explicitly explained in the
sentence, the reader has to draw on it through
deduction or inference. In the case of misun-
derstanding, the reader does not know how
to use knowledge and tends to assimilate
the text. We assume that the way to deal with
the uncertainty is related to the need for
structure. An individual tends to obtain cer-
tainty through text modification into simpler
forms; he/she wishes to avoid cognitive load
in order to eliminate misunderstanding in
dependence on language competence.

Recent studies (McVee et al., 2005;
Schwarzová, 2009; Chan, Rao, 2010, and oth-
ers) are focused on sociocultural and intercul-
tural aspects. According to Schwarzová
(2009), situational context and the recipient’s
general knowledge are essential for text under-
standing. Chan and Rao (2010) claim that
schema consists of events or situational lay-
ers. McVee et al. (2005) present schema as ex-
isting knowledge, topic knowledge, prior and
previous knowledge with sociocultural back-
ground based on discourse. In other words,
schema is presented as a cultural tool used in
relevant situations. According to McVee et al.
(2005), the schema theory explains why a
reader understands foreign texts with diffi-
culty. Cultural differences exist between a

reader and a text and also a different structure
of knowledge are mutually dependent in de-
termining a level of text understanding. He
sees a reason for misunderstanding foreign
language texts in the process of reading in
reader’s ungovernableness of essential cul-
tural tools such as historical narratives.

We consider the support of students’ in-
tercultural consciousness to be essential for
the understanding of foreign language texts.
It depends on the student’s knowledge struc-
ture whether he/she is dependent on simple
schemas or if he/she is able to connect re-
ceived knowledge with new knowledge and
also use it appropriately in the situational
context of the culture of the target language.

METHOD

Participants

Research was carried out at Constantine
the Philosopher University in Nitra (CPU in
Nitra) during the academic years 2011/2012,
2012/2013 and 2013/2014. It was attended by
221 students from different major study pro-
grams (students from the Faculty of Arts,
Faculty of Natural Sciences and from the
Faculty of Education). During their major
study programs they had to be enrolled for a
minor obligatory foreign language course
(Foreign language for specific academic pur-
poses – English/German). They were full-time
students in the second year of study. The
average age of students was 20.5 years. The
students studied English for 9 years and
German for 8 years on average.

Hypotheses

We assume a) a negative relationship be-
tween need for structure and reading com-
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prehension skill in a foreign language and
b) that there are no differences between the
examined categories (language or faculty) in
terms of the score of examined variables
(Reading comprehension, F1, F2 and PNS).
These assumptions were verified by correla-
tion analysis. We also used multivariate
analysis of variance (MANOVA) for testing
global null hypotheses stating:

H01: The values of variables in a vector
of variables (Reading comprehension, F1 -
desire for structure, F2 - response to lack
of structure and PNS - personal need for
structure) do not depend on language (EN,
DE);

H02: The values of variables in a vector
of variables (Reading comprehension, F1,
F2 and PNS) do not depend on field of
study – affiliation to faculty (pf - Faculty of
Education, ff - Faculty of Arts, fpv - Fac-
ulty of Natural Sciences and their combi-
nation - combi).

Measures

PNS Scale (Authors: Thomson et al., 2001)
– Personal need for structure arises from the
assumption that the ability to reduce the
uncertainty of a situation and cognitive load
or to manage simplified information is con-
nected with managing new situations. The
scale consists of 12 items. We used the Slo-
vak version of the PNS Scale (Author:
Sarmány-Schuller, 1999). The PNS construct
is based on a two-factor conception of per-
sonal need for structure:

1) desire for structure (sub-factor F1),
2) response to lack of structure (sub-fac-

tor F2).
Test of foreign language competence –

English, German. It tests foreign language
competence and reading comprehension skill

in a foreign language. The test consists of
74 items and measures the individual’s abil-
ity in morphology, syntax, lexicology, culture
studies, and reading comprehension. Tests
(for the English and German language) were
designed according to ISED 3 level B1/B2
for the entrance exams for studying foreign
languages (English and German) at
Constantine the Philosopher University in
Nitra.

