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Abstract
The study scrutinized the interaction between reading proficiency and strategic competence via reading
comprehension test performance of Iranian EFL learners. The further concern was to scrutinize the extent to
which strategic competence affected the participants’ test performance. The participants were 506 postgraduate
students who took a reading comprehension test and answered a metacognitive strategy questionnaire
successively in one session. The findings manifested that the participants at the high level of reading proficiency
used metacognitive strategies more frequently than did the participants at the low and intermediate levels of
reading proficiency in the test-taking setting. The findings also revealed a positive linear relationship between
metacognitive awareness and the participants’ test performance. The findings provide empirical evidences for
the close interaction between linguistic and strategic competences, as the two major components of
communicative language ability, discussed in different frameworks for language use such as Bachman’s (1990)
and Bachman and Palmer’s (1996) frameworks. The findings revealed the necessity for designing the
instructional programs focusing on both linguistic and strategic aspects of language learning in a balanced way
to improve reading ability of L2 learners. The findings indicate that the true score of language learners is
dependent on linguistic and strategic aspects of test-taking. Thus, the findings recommend language teachers to
interpret test scores with great care to make fair decisions about the actual ability of test takers. In addition, the
findings encourage curriculum planners and language teachers to design appropriate instructional materials and
adapt effective teaching approaches to improve reading comprehension.
Keywords: communicative competence, linguistic competence, strategic competence, metacognitive awareness,
true score
1. Introduction
Most of the studies on second language reading manifested that second language learners use a set of
competencies for effective reading comprehension (e.g. Brantmeier, 2002; Liontas, 2002; Saricoban, 2002;
Scarcella & Oxford, 1992; Shrum & Glisan, 2000; Singhal, 2001). The four major competences are grammatical
competence, sociolinguistic competence, discourse competence, and strategic competence, assisting second
language learners in accomplishing a multitude of reading tasks. Since the development of cognitive psychology
in 1970s, strategic competence has got wider significance encouraging many researchers to work on the
underlying strategic process of language learning and test taking (e.g. Cohen & Dörnyei, 2002; Dreyer & Oxford,
1996; Peacock & Ho, 2003; Su, 2005). Bachman (1990) described strategic competence as an essential aspect of
communicative language ability consisting of assessment, planning, and execution strategies. Bachman’s
description of strategic competence is more dynamic than the earlier descriptions dealing with the compensatory
functions of strategic competence, particularly in interlanguage settings (e.g. Canale, 1983; Canale & Swain,
1980: Farech & Kasper, 1983). Bachman and Palmer (1996, 2010) considered strategic competence as a set of
metacognitive components functioning in higher executive processes, providing cognitive management function
in language use and the other cognitive activities. Bachman and Palmer also believed that strategic competence
consists of a set of metacognitive strategies concerned with planning, monitoring, and evaluating language
learners’ problem-solving activities. The view is largely derived from Steinberg's description of the
metacomponents in his model of intelligence (see Steinberg, 1985, 1988).
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The central role of strategic competence in communication activities has been depicted in Bachman and Palmer’s
(1996, 2010) conceptual frameworks of language use. Strategic competence acts as the major component, linking
the individual characteristics of language users, including language knowledge, topical knowledge, personal
characteristics, and affective schemata to the characteristics of language use settings. The two frameworks
demonstrate an interaction among areas of language ability, topical knowledge, affective schemata, on the one
hand, and the interaction between the mentioned attributes and the characteristics of language use setting through
strategic competence, on the other. Strategic competence consists of a set of metacognitive strategies interacting
with a language user’s language knowledge, topical knowledge, affective schemata, and the characteristics of a
language use task to achieve a communicative language purpose.
The key role of strategic competence has been also depicted in Bachman's (1990) classical framework for the
components of communicative language ability as the mediating component, linking language competence to
language users’ knowledge structures and the features of the context in which communication takes place. Thus,
language competence and strategic competence act as the two major components of language ability, the
combination of which provides language users with the ability to create and interpret discourse in terms of the
context requirements.
Thus, the present study was an attempt to explore the probable significant interaction between linguistic and
strategic competences via reading comprehension test performance of Iranian EFL learners with regard to their
level of reading proficiency. As improving reading comprehension is of primary importance in most of the
academic English language teaching programs at universities, particularly at postgraduate level, the study was
conducted in the area of reading comprehension with a number of postgraduate students doing EAP (English for
Academic Purposes) courses in Iran. The further concern was to scrutinize the degree to which the participants’
metacognitive awareness and reading test performance was related.
The findings can be significant due to comparing and contrasting metacognitive strategic patterns of language
learners at different levels of reading proficiency revealing the gap between more proficient and less proficient
learners. In addition, the findings can show the strength of the relationship between linguistic and strategic
competences and the degree of variance in the test performance due to the effect of metacognitive strategies. Thus,
the findings can help language teachers interpret test scores with great care to decrease error of measurement. The
findings can provide useful information helping curriculum planners, syllabus designers, and language teachers
design effective instructional programs to improve reading ability of L2 learners. The findings can remind
language teachers of the strategic aspects of language learning and test taking that should be incorporated in
language teaching programs. The findings can provide empirical evidence for classical frameworks of Bachman
(1990) as well as Bachman and Palmer (1996), which have been rarely investigated systematically, particularly in
