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Abstract 

 

L2 Reading Strategies and Instruction: 

Orchestrating L2 Learners’ Reading Processes 

 

Aekyung Kim, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2012 

 

Supervisor: Veronica G. Sardegna 

 

Research into reading strategies and strategy instruction has indicated their effectiveness 

and beneficial effects on reading improvement. However, additional effort and support is 

needed in real-world teaching environments for students to benefit from these research 

findings. This report reviews research on the effectiveness of the use of L2 reading 

strategies and strategy instruction. Based on research conclusions, this paper discusses 

the patterns of strategy use adopted by both proficient and less proficient readers to shed 

light on what kinds of strategies should be taught and how. It argues that teachers have 

important roles to play in selecting strategies for instruction and teaching them; teachers 

need to consider such factors as proficiency levels, text type and task goals. This paper 

concludes with pedagogical implications, suggesting teachers play roles as coaches and 

scaffolders, and offering nine strategies for instruction. 
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Introduction 

Picture yourself in a music hall listening to an orchestra symphony. You are being 

swept away by its magnificence and sublimity, awed by the beautiful interaction between 

the symphony and the audience, including yourself. You first wonder how each 

instrument harmonizes to produce such lovely music and then you notice the conductor 

directing the orchestra. It is the conductor who decides which instruments join in and 

when. Second or foreign language (L2) reading is similarly an awe-inspiring experience. 

To read effectively, readers need a repertoire of strategies just as an orchestra needs 

diverse instruments to produce a symphony. As the orchestra relies on the conductor to 

cue which instrument comes in, so do second language reading processes rely on the 

reader to decide which strategies should be mobilized for effective reading. Readers, like 

conductors, should be empowered to orchestrate their own reading processes. Reading 

strategy instruction can equip readers with powerful tools for directing reading. 

A plethora of studies on reading strategies have shed light on the positive 

contributions of reading strategies for successful reading in the L2 (Anderson, 1991; 

Carrell, Pharis & Liberto, 1989; Cubukcu, 2008; Ikeda & Takeuchi, 2003; Kern, 1989; 

Zhang, 2008; Zhang, Gu & Hu, 2007), and in both the L1 and L2 (Maarof & Yaacob, 

2011; Salataci & Akyel, 2002; Sheorey & Mokhtari, 2001). Specifically, it has been 

found that readers who employ diverse strategies more frequently tend to be more 

efficient readers. In particular, metacognitive strategies (i.e., strategies pertaining to the 

planning and monitoring of reading processes, and revising of strategies) have been 
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reported to play an important role in enabling readers to be aware of their reading goal 

and use specific reading strategies in accordance with that goal (Auerbach & Paxton, 

1997; Block, 1992; Carrell, 1989; Zhang, 2001; Zhang & Wu, 2009). This positive 

relationship between reading strategy use and reading proficiency underscores the 

importance of teaching reading strategies in reading classes. 

Despite its pivotal role, however, reading strategy instruction has been somewhat 

neglected in the language classroom. In L2 reading classes, more emphasis has been put 

on assessing how much readers comprehend than on teaching how to comprehend better. 

The former can merely let readers know what they do not understand while the latter can 

enable readers to become more successful readers. In this respect, the effectiveness of 

reading strategies and their contribution to reading improvement deserve more attention, 

especially in teaching second language reading. Given the significant contribution of 

strategies to reading improvement, strategies should be taught to learners along with 

linguistic knowledge. 

This paper reviews the literature on L2 reading strategies and instruction with a 

focus on their effectiveness and patterns of strategy use, and on the important role of 

metacognitive strategies for improving reading comprehension. The first two sections 

introduce the concepts, and review critical findings in reading strategy instruction 

research. These ideas are further developed in the final section, which discusses 

pedagogical implications focusing on the role of the teacher as well as on the selection of 

effective reading strategies. This report argues that, when employed, reading strategies 

can facilitate the beauty and harmony of second language reading.   
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Reading Strategies 

This section provides definitions of L1 and L2 reading strategies, and an 

overview of research findings regarding their effectiveness and strategy use patterns 

focusing on L2 reading. Researchers have defined reading strategies in somewhat 

different ways. In synthesizing these diverse definitions, common concepts emerged. A 

rich body of studies on reading strategies has reported that readers who use strategies 

more frequently tend to be more successful readers. In particular, it has been proposed 

that metacognitive strategies have crucial roles in empowering readers to take control of 

their reading. These research findings point to the necessity of teaching reading strategies 

to second language readers for reading improvement, which is discussed at the end of this 

section. 

DEFINITION 

 Reading is a complex, interactive process among readers, texts and tasks, whether 

it is L1 or L2 reading (Bernhardt, 1991, 2011; Grabe, 2009; Koda, 2005). Readers 

actively participate in the reading process, making sense of what they read. In this light, 

the meaning of texts is constructed by the reader, rather than presented entirely by the 

author or writer. Readers need appropriate tools (that is, reading strategies) to carry out 

their roles as meaning makers in an efficient and effective manner.  

L1 and L2 reading strategies have been defined in a variety of ways. For example, 

Pritchard (1990) defines L1 reading strategy use as “a deliberate action that readers take 

voluntarily to develop an understanding of what they read” (p. 275). Also stressing 
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deliberation in L1 reading strategies, Afflerbach, Pearson and Paris (2008) argue that 

“reading strategies are deliberate, goal-directed attempts to control and modify the 

reader‟s efforts to decode text, understand words, and construct meanings out of text”  

(p. 368). 

With regard to L2 reading strategies, Block (1986) views them as a means to help 

readers decide how to conceive tasks, what textual cues to attend to, how to make sense 

of what they read and how to react when they do not understand. O‟Malley and Chamot 

(1990) characterize reading strategies as conscious actions taken by readers either to 

repair breakdowns in comprehension or to monitor and oversee those attempts at repair. 