ANALYSES  AND  RESULTS

Table 1 depicts statistically significant cor-
relations between examined variables – F1,
F2, PNS, reading comprehension skill, lan-
guage competence and years of study. Rela-
tionships between examined variables are
investigated separately for English and Ger-
man. For English, the coefficients of correla-
tion matrix (Table 2a) show a statistically sig-
nificant positive relationship between foreign
language competence and reading compre-
hension skill in a foreign language (r = .57)
and a statistically significant negative rela-
tionship between desire for structure and
number of years of learning English (r =
-.19). For German, the coefficients of the cor-
relation matrix (Table 2b) show a statistically
significant positive relationship between for-
eign language competence and reading
comprehension skill in a foreign language
(r = .78) and a statistically significant nega-
tive relationship between desire for struc-
ture and foreign language competence (r = -
.21).

We also investigated (Table 3a, 3b, 3c, 3d)
the relationships between examined variables
according to the affiliation to faculty (pf -
Faculty of Education, ff - Faculty of Arts,
fpv - Faculty of Natural Sciences and their
combination - combi).
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Table 1. Correlation matrix of examined variables – all participants (n = 221)

 
Years 
of FL 

Language 
competence 

Reading 
comprehension F1 F2 PNS 

Years of FL  1.00  0.00  0.04 -0.16* -0.07 -0.13 
Language competence  0.00  1.00  0.69** -0.08  0.01 -0.03 
Reading comprehension  0.04  0.69**  1.00 -0.06  0.00 -0.03 
F1 -0.16* -0.08 -0.06  1.00  0.43**  0.79** 
F2 -0.07  0.01  0.00  0.43**  1.00  0.90*** 
PNS -0.13 -0.03 -0.03  0.79**  0.90***  1.00 
Legend: Years of FL – number of years of foreign language learning, Language competence – score 
of the foreign language competence test, Reading comprehension – score of the reading compre-
hension test, F1 – desire for structure, F2 – response to lack of structure, PNS – personal need for 
structure 
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 
 

Table 2a. Correlation matrix of examined variables – English language (n = 121)

 
Years 
of FL 

Language 
competence 

Reading 
comprehension F1 F2 PNS 

Years of FL  1.00 -0.06 -0.03 -0.19* -0.08 -0.15 
Language competence -0.06  1.00  0.57**  0.05  0.04  0.05 
Reading comprehension -0.03  0.57**  1.00  0.06  0.05  0.06 
F1 -0.19*  0.05  0.06  1.00  0.39*  0.77** 
F2 -0.08  0.04  0.05  0.39*  1.00  0.89*** 
PNS -0.15  0.05  0.06  0.77**  0.89***  1.00 
Legend: Years of FL – number of years of foreign language learning, Language competence – score 
of the foreign language competence test, Reading comprehension – score of the reading compre-
hension test, F1 – desire for structure, F2 – response to lack of structure, PNS – personal need for 
structure 
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 
 
Table 2b. Correlation matrix of examined variables – German language (n = 100)

 
Years 
of FL 

Language 
competence 

Reading 
comprehension F1 F2 PNS 

Years of FL  1.00  0.00  0.06 -0.11 -0.07 -0.10 
Language competence  0.00  1.00  0.78** -0.21* -0.05 -0.13 
Reading comprehension  0.06  0.78**  1.00 -0.18 -0.07 -0.13 
F1 -0.11 -0.21* -0.18  1.00  0.49**  0.81** 
F2 -0.07 -0.05 -0.07  0.49**  1.00  0.91*** 
PNS -0.10 -0.13 -0.13  0.81**  0.91***  1.00 
Legend: Years of FL – number of years of foreign language learning, Language competence – score 
of the foreign language competence test, Reading comprehension – score of the reading compre-
hension test, F1 – desire for structure, F2 – response to lack of structure, PNS – personal need for 
structure 
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 
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Table 3a. Correlation matrix of examined variables – Faculty of Natural Sciences

 
Years 
of FL 

Language 
competence 

Reading 
comprehension F1 F2 PNS 

Years of FL  1.00 -0.10 -0.01 -0.29 -0.14 -0.25 
Language competence -0.10  1.00  0.57**  0.23  0.17  0.24 
Reading comprehension -0.01  0.57**  1.00  0.19 -0.03  0.09 
F1 -0.29  0.23  0.19  1.00  0.37*  0.79** 
F2 -0.14  0.17 -0.03  0.37*  1.00  0.86** 
PNS -0.25  0.24  0.09  0.79**  0.86**  1.00 
Legend: Years of FL – number of years of foreign language learning, Language competence – score 
of the foreign language competence test, Reading comprehension – score of the reading compre-
hension test, F1 – desire for structure, F2 – response to lack of structure, PNS – personal need for 
structure 
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01  
 