reading comprehension test-taking settings.
2. Literature Review
Purpura (1997) worked on Bachman’s (1990) classical framework of language use and considered strategic
competence as a set of metacognitive strategies divided into the three groups of planning, monitoring, and
evaluating strategies. Planning strategies are applied for future actions and goal attainment. Good examples of
planning strategies are goal setting, overseeing tasks, and planning future actions beforehand. Planning strategies
regulate test takers' thinking process to allocate resources, determine the order of the steps, and set the intensity or
the speed of accomplishing a task. Monitoring strategies refer to the strategies used for checking ongoing
comprehension or ongoing performance such as noticing comprehension failure and double-checking
comprehension. Monitoring strategies are test takers’ deliberate actions required to identify a current task, check
the current progress of accomplishing the task, monitor their thinking and performance, and predict the outcome of
the progress. Evaluating strategies are used for evaluating the past and current actions. Good examples of
evaluating strategies are assessing the difficulty level of language task, checking the progress, and evaluating the
performance and product accuracy.
Metacognitive awareness in reading comprehension is concerned with readers’ conscious awareness of strategic
reading processes, reading strategy repertoires, and actual utilization of reading strategies to maximize text
comprehension (Carrel et al., 1998; Forrest-Pressley & Waller, 1984; Sheorey & Mokhtari, 2001; Zhang, 2001).
Reading comprehension is a metacognitive process in which many strategies, as Alexander and Jetton (2000)
asserted, are “procedural, purposeful, effortful, willful, essential, and facilitative in nature” (p. 295). While
applying metacognitive strategies, readers devote more attention to controlling, monitoring, and evaluating
reading process (Pressley, 2000; Pressley et al., 1995). Readers with stronger metacognitive awareness are able to
interpret reading tasks more effectively in terms of context requirements. Effective readers select particular
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strategies relevant to reading purposes, task demands, and preferred cognitive styles. They monitor the process of
comprehension, evaluate the effects of selected strategies, and change the strategies where necessary (Cohen, 1998;
Hudson, 2007; Paris et al., 1994; Pressley & Afflerbach, 1995; Zhang, 2008).
The findings of most studies on the effect of metacognitive awareness on L2 reading have indicated variation in the
strategic behavior of learners concerning their level of language proficiency (e.g., Anderson, 1991; Block, 1986;
Carrell, 1989; Rasekh & Ranjbary, 2003; Sheorey & Mokhtari, 2001; Yang, 2002; Zhang, 2001, 2002; Zhang, et
al., 2008; Zhang & Wu, 2009). As an example, Zhang and Wu investigated the degree of metacognitive awareness
of Chinese high school students in reading comprehension through the reported description of the participants. The
findings revealed a positive relationship between the students’ overall EFL achievement and frequency of using
metacognitive strategies.
From the findings of the mentioned studies, it is inferred that language proficiency exerts substantial influence
on the frequency as well as type of metacognitive strategies used by language learners, particularly in reading
comprehension process. However, in many instructional programs, common strategic-based syllabuses are still
used for teaching metacognitive strategies to the students at different levels of language proficiency. In other
words, little attention is devoted to designing particular strategic-based syllabuses with regard to the differences
in the language ability of learners. Unfortunately, due to lack of effective strategic-based instructions in many
instructional reading programs, many students cannot fully comprehend the content of the materials, and the
reading courses are not highly efficient. The problem is even more serious in many EAP programs in which
improving reading comprehension is of primary importance.
Thus, the present study is an attempt to explore the interaction between reading proficiency and use of
metacognitive strategies via reading comprehension test performance of Iranian postgraduate EAP students. The
findings can be significant as the differences in the use of metacognitive strategies are systematically investigated
at different levels of reading proficiency. In addition, as reading comprehension is of crucial importance in many
EAP programs at the universities in many parts of the world, the findings can provide useful information helping
policy makers, curriculum planners, syllabus designers, language teachers, and test designers tailor effective
instructional programs, syllabuses, teaching approaches, and tests to the particular needs of the students.
Analyzing the differences between more proficient and less proficient language learners in the use of
metacognitive strategies can help English teachers as well as curriculum planners design effective instructional
syllabuses and teaching approaches to fill the gap between learners. Moreover, the findings can remind language
teachers of different factors affecting test scores, encouraging them to interpret test scores from different sides to
decrease error of measurement. As the study explores the extent of relationship between metacognitive
awareness and reading comprehension test performance, the findings can help language teachers to predict
reading ability of their students with regard to their metacognitive strategy use.
The research questions and corresponding hypotheses are formulated as follows:
Question one: Does level of reading proficiency significantly affect the use of metacognitive strategies in reading
comprehension test performance?
Question two: To what extent are metacognitive awareness and reading comprehension test performance related?
Hypothesis one: Level of reading proficiency significantly affects the use of metacognitive strategies in reading
comprehension test performance.
Hypothesis two: Metacognitive awareness and reading comprehension test performance are positively related.
3. Method
In this section, the participants, instruments, data collection procedures, and data analysis are discussed.
3.1 Participants
The participants of this study were recruited from 506 Iranian postgraduate students, majoring in different
academic disciplines at Islamic Azad University of Neyshabur. The students were doing EAP courses in different
academic disciplines rather than languages. Based on their scores in the reading comprehension section of a
TOEFL Test (Longman, 2005), the participants were divided into the three levels of high, intermediate, and low
reading proficiency. The frequency and percentage of the participants across the three levels of reading proficiency
are manifested in Table 1.
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Table 1. Frequency and percentage of the participants
Level of Reading Proficiency Frequency