Anderson (1991) describes reading strategies as “deliberate, cognitive steps that learners 

can take to assist in acquiring, storing, and retrieving new information” (p. 460).  

All these apparently different definitions have attempted to define two main 

aspects of reading strategies: their nature and their goal. Reading strategies are 

characterized by their goal/problem-orientedness, deliberateness and reader-

initiation/control (Koda, 2005). Every reading activity has its goals whether it is for an 

academic purpose or for pleasure. Readers may read academic passages to learn specific 

knowledge or information. In other cases, readers may read novels, magazines or 

passages on the Internet for pleasure. Reading strategies enable readers to control their 

reading processes as active entities: readers with a pool of strategies deliberately choose 

the strategies which can help them to achieve the goal. Reading entails complex 

processes and thus some problems can arise, challenging the readers‟ efforts to achieve 

their reading goals. Depending on what reading strategy or which combination of reading 
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strategies the readers select to employ, readers can succeed or fail to address those 

problems. Without reading strategies, second language reading will not be successful- 

just as music cannot take place without instruments. Reading strategies, then, are 

foundational to the process of reading. 

RESEARCH ON READING STRATEGIES 

The studies on second language reading strategies that have been conducted in 

ESL and EFL contexts so far have centered on three topics: the effectiveness of reading 

strategies, patterns of strategy use, and the importance of metacognitive strategies. Some 

of the studies have yielded results in more than one of these areas, showing how these 

areas are interrelated to one another.  

The Effectiveness of Reading Strategies 

Many studies have shown that successful readers use strategies frequently and 

choose appropriate reading strategies to enhance their comprehension (Anderson, 1991; 

Maarof & Yaacob, 2011; Sheorey & Mokhatari, 2008; Tsai, Ernst & Talley, 2010; Zhang 

et al., 2007). These studies have also indicated that readers gain proficiency the more they 

use reading strategies in a flexible way. For example, Anderson (1991) investigated 

strategy use by 28 ESL Spanish-speaking students at college and found that the students 

who reported more strategy use gained higher comprehension scores on both academic 

texts and standardized tests. Using think-aloud protocols, Anderson further examined 

strategy use by three participants who scored high-, mid-, and low-range, respectively. 

Interestingly, there were no significant differences in terms of the strategy types used by 
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these three participants. Anderson posited that strategies in themselves are not inherently 

better or worse but it is more important to know how to utilize strategies effectively. His 

findings highlight the need to support readers to apply strategies in an appropriate manner 

through strategy instruction. 

A positive association between strategy use and reading proficiency has been 

observed across age and learning contexts with participants at primary, secondary, or 

college levels, and in both ESL and EFL environments. For example, Sheorey and 

Mokhtari‟s (2001) study of 152 ESL and 150 native English college students revealed 

that skilled readers used more cognitive and metacognitive strategies than less skilled 

readers. It also indicated that both native speakers of English and non-native speakers of 

English at advanced levels used more cognitive and metacognitive strategies than their 

counterparts at lower levels. 

Another study that looked at the relationship between proficiency and frequency 

of reading strategy use was conducted by Maarof and Yaacob (2011). Besides finding a 

positive correlation, their research on Malaysian secondary school students provided 

some valuable information regarding L1 reading strategies and their similarity with L2 

reading strategies. The researchers found an overlap in the seven strategy types used by 

the same readers when reading in the L1 (Bahasa Malaysia) and the L2 (English): 

skimming, reading speed adjustment, tolerance of difficult parts of the text, self-

encouragement, paying close attention, cooperating with peers, and requesting 

clarification and feedback from the teacher. These results support Koda‟s (2005) 

conclusion that readers use L1 strategies when reading in the L2. Explicit strategy 
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instruction, using a reader‟s pre-existing repertoire from L1 reading strategies, can then 

lead to efficient strategy use for L2 reading.  

Few studies have investigated young learners‟ strategy use. One of these was 

conducted by Zhang et al. (2007), who looked into strategy use by 18 Singaporean 

primary school students. Utilizing a think-aloud approach, the researchers found two 

patterns of strategy use in young learners: proficient readers used strategies in a more 

flexible way, and students in higher grade levels were more adept at using strategies.  

These studies revealed that there is a positive relationship between proficiency and 

strategy use for learners across ages, and that readers may use L1 reading strategies when 

reading in the L2. These findings have led to an interest in the different traits of skilled 

and unskilled readers, further explored next. 

Patterns of Strategy Use 

 Studies on strategy use patterns elucidated what differentiates good readers from 

poor readers. The assumption is that encouraging less skilled readers to use the reading 

strategies employed by successful readers can lead to the former‟s improvement of 

reading comprehension (Grabe, 2009; Hosenfeld, 1977). Several studies, from the 1970s 

to the present day, have developed this assumption and in its early stages research looked 

into L1 reading before expanding to L2 reading. 

Hosenfeld‟s two studies on L2 reading laid a good foundation for exploring 

reading strategy patterns. Hosenfeld (1976) investigated 25 junior high school students‟ 

reading strategies through think-aloud methods. She found that students employed 
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different strategies from those expected by their teachers, revealing the gap between what 

students were actually doing and what teachers thought they were doing. This study 

highlighted two important implications: students employed reading strategies, and the 

strategies did not necessarily coincide with the ones teachers elicited them to use. This 

study triggered interest in what strategies readers use, what strategies are efficient, and 

what characterizes good readers. 

In a follow-up study, Hosenfeld (1977) examined the features of good and poor 

readers with 20 high-level and 20 low-level high school students, respectively. The 

research found that successful readers kept the meaning of the passage in mind while 

reading, read in broad phrases, skipped unimportant words, and used sentence clues or 

context to guess unknown words. They had positive self-concepts as readers. On the other 

hand, unsuccessful readers lost the meaning of sentences as they proceeded, read in short 

phrases, seldom skipped words and had negative self-concepts as readers. This study 

revealed that good readers were aware of their reading processes and conscious about 

their decisions on what strategies to use. 