Table 3b. Correlation matrix of examined variables – Faculty of Arts

 
Years 
of FL 

Language 
competence 

Reading 
comprehension F1 F2 PNS 

Years of FL 1.00  0.06  0.06  0.06  0.11  0.10 
Language competence 0.06  1.00  0.91*** -0.45**  0.05 -0.17 
Reading comprehension 0.06  0.91***  1.00 -0.46** -0.06 -0.24 
F1 0.06 -0.45** -0.46**  1.00  0.58**  0.84** 
F2 0.11  0.05 -0.06  0.58**  1.00  0.93*** 
PNS 0.10 -0.17 -0.24  0.84**  0.93***  1.00 
Legend: Years of FL – number of years of foreign language learning, Language competence – score 
of the foreign language competence test, Reading comprehension – score of the reading compre-
hension test, F1 – desire for structure, F2 – response to lack of structure, PNS – personal need for 
structure 
** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 
 
Table 3c. Correlation matrix of examined variables – Faculty of Education

 
Years 
of FL 

Language 
competence 

Reading 
comprehension F1 F2 PNS 

Years of FL  1.00  0.11  0.10 -0.27* -0.20* -0.27* 
Language competence  0.11  1.00  0.73** -0.26* -0.01 -0.13 
Reading comprehension  0.10  0.73**  1.00 -0.07  0.06  0.01 
F1 -0.27* -0.26* -0.07  1.00  0.43**  0.79** 
F2 -0.20* -0.01  0.06  0.43**  1.00  0.89*** 
PNS -0.27* -0.13  0.01  0.79**  0.89***  1.00 
Legend: Years of FL – number of years of foreign language learning, Language competence – score 
of the foreign language competence test, Reading comprehension – score of the reading compre-
hension test, F1 – desire for structure, F2 – response to lack of structure, PNS – personal need for 
structure 
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 
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In the category – fpv – Faculty of Natural
Sciences, a statistically significant relation-
ship between need for structure and read-
ing comprehension skill in a foreign lan-
guage or number of years of foreign lan-
guage learning was not proved. We found
only a statistically significant positive rela-
tionship between foreign language compe-
tence and reading comprehension skill in a
foreign language (r = .57).

In the category – ff – Faculty of Arts, we
found a statistically significant negative re-
lationship between desire for structure and
foreign language competence (r = -.45), a
statistically significant negative relationship
between desire for structure and reading
comprehension skill in a foreign language
(r = -.45) and a statistically significant posi-
tive relationship between foreign language
competence and reading comprehension
skill in a foreign language (r = .91).

In the category – pf – Faculty of Educa-
tion, a statistically significant negative rela-
tionship between desire for structure and
foreign language competence (r = -.26) was
proved, a statistically significant negative
relationship between desire for structure and

number of years of foreign language learn-
ing (r = -.27), a statistically significant nega-
tive relationship between response to lack
of structure and number of years of foreign
language learning (r = -.20), and a statisti-
cally significant negative relationship be-
tween personal need for structure and num-
ber of years of foreign language learning
(r = -.27). Also, a statistically significant posi-
tive relationship between foreign language
competence and reading comprehension
skill in a foreign language (r = .73) was
proved.

In the category – combi (students study-
ing at two faculties) – a statistically signifi-
cant positive relationship between foreign
language competence and reading compre-
hension skill in a foreign language was
proved. However, a statistically significant
relationship between cognitive-individual
variables and reading comprehension skill
in a foreign language was not proved.

Based on the results of multivariate analy-
sis of variance (Table 4), we rejected the null
hypotheses at the 0.1% significance level for
the category language and at the 5% sig-
nificance level for the category faculty. There