Percent

Valid Percent

Cumulative Percent

Low

73

14.4

14.4

14.4

Intermediate

344

68.0

68.0

82.4

High

89

17.6

17.6

100.0

Total

506

100.0

100.0

As demonstrated in Table 1, the students at the intermediate level of reading proficiency formed the highest
proportion (68.0%). The students at the low and high levels of reading proficiency formed the smaller
proportions of the accessible participants. The distribution of the participants’ reading scores was close to normal
distribution.
3.2 Instruments
The following research instruments were used to collect data in the study:
3.2.1 Reading Comprehension Test
A reading comprehension section of a TOEFL test was utilized in this study to assess the reading ability of the
participants. The test was selected from the paper-based version of Longman TOEFL Test (2005), consisting of
five reading comprehension passages, followed by 50 multiple-choice questions. The time allocated for taking
the test was 55 minutes.
3.2.2 Metacognitive Strategy Questionnaire
A metacognitive strategy questionnaire derived from Phakiti’s (2003) metacognitive strategy questionnaire was
utilized in this study. The questionnaire consisted of 30 statements, contextualizing the use of the three distinct
subcategories of planning, monitoring, and evaluating metacognitive strategies. The questionnaire was organized
on a 5-point Likert scale, in which the participants had to indicate the frequency of using each strategy in the
test-taking process through selecting one of the following adverbs of frequency:
a) never 1