What Hosenfeld found in L2 reading processes is relevant to the results of other 

studies that followed. Chamot and El-Dinary (1999) looked into the strategy use by 

young students in K-Grade 6 in French, Spanish and Japanese immersion classes through 

both quantitative and qualitative research methods. The quantitative results indicated that 

there were no significant differences in strategy use between proficient and less proficient 

readers. However, an analysis of the proportions of strategy types showed the differences 

between those two groups. Skilled readers substantially used metacognitive strategies and 
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background knowledge including inference, prediction and elaboration, whereas 

unskilled readers depended on cognitive and language knowledge including decoding as 

their primary strategies. Chamot and El-Dinary‟s qualitative analyses showed that more 

proficient readers were more flexible and effective in using and monitoring strategies, 

and focused on overall meaning. Along the same lines, McNeil‟s (2011) research on ESL 

college students echoed Chamot and El-Dinary‟s findings. McNeil‟s study characterized 

less proficient readers as those who utilized language-based, bottom-up strategies, did not 

have enough resources to repair comprehension breakdowns, and lacked knowledge for 

the evaluation of comprehension repair efforts. Both of these studies confirmed 

Hosenfeld‟s conclusion that good learners have a top-down approach, revealing the same 

patterns of strategy use in reading L1 and L2. 

 To sum up, successful readers in these studies employed strategies for the 

understanding of the overall text meaning using a wide strategy repertoire. They were 

also flexible and adept at selecting and combining strategies. They had positive self-

concepts as readers, which enabled them to actively engage in comprehending texts. In 

addition, skilled readers were well aware of their reading tasks and what strategies they 

should use to meet reading goals. Awareness of reading goals, and planning and using of 

strategies comprise metacognitive strategies, which is discussed in the following. 
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METACOGNITIVE STRATEGIES 

Definition 

 The term metacognitive strategies stemmed from metacognition, first defined by 

Flavell as “one‟s knowledge concerning one‟s own cognitive processes and products…” 

(1976, as cited in Garner, 1987, p.16). Simply put, it refers to the cognition of cognition 

or thinking about thinking (Carrell, Gajdusek & Wise, 1998; Carrell et al., 1989; Harris, 

2003; Pressley, 2002). Metacognition emphasizes learners‟ knowledge about cognitive 

resources, and the process of learning as well as its products. While cognitive processes 

are related to the actual manipulation of strategies, metacognition concerns readers‟ 

awareness of those strategies and their use.  

 In 1979, Flavell posited two dimensions characterizing metacognition: 

metacognitive knowledge and metacognitive experience. Metacognitive knowledge 

relates to three variables that affect cognitive processes: person, task and strategy. The 

person variable is how readers view themselves and others as readers. The task factor 

concerns information available during the cognitive processes and task demands – 

whether the task is difficult or not. The third variable of the strategy covers the 

metacognitive knowledge of effective strategies for a given task. Flavell stresses that 

these three variables are employed in combination, not separately. Metacognitive 

experiences include any cognitive or affective experiences, which can lead to setting new 

goals, reconstructing the existing metacognitive knowledge, and activating strategies. 

 Subsequent studies on metacognition have developed its definition and functions. 
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Drawing upon Flavell‟s theoretical framework of metacognition, Garner (1987) 

developed the concepts of metacognitive knowledge and metacognitive experience, and 

added subcategories. What Garner especially underlined is the interdependence of 

metacognitive knowledge and metacognitive experiences; metacognitive experiences 

have their basis in metacognitive knowledge, but said experiences can lead to the 

restructuring of metacognitive knowledge. For instance, if a learner finds memorizing 

historic dates difficult (metacognitive experience), he/she includes this information in the 

knowledge base, causing the revision of metacognitive knowledge. Flavell and Garner 

have offered significant insight into how metacognition can help learners assess their 

learning and accept learned information, which, in turn, has contributed to deepening our 

understanding of reading processes. 

Metacognition or „thinking about thinking‟ entails the awareness and monitoring 

of thinking processes. It is these awareness and monitoring functions that enable students 

to think about their own thinking and carry out tasks using their background knowledge. 

As metacognition has gained prominence, it has emerged as an important concept in the 

language learning strategy field. Our new knowledge regarding metacognition has in turn 

developed our understanding of learning strategies and the differentiation of cognitive 

and metacognitive strategies: 

Metacognitive strategies involve thinking about the learning process, planning for 

learning, monitoring of comprehension or production while it is taking place, and 

self-evaluation of learning after the language activity is completed. Cognitive 

strategies are more directly related to individual learning tasks and entail direct 

manipulation or transformation of the learning materials. (O‟Malley, Chamot, 

Stewner-Mazanares, Russo &Kupper, 1985, pp. 560-561)  
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Metacognition has emerged as an important concept in reading research, as good learners 

are found to be more conscious of their cognitive processes. Grabe (2009) delineates 

metacognitive strategies by defining them as knowledge and control over the cognitive 

process and thus they relate to planning, monitoring, repairing, revising, summarizing and 

evaluating. Specifically, he views cognitive strategies as the strategies readers are trained 

to use such as guessing, skipping a word, and identifying a main idea, while 

metacognitive strategies bear on awareness of reading itself including monitoring 

comprehension and repairing strategies. His distinction between cognitive and 

metacognitive strategies is consistent with O‟Malley et al.‟s (1985), although he frames 

them specifically in terms of reading. 

