Schema Activation and Task-Based Pre-Reading: A Correlational Study of Reading Comprehension in Kenyan Competency Based Curriculum Framework

1. ABSTRACT
Reading comprehension continues to pose challenges for learners in Kenyan primary schools, despite reforms introduced under the Competency-Based Curriculum (CBC). This study investigated the relationship between task-based pre-reading activities and Grade 6 learners’ comprehension outcomes through a quasi-experimental mixed-methods design involving 612 learners and 8 teachers in Athi River Sub-County. Learners undertook pre-tests, pre-reading tasks, and post-tests, while teachers provided evaluative feedback through a post-intervention survey. Pearson’s correlation coefficient revealed a strong, statistically significant positive correlation (r = .869, p < .01) between performance in pre-reading tasks and post-test comprehension scores. Teacher perspectives corroborated these results, with prediction/inference and brainstorming ranked as the most effective strategies, followed by picture analysis, K-W charts, and role play. These findings affirm the role of schema activation in comprehension and underscore the pedagogical relevance of Task-Based Language Teaching (TBLT). The study concludes that systematic integration of pre-reading tasks into reading instruction under CBC can significantly enhance learner engagement and comprehension outcomes, while further research into while- and post-reading tasks is recommended.
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2. INTRODUCTION
Reading comprehension is a cornerstone of academic achievement and lifelong learning. Globally, educational systems recognize that learners’ ability to make meaning from texts directly influences performance across subjects. In Kenya, the Competency-Based Curriculum (CBC) has emphasized active, learner-centered pedagogies, among them Task-Based Language Teaching (TBLT), to strengthen literacy skills and ensure learners acquire competencies essential for the 21st century. Within this framework, reading is no longer approached as a passive reception of information but as an interactive process where learners actively engage with texts through structured tasks.
Reading comprehension remains a persistent challenge in Kenyan primary schools despite policy shifts toward learner-centered instruction under the Competency-Based Curriculum (CBC). National assessments continue to show that many upper primary learners struggle with inferencing, vocabulary, and text interpretation, leading to weak performance in comprehension tasks (KNEC, 2021; Uwezo, 2019). These outcomes suggest that difficulties extend beyond word recognition and point to deeper cognitive and pedagogical gaps.
Within the CBC framework, English functions both as a subject and as the main language of learning across disciplines, making comprehension a foundational academic skill. The curriculum emphasizes higher-order competencies such as communication, critical thinking, and learning-to-learn (KICD, 2017), all of which depend on learners’ ability to interact meaningfully with written texts. Yet, traditional comprehension instruction often emphasizes answering questions after reading, neglecting the critical role of activities that prepare learners before they encounter the text.
The theoretical grounding of this study lies in Schema Theory and Task-Based Language Teaching (TBLT). Schema Theory, advanced by scholars such as Anderson and Pearson (1984) and Carrell and Eisterhold (1983), holds that comprehension depends on the activation of relevant schemata—mental frameworks of prior knowledge—which shape the way readers process new information. Pre-reading tasks such as brainstorming, predicting, and using visuals are therefore critical in stimulating learners’ schemata and preparing them to engage more meaningfully with texts. Complementing this perspective, TBLT (Ellis, 2003; Willis, 1996) views language learning as most effective when organized around authentic tasks that require learners to use language purposefully. From this standpoint, pre-reading activities are not peripheral exercises but real tasks that demand meaning negotiation, collaboration, and purposeful language use. Together, these frameworks provide a strong rationale for exploring how task-based pre-reading activities can enhance comprehension among Grade 6 learners under CBC.
Schema Theory provides a lens for understanding why pre-reading activities are vital: comprehension depends on the interaction between new information and learners’ prior knowledge structures (Anderson & Pearson, 1984; Carrell & Eisterhold, 1983). By activating relevant schemata before reading, teachers enable learners to predict meaning, anticipate text direction, and engage with comprehension tasks more effectively. Task-Based Language Teaching (TBLT) also foregrounds authentic, meaning-focused tasks that encourage learners to use language purposefully (Ellis, 2003), positioning pre-reading tasks as valuable learning opportunities rather than peripheral warm-ups.
Despite growing recognition of the importance of schema activation and prediction strategies, there is limited empirical research in Kenya examining the correlation between pre-reading task use and actual performance in comprehension tasks under CBC (Njiiri, 2022; Oluoch, Odundo, & Kahiga, 2023b). This study addresses that gap by focusing specifically on pre-reading activities, analyzing their relationship with Grade 6 learners’ performance in comprehension tasks. The findings contribute to understanding how targeted, task-based pre-reading strategies can improve comprehension outcomes and inform classroom practice within the CBC framework.
Recent scholarship also underscores the value of combining task-based learning approaches with structured scaffolds to enhance literacy outcomes. For instance, Prasansaph (2024) examined the effects of a task-based learning approach alongside the use of graphic organizers in strengthening English reading and writing skills among student teachers. The study reported that task-based activities, when paired with tools that visually organize knowledge, significantly improved professional competency in language skills. Although conducted in a teacher education context, these findings resonate with the present study’s focus on schema activation, as graphic organizers—like K-W charts—function as schema-enhancing tools that prepare learners to process and retain information more effectively.
Among the three phases of task-based reading activities—pre-reading, while-reading, and post-reading—pre-reading tasks occupy a pivotal role. They are designed to activate learners’ background knowledge, stimulate curiosity, and prepare cognitive frameworks for meaning-making. Research inspired by Schema Theory (Carrell & Eisterhold, 1983) consistently highlights the importance of activating prior knowledge as a determinant of comprehension. International studies have linked pre-reading activities such as predicting, brainstorming, and discussing key vocabulary with measurable improvements in reading comprehension. However, Kenyan studies under the CBC have largely emphasized general literacy strategies without isolating the specific contribution of pre-reading tasks to comprehension outcomes.
This gap raises a pressing concern: despite curriculum reforms, Kenyan learners continue to display uneven comprehension performance in national and school-level assessments. If pre-reading tasks indeed play a significant role in predicting reading outcomes, then understanding their correlation with comprehension performance could inform teaching practice, curriculum implementation, and teacher training under the CBC. This study, therefore, investigates task-based pre-reading activities as predictors of comprehension performance among Grade 6 learners.
The following objectives and research questions guide the study:
Objectives
1. To describe the relationship between task-based pre-reading activities and Grade 6 learners’ reading comprehension performance under CBC.
2. To identify the most influential types of pre-reading tasks in predicting comprehension outcomes.
Research Questions
1. To what extent is the nature of the correlation between pre-reading activities and reading comprehension performance?
2. Which pre-reading activities have the strongest predictive relationship with learners’ comprehension performance?
3. METHODOLOGY
3.1 Research Design
[bookmark: _Hlk209129926]This study employed a quasi-experimental design within a mixed methods framework. The choice of design was informed by the need to quantitatively measure changes in learners’ reading comprehension performance following the intervention, while at the same time capturing teachers’ qualitative perspectives on the effectiveness of the pre-reading activities. This combination of approaches provided both statistical evidence and contextualized insights, which were crucial in understanding the role of pre-reading tasks in enhancing comprehension under the Competency-Based Curriculum (CBC).
3.2 Participants
The total study population comprised 612 learners drawn from six Grade 6 classes in both rural and urban schools. However, for the purposes of the correlation analyses reported in this paper, a baseline of 38 learners was established. This number reflected the enrollment of the smallest participating school (Rural School B3). Adopting a uniform baseline ensured that all schools contributed equally to the correlation analyses and prevented inflation of results due to disproportionate group sizes. This adjustment was necessary for the computation of Pearson’s correlation coefficient, which assumes comparability across datasets of equal size. Such an approach is consistent with methodological guidance for quasi-experimental studies, where group size variation must be carefully managed to maintain statistical validity and interpretability (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).To ensure representation across different contexts, the schools were selected to include three rural and three urban institutions. The decision to include three rural and three urban schools was guided by the need to capture variability across different learning environments, thereby enhancing the representativeness and external validity of the findings. Since learner performance is often influenced by contextual factors such as school location, resources, and exposure (Mugenda & Mugenda, 2003; Creswell & Creswell, 2018), balancing rural and urban samples ensured that the study design reduced location-based bias and allowed for more generalizable conclusions within the CBC framework. The learners were mixed-gender, reflecting the natural classroom composition of public schools in the region. The participating teachers, who were also of mixed gender, were responsible for teaching English in the selected schools.