Table 3d. Correlation matrix of examined variables – Combination

 
Years 
of FL 

Language 
competence 

Reading 
comprehension F1 F2 PNS 

Years of FL  1.00  0.01 -0.02  0.09  0.16  0.16 
Language competence  0.01  1.00  0.63**  0.12 -0.09 -0.01 
Reading comprehension -0.02  0.63**  1.00 -0.10 -0.07 -0.09 
F1  0.09  0.12 -0.10  1.00  0.38*  0.74** 
F2  0.16 -0.09 -0.07  0.38*  1.00  0.90*** 
PNS  0.16 -0.01 -0.09  0.74**  0.90***  1.00 
Legend: Years of FL – number of years of foreign language learning, Language competence – score 
of the foreign language competence test, Reading comprehension – score of the reading compre-
hension test, F1 – desire for structure, F2 – response to lack of structure, PNS – personal need for 
structure 
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 
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is a statistically significant difference be-
tween languages (EN, DE) in terms of the
score of individual variables (F1, F2, PNS,
reading comprehension) and also among
faculties (pf -Faculty of Education, ff -Fac-
ulty of Arts, fpv - Faculty of Natural Sci-
ences and their combination - combi) in terms
of the score of individual variables (F1, F2,
PNS, reading comprehension), i.e. in one
variable at least.

From the multiple comparison (Tukey’s
HSD test, Table 5), homogenous groups were

identified (Hvorecký et al., 2010). We identi-
fied statistically significant differences in the
score of individual variables (F1, F2, PNS
and reading comprehension) between lan-
guages. We found a statistically significant
difference between English and German in
the variable reading comprehension skill.
There are no statistically significant differ-
ences in the score of F1 (desire for struc-
ture), F2 (response to lack of structure) and
PNS (personal need for structure) between
English and German.

Table 4. Multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA)
 Test Value F Effect df Error df p 
Intercept Roy's 24.316 1734.590 3 214.0000 0.000 
Language Roy's 0.109 7.845 3 214.0000 0.000 
Faculty Roy's 0.037 2.670 3 216.0000 0.048 
 

Table 5. Multiple comparison (Tukey’s HSD test) – Foreign language (Reading compre-
hension, F1, F2, PNS)

Language Reading comprehension test score 
Mean 1 2 

DE 1.810 ****  
EN 3.487  **** 
    

Language F1 
Mean 1 

EN 16.429 **** 
DE 17.080 **** 
   

Language F2 
Mean 1 

DE 27.000 **** 
EN 27.173 **** 
   

Language PNS 
Mean 1 

DE 43.603 **** 
EN 44.080 **** 
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From the multiple comparison (Tukey’s
HSD test, Table 6), we identified statistically
significant differences in the score of indi-
vidual variables (F1, F2, PNS and reading
comprehension) among faculties (pf - Fac-
ulty of Education, ff - Faculty of Arts, fpv -
Faculty of Natural Sciences and their com-
bination - combi).

In the case of the variable reading com-
prehension skill a statistically significant
difference between the Faculty of Educa-

tion (pf) and their combination (combi) was
proved.

In the case of variables F2 (response to
lack of structure) and PNS (personal need
for structure), statistically significant differ-
ences between the Faculty of Natural Sci-
ences (fpv) and Faculty of Arts (ff) were
proved.

In the case of variable F1 (desire for struc-
ture) no statistically significant differences
among faculties were proved.

Table 6. Multiple comparison (Tukey’s HSD test) – Faculty (Reading comprehension,
F1, F2, PNS)

Faculty Reading comprehension test score 
Mean 1 2 

pf 2.435 ****  
fpv 2.562 **** **** 
ff 2.826 **** **** 
combi 3.327  **** 
    

Faculty F1 
Mean 1 

fpv 16.000 **** 
pf 16.546 **** 
combi 17.103 **** 
ff 17.608 **** 
   

Faculty F2 
Mean 1 2 

fpv 26.281 ****  
pf 26.944 **** **** 
combi 27.017 **** **** 
ff 29.130  **** 
    

Faculty PNS 
Mean 1 2 

fpv 42.281 ****  
pf 43.490 **** **** 
combi 44.120 **** **** 
ff 46.739  **** 
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

In our study we attempted to contribute to
the research on the need for structure with
relationship to language variables such as
reading comprehension skill. We focused
primarily on an investigation of the relation-
ship between personal need for structure
and reading comprehension skill in a for-
eign language. We also examined the need
for structure in relation to foreign language
competence and to the number of years of
foreign language learning. The focus of our
research was on finding differences within
the personal need for structure and reading
comprehension skill in a foreign language
in two categories – foreign language (be-
tween English and German) and faculty
(Faculty of Arts, Faculty of Education, Fac-
ulty of Natural Sciences and their combina-
tion).