The conceptualization of metacognitive strategies contributes to our 

understanding of reading processes and how reading should be taught. These processes 

include second language reading, which depends not only on language proficiency but 

also on strategies (Auerbach & Paxton, 1997). Many studies indicate that metacognitive 

strategies enable readers to deploy reading strategies more effectively and efficiently 

(Block, 1992; Carrell, 1989; Sheorey & Mokhtari, 2001; Zhang, 2001). It is this proactive 

role of metacognitive strategies that enables readers to become more strategic and active 

in their reading (Paris, Lipson & Wixson, 1983). A host of studies has explored 

metacognitive strategies. A review of most seminal ones comes next. 
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Research on Metacognitive Strategies 

Research on metacognitive reading strategies has yielded findings regarding how 

these strategies assist students in enhancing reading ability. It has been reported that 

learners who use global/ top-down strategies are more successful readers. These 

global/top-down strategies overlap with metacognitive strategies which include setting 

goals, using prior knowledge, using textual features, inferencing, predicting, checking 

comprehension and evaluating reading, whereas local/bottom-up strategies refer to 

identifying the meaning and grammatical category of a word, sentence syntax, text 

details, and so forth.  

For instance, Carrell (1989) looked into the metacognitive strategies of second 

language learners. In this study, college-level students were divided into two groups 

based on their backgrounds and target languages: 45 native speakers of Spanish learning 

English and 75 native speakers of English learning Spanish. To compare L1 and L2 

reading processes, the participants read passages in their native languages and their L2. 

The results showed that in L1 reading there were negative relations between bottom-up 

strategies and proficiency. “Global strategizers” were found to be more proficient than 

“local strategizers.” However, in the case of English native speakers learning Spanish as 

EFL - who were at a lower language level than Spanish native speakers learning English - 

local strategies were positively related with reading performance. Less proficient readers, 

therefore, counted on local strategies. Carrell‟s study revealed the similarities and 

differences between the reading processes of learners from different language 

backgrounds learning two different languages. Even though there were some distinctions 
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in terms of specific strategy items, overall the research resonated with other research 

findings that have confirmed positive relations between global strategies and reading 

proficiency.  

Another study (Zhang & Wu, 2009) which surveyed 249 EFL high school 

learners‟ metacognitive strategies reported that advanced-level students used global 

strategies more than low and intermediate groups. Contrary to the general belief that 

young learners and lower-level students may be incapable of deploying metacognitive 

strategies, the high school students in this study were found to employ metacognitive 

strategies including goal setting, prediction, comprehension monitoring, and background 

knowledge regardless of their proficiency levels. This finding implies that second 

language readers may be more strategic and active than expected. What kept most 

unskilled readers from developing into skilled readers was a lack of instruction on how to 

use metacognitive strategies in an efficient way. This finding is congruent with other 

studies (Anderson, 1991; Grabe, 2004) which posited that strategies themselves are not 

innately effective but what matters is the effective use of strategies in combination. In this 

light, strategy instruction is essential. Even though Zhang and Wu‟s study has made 

contributions to illustrating the metacognitive strategy use of a fairly large number of 

students, the absence of a qualitative approach left some gaps to fill on how students 

actually process their reading.  

In a similar vein, higher level students were reported to use top-down strategies 

whereas lower-level readers depended on bottom-up strategies including translation and 

dictionary use (Zhang, 2001). Specifically, proficient readers checked their 
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comprehension during the course of reading, and when problems arose, they revised their 

strategies to solve the problems. On the contrary, less proficient readers counted on local 

strategies due to their limited linguistic ability. Some researchers have discussed whether 

second language reading is a matter of reading ability or language ability and indicated 

that both of them influence second language reading (Alderson, 1984; Grabe, 2009; 

Koda, 2005). They claimed that in order for second language readers to use strategies, 

readers should reach a certain level of linguistic proficiency as a lack of linguistic 

proficiency “short-circuits” effective strategy use (Clarke, 1980). Zhang‟s study 

strengthened such views and stressed the importance of the interaction of reading ability 

and language proficiency. 

Studies on metacognitive strategies have also indicated that successful learners 

are good problem solvers as was reported in the aforementioned study by Zhang (2001). 

Reading in L2 poses diverse problems but more skilled readers are aware of the existence 

of problems and identify their source. They apply a certain strategy and then check if it 

works and if it does not, they try other strategies until they come up with a final solution. 

A case in point is Block‟s (1992) study which examined L1 and L2 readers‟ reading 

processes with a focus on monitoring and problem-solving. Interestingly, she identified 

three well-laid out steps in monitoring processes as the participants encountered 

problems: evaluation (recognizing problems and identifying their source), action (plan 

and action) and check (check or revise solution). Proficient readers were adept at these 

three steps while less proficient readers faltered, showing a lack of awareness of 

problems as well as the ability to solve them. Block‟s research highlighted that awareness 
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of the challenge of the reading process was the first step to help readers overcome 

difficulties as they strived for a higher level of reading ability. Based on this conclusion it 

was suggested that instruction should be more geared toward teaching students to identify 

problems and their source, and to raise awareness of strategies helpful for solving specific 

problems, rather than focusing on linguistic lessons. This study, however, fell short of 

delving into the relationship between the monitoring processes and reading proficiency.  

Another focal point presented by research on metacognitive strategies is that 

strategies can be taught. A good example is the study by Auerbach and Paxton (1997) 

which indicated intervention can help struggling readers to become skilled readers. The 

20 college-level ESL learners in this study took the role of not only subjects but also 

researchers: they participated both in the experiment and in analyzing the data. During 

the process they kept reading journals, describing how the existing and new strategies 

worked so that they could examine progress in their comprehension and concepts of 

reading. By imposing active responsibilities on participants, Auerbach and Paxton 

succeeded in encouraging participants to become aware of strategies they already used, 

and to learn new strategies. Most importantly, the increase in metacognitive awareness 

brought about a drastic revision in concepts of reading. In the initial stage of the study, 

most of the learners suffered from the obsession that they had to know every word to 

comprehend readings. They used the dictionary to look up every unknown word, which 

made the reading more difficult and exasperating. However, at the end of the research, 

the participants illustrated how strategy use changed their views on reading and 

comprehension ability. One student stated that strategies were like weapons which 
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enabled readers to be ready for a fight. Another student confessed, “I find myself a goal 

for the reading, and I feel my reading skill just like reborn again” (p. 254). This study 

showed how much students can be changed by being taught to control their reading and 

by increasing their enjoyment of reading. 