Fig .1 Sampling Frame for Participants from Public Primary Schools in Athi River Sub-County
3.3 Procedure
Data were collected using two main instruments. The first was a set of learner tests consisting of a pre-test and a post-test, both designed as standardized comprehension tasks aligned with the CBC. The pre-test was administered to establish learners’ baseline comprehension levels before the intervention, while the post-test was used to measure changes in performance after the learners had participated in the pre-reading tasks. The second instrument was a structured survey administered to the teachers after the intervention. The survey included both closed and open-ended items and was designed to gather the teachers’ views on the relevance, effectiveness, and classroom applicability of the pre-reading activities.
The research procedure unfolded in three stages. In the first stage, learners completed the pre-test, which served as the benchmark for evaluating comprehension performance. In the second stage, learners participated in task-based pre-reading activities that were designed according to Schema Theory principles. These activities included predicting content, brainstorming around the topic, and guided class discussions intended to activate learners’ prior knowledge and prepare them for the comprehension tasks. In the third and final stage, learners completed the post-test to provide data on comprehension gains, while teachers responded to the post-intervention survey to share their reflections on the utility of the pre-reading activities.
3.4 Data Analysis
The analysis of data followed a two-pronged approach. Quantitative data from the learner tests were analyzed using descriptive statistics to summarize performance patterns and inferential statistics to establish the relationship between task-based pre-reading activities and comprehension performance. Specifically, Pearson’s product–moment correlation coefficient (r) was computed to determine the strength and direction of the relationship between learners’ engagement in pre-reading tasks and their performance in the post-test. The formula for r is expressed as:
r=[n∑x2−(∑x)2][n∑y2−(∑y)2]​n∑xy−(∑x)(∑y)​
where n is the number of paired scores, x represents the scores after pre-reading activities, and y represents the post-test scores. The correlation coefficient ranges between –1 and +1, with values closer to +1 indicating a strong positive relationship, values near 0 indicating no relationship, and values closer to –1 indicating a strong negative relationship. In this study, the analysis tested whether higher engagement in pre-reading tasks predicted improved comprehension outcomes.
The teacher survey data were analyzed descriptively to identify the most frequently used pre-reading activities and the overall perception of their effectiveness. These findings were then used to support the interpretation of the correlation test, providing a more comprehensive understanding of both learner outcomes and classroom practice.
4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The results of the analysis revealed a strong and statistically significant positive correlation between learners’ post-test scores and their performance in Intervention 1. As shown in Table 1, the Pearson correlation coefficient was r=0.869r = 0.869r=0.869 at p<0.01p < 0.01p<0.01, with N=38N = 38N=38. This finding indicates that higher levels of engagement and achievement during the intervention were closely associated with higher comprehension performance in the post-test. In other words, the structured pre-reading tasks provided a strong predictive link to learners’ subsequent success in reading comprehension.
Table 1   Correlation between Post-test score overall average and Intervention 1 overall average