b) seldom 2

c) sometimes 3

d) often 4

e) always 5

The questionnaire was piloted by a sample of 30 Iranian postgraduate students, who gave feedback to improve
the questionnaire items. In addition, the questionnaire was reviewed by some professors in TEFL who gave some
professional comments, based on which the probable ambiguities were removed. The reliability index of the
questionnaire was calculated by using Cronbach’s alpha formula. The reliability index was (r = 0.970), which
was high and acceptable.
3.3 Procedures
All the participants took the reading test and responded the metacognitive strategy questionnaire successively in
one session. The time allotted to take the test was 55 minutes, and the dedicated time to respond the
questionnaire was 15 minutes. Prior to answering the test and questionnaire, the participants were briefed on the
structures of the test and questionnaire and the way to answer them.
3.4 Data Analysis
The statistical procedures used in the study were Cronbach’s alpha, descriptive statistics, one-way analysis of
variance, regression analysis, and Pearson product moment correlation coefficient through using the 18th version
of SPSS software.
4. Results
The findings of this study are reported in the two subsections.
4.1 Relationship between Level of Reading Proficiency and Metacognitive Strategies
To explore the first research question concerning the relationship between the participants’ level of reading
proficiency and using metacognitive strategies, the descriptive statistics were calculated. The results are
presented in Table 2.
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics for using metacognitive strategies by the three groups of proficiency
Proficiency

95% Confidence
Interval for Mean

Strategies
Level
N
Overall
Low
73
metacognitive
Intermediat 344
strategies
e
High
89
Total
506
Planning strategies Low
73
Intermediat 344
e
High
89
Total
506
Monitoring
Low
73
strategies
Intermediat 344
e
High
89
Total
506
Evaluating
Low
73
strategies
Intermediat 344
e
High
89
Total
506

Std.
Std.
Lower
Mean Deviation Error Bound
3.4341 .48795
.05711 3.3203
3.5235 .52003
.02804 3.4684

Upper
Bound Min.
3.5480 2.34
3.5787 2.19

Max.
4.31
4.97

3.6592
3.5345
3.3074
3.4014

.49429
.51427
.59328
.56782

.05239
.02286
.06944
.03061

3.5551
3.4896
3.1690
3.3412

3.7633
3.5794
3.4458
3.4616

2.50
2.19
1.80
1.87

4.69
4.97
4.47
4.93

3.5639
3.4164
3.5199
3.6829

.53601
.57004
.53860
.64237

.05682
.02534
.06304
.03463

3.4510
3.3666
3.3942
3.6148

3.6768
3.4662
3.6455
3.7510

2.27
1.80
2.38
1.75

4.67
4.93
4.83
5.00

3.7682
3.6744
3.5836
3.5844

.65428
.63346
.57610
.65493

.06935
.02816
.06743
.03531

3.6304
3.6191
3.4491
3.5149

3.9060
3.7297
3.7180
3.6538

1.75
1.75
2.22
1.88

4.88
5.00
4.89
5.00

3.8408 2.13
3.6635 1.88

4.67
5.00

3.7224 .56203
3.6085 .62966

.05958 3.6040
.02799 3.5535

As shown in Table 2, overall metacognitive strategies were used more frequently by the high proficiency test
takers (M = 3.6592) and less frequently by the intermediate (M = 3.5235) and low (M = 3.4341) proficiency test
takers. As for the three subcategories of metacognitive strategies, the mean score of using monitoring strategies
was the highest (M = 3.6744) whereas the mean score of using planning strategies was the lowest (M = 3.4164)
for the total participants. The high proficiency group got the highest mean scores in using overall strategies (M =
3.6592), monitoring strategies (M = 3.7682), planning strategies (M = 3.5639), and evaluating strategies (M =
3.7224). In comparison, the low proficiency group got the lowest mean scores in using overall strategies (M =
3.4341), monitoring strategies (M =3.5199), planning strategies (M = 3.3074), and evaluating strategies (M =
3.5836). To probe the significant differences among the mean scores of the three groups of reading proficiency
in using metacognitive strategies, a one-way analysis of variance was run. The results are presented in Table 3.
Table 3. One-way analysis of variance for using metacognitive strategies
Strategies
Overall metacognitive strategies