In sum, work in past decades has centered on three overlapping concepts: more 

sophisticated readers use top-down strategies whereas less sophisticated readers employ 

bottom-up strategies; learning how to solve problems results in making readers become 

more successful; and metacognitive strategies can be taught. These strategy implications 

highlight the importance of teaching strategies, which is discussed in the next section. 
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Reading Strategy Instruction 

A number of studies, showing that proficient readers use more strategies and 

in a more flexible and effective manner, has brought attention to strategy instruction. 

Strategy instruction concerns teaching strategies as part of classroom procedures (Cohen, 

1998; Kern, 1989). Research on L2 reading strategy instruction has supported the notion 

that reading strategies are teachable (Auerbach & Paxton, 1997; Carrell, 1985, 1989; 

Carrell et al., 1989; Oxford, 1990; Presseley, 2002), and when students learn strategies 

their reading abilities are enhanced (Cubukcu, 2008; Fung, Wilkinson & Moore, 2003; 

Harris, 2003; Ikeda & Takuechi, 2003; Kern, 1989; Salataci & Akyel, 2002; Zhang, 2008). 

The importance of reading strategies highlights a number of issues. Among these are the 

effectiveness of strategy instruction and, if it is effective, how strategies should be taught. 

THE EFFECTIVENESS OF STRATEGY INSTRUCTION 

Strategy instruction research has examined the beneficial effect that intervention 

instruction has on strategy acquisition and comprehension improvement. These studies 

concluded that learners who were taught reading strategies became more skilled readers 

by using strategies more frequently after instruction. Learners had become more aware of 

their reading processes and which strategies to use to enhance reading and to address 

problems encountered during reading. Specifically, metacognitive strategy instruction 

with its emphasis on what strategy to use, and how, when, why and where to use it could 

help learners become more responsible and active readers.  
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Carrell et al. (1989) carried out a study looking into the influence of explicit 

training on reading comprehension. Their instruction focused on metacognitive strategies 

with the experimental group being trained to activate prior knowledge, and organize it in 

relation to new knowledge. The results indicated that metacognitive strategy training 

influenced the progress of the learners in the experimental group, confirming the positive 

relationship between strategy instruction and reading improvement. A series of studies 

examining the effectiveness of the explicit instruction followed this work. 

 Working at the same time and in the same context with Carrell et al. (1989), Kern 

(1989) investigated the influence of explicit strategy training on reading comprehension. 

Fifty-five university students learning French were randomly divided into experimental 

and control groups. The experimental group received strategy training, which was 

presented as part of the curriculum. Results showed that reading strategy training 

contributed to the improvement of reading comprehension. Specifically, the lowest level 

students gained the most benefit from the strategy training. Kern attributed this to the 

assumption that intermediate and high level students might already be aware of target 

strategies. A close look at the results, however, shows that both intermediate and high 

level learners gained higher scores in post-tests, too. This illustrates that learners across 

levels gain benefits from strategy instruction although in this study lower level readers 

improved the most. This study also highlighted the importance of explicit strategy 

training which was well-integrated into the curriculum.  

 Kern‟s (1989) findings that explicit strategy instruction positively impacted the 

frequency of strategy use were confirmed by Ikeda and Takeuchi (2003), who looked into 
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the effectiveness of explicit strategy instruction and its relationship with proficiency 

level. In Ikeda and Takeuchi‟s study, however, it was the high level group which 

benefited from the strategy instruction the most. Students at a low level showed less 

increase in strategy use than high level students. The authors attributed this to the use of 

top-down strategies for treatment and the possibility that the lower level students might 

abandon new strategies beyond their ability. Ikeda and Takeuchi expanded their study to 

investigate the retention of the effects of strategy instruction. The strategy inventory 

surveys conducted 3 months and 5 months after the instruction indicated that the 

increased use of strategies was retained. This investigation into retention also stressed the 

importance of continuing studying L2. The strategy use decreased 3 months after the 

instruction but increased 2 months later, that is, 5 months after the instruction. The reason 

was that the first survey was carried out right after the summer vacation when students 

may not be no longer fresh in memory of what they had learned before the vacation and 

the second survey was conducted during the semester while students had English classes. 

Ikeda and Takeuchi‟s study is in line with Carrell et al.‟s (1989) and Kern‟s (1989) 

studies in emphasizing the importance of strategy instruction. In revealing that strategy 

instruction is effective, however, these studies do not agree which level of students most 

benefits. What is more, Ikeda and Takeuchi‟s work highlights the significance of the 

continuation of studying. 

 Fung et al. (2003) examined the effect of strategy instruction on secondary ESL 

students. Unlike the above studies, they used a reciprocal teaching method which 

encouraged students to discuss their strategy use and lead the discussions while the 
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teacher monitored, diagnosed and supported students‟ activities. To reduce their linguistic 

burden, the students used both L1 and L2 reciprocal teaching. This research suggested 

that there was improvement in students‟ reading abilities in both L1 and L2, with L1 

reciprocal teaching contributing to developing L2 reading processes. The interrelation of 

L1 and L2 development confirmed L1 strategy transfer to L2 strategy use, and the 

applicability of high-order strategies students already used in L1 to L2 reading. Another 

contribution of this study was the adoption of the explicit-teaching-before-reciprocal 

teaching format where teachers explicitly explained target strategies prior to the 

reciprocal instruction. This study illustrated the effectiveness of combining different 

instruction methods. 