We found a statistically significant depen-
dence (relationship) between reading com-
prehension skill in a foreign language and
foreign language competence, i.e. the higher
the foreign language competence, the higher
the reading comprehension skill. Students’
reading comprehension skill in a foreign lan-
guage is affected by their level of foreign
language competence. Our results confirmed
the linguistic threshold hypothesis as Clarke
(1980), Cziko (1978), Eskey (1973), Devine
(1987), Allen et al. (1988), Rickheit et al. (2007)
and Rickheit et al. (2008), who found that
students of foreign languages have to firstly
possess a certain level of language compe-
tence in foreign languages to understand a
text. We share the same opinion as Clarke
(1980) that foreign language competence is
a crucial variable of reading comprehension
skill in a foreign language.

Results also showed that the need for
structure (subfactor F1- desire for structure)
is related to foreign language competence
and to the number of years of foreign lan-
guage learning in both categories (foreign
language and faculty), namely a statistically
significant negative correlation between de-
sire for structure and foreign language com-
petence by students of German (r = -.21), a
statistically significant negative correlation
between desire for structure and foreign lan-
guage competence by students of the Fac-
ulty of Arts (r = -.45) and a statistically sig-
nificant negative correlation between desire
for structure and foreign language compe-
tence by students of the Faculty of Educa-
tion (r = -.26). The lower the desire for struc-
ture, the higher the foreign language com-
petence displayed by students of the Fac-
ulty of Arts and the Faculty of Education. In
comparison to foreign languages, the lower
the desire for structure, the higher the for-
eign language competence of students of
German language and vice versa.

The Need for structure is also related to
the number of years of foreign language
learning. It decreases with an increasing
number of years of foreign language learn-
ing by students of the Faculty of Education
(a negative correlation between desire for
structure and the number of years of foreign
language learning). The more years they
learn a foreign language, the less desire for
structure.

Personal need for structure decreases with
an increasing test score of foreign language
competence and with the number of years of
foreign language learning. It means that de-
sire for structure is related to a certain level
of uncertainty in the dependence on the level
of foreign language competence and the
number of years of foreign language learn-
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ing. Foreign language and understanding
(reading comprehension) may mean stress
(stress situation) or uncertainty for students
who have not sufficiently absorbed the
structure of a foreign language. According
to John et al. (2000), uncertainty cannot be
eliminated from the process of foreign lan-
guage learning but its influence and the de-
gree to which it can be minimized, can be
examined. The results of our research showed
that the uncertainty can be minimized with
the level of foreign language competence
and with the number of years of foreign lan-
guage learning. Brown (2000) recommends
teaching individuals to tolerate ambiguity
(intuitive behavior, not searching for rules in
every sentence) and to accept it as a part of
the foreign language learning process. We
share the research results from Sarmány-
Schuller (1997, 1999, and 2001), Fujimoto et
al. (2005) and Bouckenhooghe et al. (2007)
which pointed out that the need for struc-
ture is associated with the ability to solve
new ambiguous situations, i.e. to change
established ways of behaviors, thinking, at-
titudes or simple structures.

The assumption of a negative relationship
between the personal need for structure and
reading comprehension skill in a foreign
language was confirmed in the case of the
sub-factor F1 (desire for structure). There is
a negative correlation between reading com-
prehension skill in a foreign language and
desire for structure by students of the Fac-
ulty of Arts (r = -.46), i.e. the lower the desire
for structure, the higher the reading com-
prehension skill and vice versa. The less
cognitive load experienced by students of
the Faculty of Arts in managing information
from reading a foreign text, the more they
notice semantic, pragmatic and extra textual
indicators in the text (cultural specifics, sec-

ondary meanings etc.). It is noteworthy that
only the subfactor – desire for structure – is
related to reading comprehension skill and
not the second subfactor – response to lack
of structure. Our research result supports
Steinmetz et al.’s claim (2011) that desire for
structure is more focused on “the need” for
structured or known information in compari-
son to the response to lack of structure. In
our case, desire for structure is aimed at the
need for managing information (structured
and organized knowledge) and its simplifi-
cation or not in the process of reading com-
prehension in a foreign language.