Planning strategies

Between
Groups
Within Groups
Total
Between
Groups
Within Groups
Total
25

Sum
of
Squares df

Mean
Square F

2.161

2

1.081

4.137 .017

131.400
133.562
2.882

503 .261
505
2
1.441

4.496 .012

161.214
164.096

503 .321
505

Sig.
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2.551

2

1.276

200.091
202.642
1.400

503 .398
505
2
.700

198.817
200.216

503 .395
505

3.207 .041

1.771 .171

As manifested in Table 3, significant differences were found among the mean scores of the three proficiency
groups in using overall metacognitive strategies F (2, 503) = 4.137, p = .017; planning strategies F (2, 503) =
4.496, p =. 012; monitoring strategies F (2,503) = 3.207, p = 041. No significant differences were found among
the mean scores of the three groups in applying evaluating strategies F (2, 503) = 1.771, p = .171.
To compare the mean differences in pairs, a Tukey HSD test was run. The results are presented in Table 4.
Table 4. Multiple comparisons between the mean scores of the three proficiency groups

Dependent
Variable
Metacognitive
strategies

Planning
strategies

Monitoring
strategies

Evaluating
strategies

(I)
Reading
level
Low

(J)
Reading
level

Intermedia
te
High
Intermedia Low
te
High
High
Low
Intermedia
te
Low
Intermedia
te
High
Intermedia Low
te
High
High
Low
Intermedia
te
Low
Intermedia
te
High
Intermedia Low
te
High
High
Low
Intermedia
te
Low
Intermedia
te
High

Mean
Difference
(I-J)

Std.
Error

Sig.

95% Confidence
Interval
Lower Upper
Bound Bound

-.08944

.06586

.364

-.2443

.0654

-.22510*
.08944
-.13567
.22510*
.13567

.08071
.06586
.06078
.08071
.06078

.015
.364
.067
.015
.067

-.4148
-.0654
-.2785
.0354
-.0072

-.0354
.2443
.0072
.4148
.2785

-.09400

.07295

.402

-.2655

.0775

-.25654*
.09400
-.16254*
.25654*
.16254*

.08940
.07295
.06733
.08940
.06733

.012
.402
.043
.012
.043

-.4667
-.0775
-.3208
.0464
.0043

-.0464
.2655
-.0043
.4667
.3208

-.16304

.08128

.112

-.3541

.0280

-.24834*
.16304
-.08530
.24834*
.08530

.09959
.08128
.07501
.09959
.07501

.035
.112
.492
.035
.492

-.4825
-.0280
-.2616
.0142
-.0910

-.0142
.3541
.0910
.4825
.2616

-.00080

.08102

1.000

-.1912

.1896

-.13880

.09928

.343

-.3722

.0946
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Low
Intermedia
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.00080
-.13800
.13880
.13800
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.08102
.07477
.09928
.07477

1.000
.156
.343
.156

-.1896
-.3138
-.0946
-.0378

.1912
.0378
.3722
.3138

p≤0.05
As presented in Table 4, significant differences were found between the high and low proficiency groups in the
use of metacognitive strategies (I – J = .22510*, p = .015) and monitoring strategies (I – J = .24834*, p = .035).
As for planning strategies, significant differences were found between the high and low proficiency groups (I – J
= .25654*, p = .012) as well as the high and intermediate groups (I – J = .16254*, p = .043). No significant
differences were found among the mean scores of the three groups in using evaluating strategies.
4.2 Relationship between Metacognitive Awareness and Reading Test Performance
To probe the second research question concerning the extent to which the participants’ metacognitive awareness
and reading test performance are related, a linear regression analysis was applied. The summary of the model is
shown in Table 5.
Table 5. Model summary for regression analysis
Model
1

R
.113

a

R Square

Adjusted R Square

Std. Error of the Estimate

.013

.011

8.41652

As shown in Table 5, the bivariate correlation between using metacognitive strategies and the participants’ test
performance was (R = .113). The R square value (R square = .013) indicate that 13% of the variance in the test
performance can be explained by the use of metacognitive strategies. Table 6 presents the regression coefficients
between the use of metacognitive strategies and reading test performance.
Table 6. Regression coefficients between the use of metacognitive strategies and reading test performance
Unstandardized
Coefficients

Standardized
Coefficients

Model

B

Std. Error Beta

t

Sig.