 Zhang‟s (2008) study is another example of how reciprocal strategy instruction 

affects reading improvement. The ESL participants in an experimental group were 

encouraged to develop metacognitive knowledge and self-regulation with an aim to 

become autonomous readers. As part of an effort to raise awareness of reading, 

participants discussed what a strategy was and why, how, when and where the strategy 

should be used, while the teacher facilitated the discussion and provided a description and 

explanation of strategies. They also talked about what strategies should be used for a 

given passage. The teacher explained, modeled and evaluated strategy use and let 

students share their strategy use. The result indicated that the participants in the 

experimental group progressed in perceived strategy use and reading comprehension. 

Therefore, Zhang‟s study demonstrated the effectiveness of strategy instruction focused 

on reciprocal teaching. 
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In sum, research findings have provided evidence that strategy instruction 

enhances the reading proficiencies of learners both at lower and higher levels. Despite 

this consensus on the effectiveness of strategy instruction, there is no agreed-upon 

conclusion regarding who benefits most in term of proficiency levels as well as 

instruction methods. This leads to the need to look into how and what teachers should 

teach in strategy intervention classes.  

 

STRATEGY INSTRUCTION MODELS 

Four major instructional models have been proposed to teach reading strategies:  

1. The Direct Instruction Approach 

2. The Reciprocal Teaching Approach 

3. Collaborative Learning 

4. Transactional Strategy Instruction 

 

Aimed at helping less adept L1 readers, the Direct Instruction Approach explicitly 

explains strategies and mental processes related to successful reading. To that purpose, 

the teacher assumes the central role of explaining, modeling and providing opportunities 

for students to solve reading comprehension problems (Garner, 1987; Williams, 2002), 

and then encourages students to use the strategies by themselves. As this approach is 

teacher-directed, the teacher role as explainer and guide is very important (Duffy, 2002). 

Studies on L2 reading instruction have also indicated that this direct approach is effective 

in a second language learning context (Carrell et al, 1989; Kern, 1989; Raymond, 1993). 
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The Reciprocal Teaching Approach was first designed by Palincsar and Brown 

(1984) for L1 readers and then was also used in an L2 context with a positive impact on 

L2 reading improvement (Fung et al., 2003; Salataci & Akyel, 2002; Zhang, 2008). 

Reciprocal teaching, contrariwise, involves collaborative small group discussion, 

stressing more interactions between the teacher and students, and among students. It 

focuses on such strategies as summarizing, questioning during reading, clarifying and 

predicting. Reciprocal teaching involves the following procedures: (a) the teacher‟s 

modeling of strategy use, (b) group discussion on how to apply strategies to a given text, 

(c) learners‟ taking on the leader role in a whole class discussion on strategy use, and (d) 

the teacher‟s supporting student discussion and strategy application. The Reciprocal 

Teaching Approach helps students become independent strategy users as they learn how 

to apply strategies to a certain context.  

Collaborative learning has drawn on reciprocal teaching with its emphasis on 

group work and a student carrying out a leader role (Grabe, 2009). Through group work 

students learn key strategies from each other and support each other in enhancing 

comprehension in a less intimidating environment. Similar to reciprocal teaching, 

collaborative strategic reading has a strategy focus: previewing (predicting, setting goals 

and activating prior knowledge); click and clunk (monitoring difficult words and ideas); 

getting the gist (restating the main idea); and wrap-up (Klinger & Vaughn, 2000). 

Repetitive practice of these key strategies can enhance learners‟ reading abilities.  

Finally, Transactional Strategy Instruction stresses a teacher‟s guiding role in 

explaining, modeling, and scaffolding, and students taking increasing responsibility for 
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independent strategy use over time (El-Dinary, 2002; Pressley, 2002; Williams, 2002). 

This approach is similar to the Direct Instruction Approach in that the teacher provides 

direct explanation, and to the Reciprocal Teaching Approach in that interaction among 

students is emphasized.   

These strategy instruction models differ from each other in terms of the degree of 

teacher-led instruction and student collaboration. However, they share the same goal of 

promoting readers‟ self-directedness and independence. Despite much research indicating 

the effectiveness of strategy intervention, L2 reading instruction is still heavily focused 

on teaching how to understand passages and thus solve comprehension questions. Much 

less attention is given on how to use strategies to help students become active readers. It 

is suggested that findings in strategy instruction research should be applied to real-world 

classroom teachings. Language teaching should also strike a balance between promoting 

linguistic ability and strategy use. 

The following section offers pedagogical implications with a focus on teacher 

role and strategy selection. 
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Pedagogical Implications 

 An array of research studies has shown that learners equipped with reading 

strategies are more proficient readers and that learning strategies can help learners 

become successful readers. These findings reiterate the need to teach learners reading 

strategies so that they can solve problems they may encounter while reading and 

eventually, comprehend reading passages. In reality, however, the importance of reading 

strategies is not appreciated enough, sometimes even to the point of being totally 

neglected in classroom teaching. Most reading instruction is aimed at teaching what to 

understand for assessment, rather than how to comprehend. In some slightly better cases, 

reading books designed for second language readers contain strategies. However, they are 

presented without the big picture of how each strategy or combination of strategies can 

promote comprehension, or they lack teacher resources on how they should be taught. 

Strategy instruction in this case becomes another task to study and be understood rather 

than serving as a powerful tool to encourage students to become independent readers. 