	Correlations

	[bookmark: _Hlk183750280]Case 2
	Post-test score overall average
	Intervention 1 overall average

	Post-test score overall average
	Pearson Correlation
	1
	.869**

	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	
	.000

	
	N
	38
	38

	Intervention 1 overall average
	Pearson Correlation
	.869**
	1

	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	.000
	

	
	N
	38
	38



	**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).


Source: Researcher’s Data (2025)
The results of the analysis revealed a strong and statistically significant positive correlation between learners’ post-test scores and their performance in pre-reading tasks. As shown in Table 1, the Pearson correlation coefficient was r = .869, p < .01, N = 38. This finding indicates that higher levels of engagement and achievement during pre-reading tasks were closely associated with stronger comprehension outcomes. Put differently, the degree to which learners participated meaningfully in prediction, brainstorming, or other pre-reading activities was a reliable predictor of how well they subsequently performed on comprehension tasks. While the design of this study does not permit causal inference, the robustness of the correlation suggests that task-based pre-reading activities are strongly linked to learner success in reading comprehension under the CBC framework.
This evidence resonates with Schema Theory (Anderson & Pearson, 1984; Carrell & Eisterhold, 1983), which underscores the role of background knowledge activation in comprehension. When learners engage in pre-reading tasks that trigger their schemata, they are better equipped to integrate new information with existing mental frameworks. The results also reinforce principles of Task-Based Language Teaching (Ellis, 2003), which stress the value of authentic, meaning-oriented tasks as vehicles for language learning. The observed statistical association, therefore, does not stand in isolation but rather finds theoretical grounding in well-established cognitive and pedagogical traditions.
Figure 2: Teachers’ Selection of Pre-Reading Tasks
[image: C:\Users\HP\Downloads\Figure1_PreReadingTasks.png]
Source: Researcher’s data (2025)

Additional insights emerged from the teacher post-intervention survey (Figure 2 above), which provided qualitative validation of the quantitative findings. Teachers were asked to report which pre-reading tasks they had implemented, yielding a total of 16 selections. Among these, prediction and inference (6 selections) and brainstorming (5 selections) were the most frequently chosen, followed by picture analysis (4), K-W charts (2), and role play (1). This distribution points to a preference for cognitively engaging, time-efficient strategies that directly mobilize learners’ schemata. Prediction and inference tasks, for instance, compel learners to hypothesize about text meaning before reading, while brainstorming facilitates collective activation of prior knowledge in a collaborative manner. Both align closely with research evidence that highlights the power of anticipatory and knowledge-activation strategies in scaffolding comprehension (Ismail et al., 2023; Njiiri, 2022). The comparatively limited use of role play and K-W charts may reflect practical constraints of classroom time and teacher familiarity, suggesting an ongoing need for professional development in diversifying task-based strategies (Oluoch, Odundo, & Kahiga, 2023a).
Figure 3. Teachers’ perceptions of the effectiveness of pre-reading tasks