(Constant)

14.977

2.601

5.758

.000

Metacognitive strategies

1.859

.728

2.552

.011

.113

As revealed in Table 6, the standardized coefficient between using metacognitive strategies and the test
performance was (Beta = .113) at p = .011, indicating a positive relationship between using metacognitive
strategies and the test performance. The unstandardized regression coefficient between metacognitive strategies
and test performance was 1.859, indicating that for every one increase on the horizontal axis, the score on the
vertical axis changes by 1.859. The linear regression equation between the participants’ test performance or test
score, as the dependent variable, and the use of metacognitive strategies, as the independent variable, is
formulated as the following,
Test score (true score) = 14.977 + 1.859 (metacognitive strategies)

(1)

The equation indicates that with one increase in the use of metacognitive strategies, the test score would increase
by 1.859. The constant value (a =14.977) indicated the point at which the regression line cut the vertical axis.
Figure 1 demonstrates the slope of the regression line when metacognitive strategies act as independent variable
and test performance or test scores act as dependent variable.
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Figure 1. Regression line between metacognitive strategies and test performance
As illustrated in Figure 1, the slope of the regression line began from the bottom left up to the top right,
indicating a positive relationship between metacognitive strategies and reading test performance.
In general, the findings manifest that the observed score on the test comprises two factors or two components.
The first factor is the actual ability of language learners, and the second factor is the use of metacognitive
strategies. As mentioned earlier, % 13 of the variance in the test performance was due to the use of
metacognitive strategies. Thus, the effect of metacognitive strategies on the test taking process cannot be ignored,
and the observed scores are not reflective of the actual ability of language learners all on their own.
5. Discussion and Conclusion
The findings of this study reflected a significant relationship between the participants’ reading ability and
frequency of using metacognitive strategies. The findings pertain to the findings of the earlier studies on the
relationship between metacognitive awareness and reading comprehension ability of L2 learners (e.g., Hudson,
2007; Yang, 2002; Zhang, 2001, Zhang, et al., 2008). The findings also confirmed the viewpoints of the scholars
who believed that readers with stronger metacognitive awareness are able to interpret a reading task more
effectively through selecting metacognitive strategies based on the context requirements (e.g. Cohen, 1998;
Hudson, 2007; Paris et al., 1994; Pressley & Afflerbach, 1995; Zhang, 2008). As metacognitive strategies act as
major components of strategic competence, the findings of this study can validate empirically some models of
communicative language ability depicting an interaction between language ability and strategic competence (e.g.
Bachman, 1990; Bachman & Palmer, 1996, 2010; Faerch & Kasper, 1983). The significant positive interaction
found between linguistic and strategic competences reveals the essential need to insert strategic-based instruction
into L2 reading programs. Strategic-based instruction is efficient if it encourages L2 readers to think about their
reading processes to enhance reading efficiency.
The findings of this study manifested the importance of exploring test-taking process to make a valid judgment
about the construct to be measured. The findings justify the viewpoints of Bachman (1990) and Bachman and
Palmer (1996, 2010), who believed if different sources of score variation are clearly identified, reasonable
inferences about the individuals’ ability can be drawn. The findings revealed that the use of metacognitive
strategies in the test-taking process was one essential source of score variation. Thus, detailed analysis of test
takers’ metacognitive awareness provides useful insights into the complex nature of test-taking process leading to
sound judgments about test takers’ actual language ability. The detailed analysis of metacognitive strategies
clarifies the complicated nature of strategic competence as the most essential but elusive component of
communicative language ability. Therefore, any new insights into the nature of strategic competence substantially
contribute to a better understanding of the other contributing components of language use.
The findings can help language teachers and test designers gain a better understanding of linguistic and strategic
aspects of test-taking process and improve the design and validity of the tests. The findings can help language
teachers interpret test scores with great care to make a sound judgment about the actual language ability of
language learners with regard to the factors affecting test performance, particularly metacognitive awareness. The
systematic investigation into the strategic patterns of L2 learners at different levels of reading ability can reveal the
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strategic gap between more proficient and less proficient language learners recommending language teachers to
tailor appropriate instructional programs to meet the learners’ needs. Thus, language teachers should take
teacher-researcher role to improve reading ability of L2 learners through designing the best instructional programs
and the appropriate remedial ways to fill the gap between more proficient and less proficient learners. Language
teachers can design remedial courses and supplementary materials to improve the reading ability of less proficient
learners.
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