Given the important role of strategies in increasing reading proficiency, I argue for their 

inclusion in class instruction. Following are pedagogical implications on how reading 

strategies could be incorporated by the teacher and how students may select the strategies 

more appropriately. 
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THE ROLE OF THE TEACHER IN READING STRATEGY INSTRUCTION 

 

Teachers should act as coaches who guide their students to become more 

strategic, active and ultimately, autonomous readers. To this end, they need to engage in a 

set of instruction processes: explaining, modeling, monitoring, scaffolding, evaluating 

and revising (Block & Pressley, 2002; Palincsar & Brown, 1984; Williams, 2002). 

Teachers should explicitly explain what strategies are and why, how, when and where the 

strategies should be used. Researchers on both L1 and L2 reading agree that explicit 

instructions enhance students‟ awareness of both existing and newly-acquired strategies 

and their reading processes (Carrell et al., 1998; Chamot, 2005; O‟Malley & Chamot, 

1990; Shen, 2003). In this regard, it is important that teachers find out and let their 

students know what strategies the students already possess before instruction. This will be 

a good base for students to further develop and use strategies in an efficient way.  

A mere explanation, however, will not be enough for students to learn how 

strategies work for their benefit. Teacher modeling and scaffolding are necessary to give 

students concrete ideas on how to apply strategies to specific tasks. In this process, 

teachers should highlight the importance of goal-setting, which can lead to strategy 

planning and problem solving. As a last step, evaluating the effectiveness of strategy use 

and its ensuing revision, if necessary, should follow. The subsequent five elements 

delineated by Winograd and Hare (1988, as cited in Carrel et al., 1998, p. 103) can ensure 

each stage of the process is carried out. 
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1) What is the strategy? 

Teachers should explain definitions and features of reading strategies and what 

kinds of reading strategies exist. Then teachers might, in discussion, elicit what 

strategies students have already been using, so that students can develop their 

awareness of strategy use. 

2) Why should a strategy be learned? 

It is important that teachers explicate the need for students to learn strategies. 

Knowing the importance and purpose of strategy acquisition and its benefits can 

motivate students. 

3) How should the strategy be used? 

Teachers need to elaborate on the functions of and relationships among strategies 

so that students understand how they can make use of these strategies. Specifically, 

teachers ought to demonstrate how students can solve specific problems with 

appropriate strategies. This way, students will understand one of the major roles of 

strategy use: problem-solving.  

4) When and where should the strategy be used? 

Teachers should elaborate on situations and text types for which each strategy can 

be utilized by modeling and scaffolding. That way, students will better understand 

the functions of each strategy to promote comprehension. With this understanding 

in mind, students can practice strategy use independently with the assistance of the 

teacher. 
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5) How should the strategy be evaluated? 

After students practice applying strategies to a given reading task, teachers should 

illustrate to students the ways the strategy use is assessed. They should then review 

the strategies used together and see whether the strategies selected are optimal or 

not. When the strategy use is assessed to be ineffective, teachers could provide 

ways to revise strategy use by suggesting and implementing other strategies 

together.   

 

These five steps can lead students to understand what strategies are and how they should 

be used, thereby elevating students‟ megacognitive awareness of their reading processes. 

After working with students regarding their current strategy use, additional thoughts 

should be devoted to selecting appropriate strategies for future learning.  

STRATEGY SELECTION 

As noted, selecting reading strategies for instruction should be a central concern 

of teachers. Strategies in themselves are not effective or ineffective. What matters is to 

decide which strategy or strategies to use in a specific context. Teachers need to take 

account of variables to come up with the most effective instruction model, including 

metacognitive knowledge of a person, tasks and strategy types (Flavell, 1979).  

Learners at different stages of learning have different needs for improvement. As 

reviewed in the previous section, studies have yielded different results regarding the 

proficiency level that benefits most from strategy intervention; lower level students 
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showed more improvement in some studies (Kern, 1989) whereas in other studies higher 

level students progressed the most (Ikeda & Takeuchi, 2003). For learners at a novice 

level, bottom-up strategies should be at the center of intervention and explicit explanation 

of strategies is necessary. On the other hand, higher-level learners will make 

improvements when top-down strategies are taught.  

There is no agreed-upon reading strategy typology. Researchers have presented 

different strategy categories with overlapping strategy items (See Anderson, 1991; Block, 

1986; Cohen, 1990; Mokhtari & Sheorey, 2002; Nunan, 1999; Pritchard, 1990, for each 

typology). Among the strategies contained in each typology, the following are the major 

strategies that benefit learners in their efforts to improve reading ability. 

1) Prior knowledge 

Prior knowledge enhances understanding and thus activating prior knowledge before 

reading brings in multiple advantages. By connecting readers‟ existing knowledge to 

reading topics, readers take interest in the reading material and are ready to learn new 

information. This brings about enhancement of comprehension, inference, and 

construction of mental imagery (Trabasso & Bouchard, 2002). 

2) Mental imagery 

Mental imagery is readers‟ interpretations of what they read. When readers construct 

images of what they read it boosts retention of the reading. This strategy is especially 

effective for children for comprehension improvement (Pressley, 2002). To 

encourage students to create mental imagery, teachers can ask them to draw what 

they read or verbalize what they can see from the reading passages. 
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3) Skimming and scanning 

    Skimming and scanning help readers understand reading materials in a quick and 

efficient manner. Skimming is aimed at getting the gist through selective reading 

while scanning is for seeking specific information for a specific question. Skimming 

and scanning can teach readers how to read selectively and quickly for specific 

purposes. 

4) Text structure: graphic organizer 

Understanding text structure leads readers to systematically organize the reading 

materials. Organizing text structure contributes to comprehension, understanding of 

the relationship of main ideas and supporting details, and retention (Carrell et al., 

1989). Various forms of graphic organizers can be used to let readers come up with 

text structures (Grabe, 2009). Teachers prepare graphic organizers which serve the 

reading purpose and organize/reorganize the structure of the reading material. 