Source: Researcher’s Data (2025)
Teachers’ perceptions of the value of pre-reading tasks further corroborated these results. On a five-point Likert scale, five of the eight respondents indicated that they “strongly agreed”, while three indicated they “agreed”, that pre-reading tasks contributed significantly to learners’ comprehension. Notably, none of the teachers expressed neutrality or disagreement. This unanimity underscores a strong professional consensus on the pedagogical relevance of pre-reading strategies. Although such perceptions cannot serve as definitive proof of effectiveness, they lend practice-based support to the correlational evidence and signal high levels of teacher buy-in. As Uwezo (2019) and KNEC (2021) reports have noted, reading comprehension remains a persistent challenge in Kenyan classrooms; thus, the recognition of pre-reading tasks by teachers themselves as useful tools is pedagogically significant.
Taken together, the correlation analysis and teacher perceptions converge to suggest that task-based pre-reading activities—particularly prediction and brainstorming—are closely associated with higher comprehension performance among Grade 6 learners. These findings provide empirical support for the theoretical claims of Schema Theory and TBLT, while situating the discussion within the ongoing reforms of the Competency-Based Curriculum (KICD, 2017). At the same time, it is essential to emphasize that the present study employed a correlational design. The results should therefore be interpreted as evidence of association rather than causation. To strengthen the evidence base, future research could employ experimental or longitudinal designs to test causal pathways, and extend inquiry to while- and post-reading phases. As Prasansaph (2024) has shown in teacher education contexts, combining task-based approaches with scaffolding tools such as graphic organizers can produce significant learning gains; similar multi-phase investigations in Kenyan primary schools would provide a more comprehensive model of how task-based strategies support comprehension.
In sum, the convergence of statistical evidence and professional judgment points toward the value of embedding task-based pre-reading activities within the CBC framework. While causality cannot be inferred from the present study, the findings nonetheless highlight the predictive strength of such activities, and provide a solid basis for integrating them more systematically into reading pedagogy. The dual confirmation from learners’ performance and teacher perceptions underscores the pedagogical feasibility and theoretical robustness of pre-reading tasks, thereby advancing both scholarly understanding and classroom practice in literacy development.
5. CONCLUSIONS
This study set out to examine the relationship between task-based pre-reading activities and Grade 6 learners’ comprehension outcomes under Kenya’s Competency-Based Curriculum (CBC). The results provide compelling evidence that pre-reading tasks—particularly prediction/inference and brainstorming—contribute significantly to learners’ ability to engage with and understand texts. The strong, statistically significant correlation between performance in pre-reading tasks and post-test comprehension scores affirms that activating learner schemata prior to reading is not only theoretically sound but also practically effective.
Teachers’ unanimous agreement on the value of pre-reading tasks further strengthens the case for their systematic integration into classroom practice. Their recognition of these strategies as meaningful pedagogical tools indicates both professional buy-in and alignment with classroom realities.
Theoretically, the findings underscore the relevance of Schema Theory and Task-Based Language Teaching (TBLT) in shaping effective reading comprehension instruction. Practically, they highlight the urgent need to embed structured pre-reading tasks into lesson planning and teacher training. By doing so, CBC classrooms can move beyond mechanical reading drills towards more interactive and meaning-oriented literacy instruction.
Overall, the study concludes that task-based pre-reading activities are not merely supplementary techniques but essential instructional strategies that can enhance learner engagement, support comprehension development, and contribute to the broader goals of CBC in nurturing critical, competent, and independent readers.
6. IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE
The findings of this study have several implications for classroom practice and teacher professional development within the Competency-Based Curriculum (CBC) framework. First, prediction and brainstorming should be prioritized as core pre-reading strategies, since they were both rated highly by teachers and shown to activate learners’ schemata effectively. Second, multimodal approaches such as picture analysis and role play, though less frequently selected, remain valuable for contextualizing texts and engaging learners with diverse abilities and backgrounds. Third, structured tools like K-W charts can be used to guide learners in linking prior knowledge with new content, thereby promoting purposeful reading.
From a teacher education perspective, pre-service and in-service training programs should explicitly model how task-based pre-reading activities align with Schema Theory and Task-Based Language Teaching (TBLT), enabling teachers to implement them more systematically and confidently. Finally, because task-based pre-reading activities directly support CBC’s emphasis on learner-centered and competency-driven instruction, they should be embedded as a routine part of reading instruction across primary classrooms. By doing so, schools can strengthen learners’ comprehension outcomes and enhance their overall engagement with texts across the curriculum.
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