The second substantial fact is that a sta-
tistically significant negative correlation was
proved only by students of the Faculty of
Arts. No significant correlations between the
desire for structure and reading comprehen-
sion skill by students of other faculties were
proved. However, there is no statistically sig-
nificant difference among faculties in terms
of the score of the variable desire for struc-
ture. This fact can be explained by the field
of study (study programs). Students of the
Faculty of Arts are more familiar with han-
dling relevant general knowledge (from  his-
tory, philosophy, etc.), i.e. the schema theory
has a positive influence on their understand-
ing of a foreign language text.

Personal need for structure, especially the
subfactor – response to lack of structure –
points to differences between students
studying at the Faculty of Arts (ff) and the
Faculty of Natural Sciences (fpv).

There are statistically significant differ-
ences in the score of response to lack of
structure and in the score of personal need
for structure between the students of the
Faculty of Natural Sciences (fpv) and the
Faculty of Arts (ff). Students studying at the
Faculty of Arts achieved a higher score in
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the need for structure and response to lack
of structure than students studying at the
Faculty of Natural Sciences. Students study-
ing at the Faculty of Arts process new infor-
mation differently, they have a social sci-
ences background. On the other hand, stu-
dents studying at the Faculty of Natural Sci-
ences prefer analytical thinking, which is of-
ten connected to the ability “to handle num-
bers” (Švecová, Paulovičová, 2012).

We assumed that the variables – reading
comprehension, desire for structure, re-
sponse to lack of structure and personal
need for structure – depend neither on lan-
guage (EN/DE) nor  on faculty (pf, ff, fpv and
combi) – field of study.

The analysis results showed that personal
need for structure does not depend on the
language being learned by students. We ex-
pected that the need for structure would have
an influence on German competence as Ger-
man is structured into strict rules and excep-
tions (more so than English). Therefore, the
question arises if students studying foreign
languages really need a structure or if this
only applies to students studying foreign
languages as an obligatory course.

Reading comprehension in English is dif-
ferent from German, while the score of the
test of reading comprehension in English is
higher than German. We associate it with the
level of foreign language competence and
the number of years of foreign language
learning.

It was shown that the ability of reading
comprehension depends on the faculty, i.e.
on the field of study (study programs). Stu-
dents studying at the Faculty of Education
(pf) achieved a lower score in the reading
comprehension test than students studying
at two faculties (combi). We believe that this
may be related to the level of foreign lan-

guage competence. In our research, students
from the Faculty of Education are perceived
as having a low foreign language compe-
tence, which has an influence on their read-
ing comprehension skill.

We can summarize the results of our re-
search as follows: foreign language compe-
tence and the number of years of foreign lan-
guage learning can be expressed as essen-
tial variables affecting the need for structure
and reading comprehension skill in foreign
languages. Also, the level of reading com-
prehension in a foreign language affects the
need for structure.

The future direction of our research will
focus on analyzing need for structure and
language variables by linguistic students
(philologists and future foreign language
teachers); also on the determination of the
dynamics and stability of the need for struc-
ture in dependence on training foreign lan-
guage competence through a linguistic in-
tervention program, which works with vari-
ous simulations of social situations in the
foreign language education process, where-
by ambiguous or uncertain situations are
taken into account.
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OSOBNÁ  POTREBA  ŠTRUKTÚRY  A  ČÍTANIE  S  POROZUMENÍM
V  CUDZOM  JAZYKU

D.  M u n k o v á,  E.  S t r a n o v s k á,  I.  S a r m á n y - S c h u l l e r,  D.  M ü g l o v á

Súhrn: Cieľom štúdie je skúmanie vzťahu medzi potrebou štruktúry a čítaním s porozumením v
cudzom jazyku a identifikovať rozdiely jednotlivých premenných na úrovni faktorov: cudzí jazyk
(DE, EN) a fakulta (pf, ff, fpv, combi). Na vzorke 221 študentov Univerzity Konštantína Filozofa
v Nitre boli použité výskumné metódy škála PNS (Thomson a kol., 2001) a testy cudzojazyčnej
spôsobilosti. Výsledky ukázali, že želanie štruktúry negatívne koreluje s čítaním s porozumením
u študentov Filozofickej fakulty. Potreba štruktúry negatívne koreluje s dĺžkou štúdia cudzieho
jazyka  u študentov Pedagogickej fakulty. Štatisticky významné rozdielnosti v osobnej potrebe
štruktúry a v reakcii na chýbanie štruktúry sa ukázali medzi študentmi Filozofickej fakulty a Fakulty
prírodných vied.