5) Comprehension monitoring 

Comprehension monitoring is, in essence, megacognitive awareness, which helps 

readers monitor their reading processes (Baker, 2002; Pressley, 2002; Pressley & 

Block, 2002). Monitoring comprehension includes knowing reading purposes/goals, 

understanding text difficulties, detecting and solving problems, and clarifying 

misunderstandings. It can be challenging to teach comprehension monitoring since it 

mainly involves students‟ self-awareness. Teachers can model their reading processes 

through thinking aloud and encourage students to practice comprehension monitoring 

multiple times for training. 
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6) Question answering 

Teaching how to find answers to questions lets readers focus on particular content 

and increase memory (Trabasso & Bouchard, 2002). This is one of the most 

important strategies as reading proficiency is assessed based on readers‟ ability to 

find correct answers. Teachers should teach how to recall what was read through 

various strategies including skimming, scanning, text structure and inference. 

Question answering can teach students how to combine strategies to come up with 

correct answers. 

7) Question generating 

Question generating instruction encourages students to direct appropriate questions 

relevant to a text. This is an important strategy to help students distinguish main 

concepts of the text, integrate information, and increase accuracy in answering 

questions (Rosenshine, Meister & Chapman, 1996). The question generating strategy 

can also boost ownership of reading by readers, as it is their decision which part of 

the text merits questions. Teachers could encourage students to write a certain 

number of questions appropriate to students‟ proficiency levels, give feedback 

whether their questions covered important ideas in the text and check whether 

students can answer the questions they generated.  
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8) Inference 

Making inferences refers to connecting prior knowledge to available facts and 

information in the text to discover the ideas and patterns that are not overtly stated in 

the text (Pressley, 1998, 2006). To figure out authors‟ intentions in writing, teachers 

can encourage students to synthesize information from the text with their prior 

knowledge.  

9) Summarizing 

Summarization is a useful strategy for readers to decide central ideas and reorganize 

them in their own words. It entails comprehension, inference, selective reading and 

identifying main ideas. Summarization instruction helps readers be more aware of 

the structure and the relationships of the text. Depending on students‟ proficiency 

levels, teachers can start from paragraph summarization before trying a full 

summarization of the text.  

 

Beyond specific techniques, there are some points for teachers to consider in their 

reading strategy instruction. Teachers should take their learners‟ proficiencies into 

account and start with simpler strategies such as mental imagery and then expand to more 

sophisticated ones such as inferencing. Teachers also need to teach which strategies are 

used for a specific situation as different strategies should be used depending on text type 

and task goals. In this regard, setting the goal plays a pivotal role in deciding what kinds 

of strategies are used. For instance, if the text is a standardized test and the goal is to get 

higher scores, the question answering strategy, among other approaches, is of top priority.  
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 Strategy instruction needs to take place in the curriculum, not in isolation. 

Readers employ strategies in their efforts to comprehend the text and overcome 

challenges they encounter during reading. Therefore, it benefits readers most when they 

learn not only what individual strategies are but also how to apply them to texts. In this 

vein, strategy instruction needs to be explored in pre-, during- and post-reading formats 

(Grabe, 2009). 

 It is also of paramount importance to prepare teachers to conduct strategy 

instruction in the most efficient and appropriate manner. Teachers are the active models 

who guide and coach students to become more strategic readers. However, there is little 

assistance for teacher training (Anderson & Roit, 1993; Duffy, 1993). It is imperative to 

provide teachers with necessary support to make strategy instruction a success.  

To sum up, reading strategies are essential tools for readers to comprehend 

reading and address problems they may encounter during the course of reading. In this 

regard, strategy instruction should be part of the reading class. Teachers have important 

roles to play in raising students‟ awareness of their existing strategies and teaching new 

strategies, including teacher modeling, scaffolding and evaluation of strategy use. 

Because the importance of strategy instruction has only been uncovered relatively 

recently, many current teachers have never benefited from these methods. Because of 

this, and because such skills are central to the learning of current students, teacher 

training is also critical to provide teachers with necessary support.  
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Conclusion 

 The literature reviewed in this report highlighted the importance of helping 

students become active, independent and autonomous readers. Equally important and just 

as rewarding is helping students develop positive self-concepts as readers and simply 

enjoy reading.  

 On the basis of findings in empirical studies, this report has stressed that reading 

strategies can empower readers to be successful in reading. These studies have 

demonstrated that readers who use more strategies tend to be more proficient readers and 

those who employ strategies in a flexible way turn out to be more adept readers. 

Furthermore, learners who are more aware of their reading processes – that is, who 

engage in metacognitive awareness – are apt to be goal-oriented and take ownership of 

their reading processes. 

Much emphasis has also been placed on the need to teach strategies as part of the 

curriculum in class. In this regard, teachers have important roles to play as guides and 

coaches to lead students to the path of becoming strategic readers who can read books 

with great pleasure. A list of strategies has been suggested for strategy instruction, which 

can be a starting point in selecting major strategies for reading comprehension. 

Despite abundant studies on reading strategies and strategy instruction, there are 

some gaps to be filled in future research. There is no agreed-upon typology on reading 

strategies. Different researchers have developed slightly different categories of their own 

based on past studies, especially L1 reading studies. A more consistent typology with a 



 35 

tighter focus on L2 reading would contribute to identifying strategy use by L2 readers 

and helping them acquire L2 specific strategies. L2 reading researchers, educators and 

teachers should study reading instruction specifically in L2 contexts, and further develop 

ideas as how strategy instruction should be conducted for L2 readers. The lack of 

research on L2 strategy instruction may be attributable to the fact that less attention has 

been paid to strategy instruction‟s great potential to change the way students approach 

their reading processes. It is imperative that the effectiveness of reading strategy 

uncovered through a rich body of research should further expand to the strategy 

instruction field, from which L2 readers can benefit. After all, they are the ones who 

should become best suited, and most able, to conduct their reading strategies to play in 

tandem. 
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