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ABSTRACT 
 

Previous studies reported that many low proficiency students have poor comprehension skills. Therefore, this research aims to 

study the cognitive reading strategies employed by ESL (English as Second Language) students and suggest appropriate 

cognitive strategies to be utilized by low proficiency students. This research was carried out in one of the secondary schools in 

Pasir Gudang, Johor. The purposive sample for this study consists of 60 Form 3 students (30 low proficiency and 30 high 

proficiency). Explanatory sequential mixed method design was used to carry out this research. The data collected via 

questionnaire, observation and interview for this research is analysed quantitatively and qualitatively. Descriptive analysis was 

used to analyse data gained from questionnaire and observation whereas for the interview data, extracts from the interviews 

were used to corroborate the findings. The findings reveal that the most common cognitive reading strategies employed by both 

group of students are skimming and translation. This research further highlights the most significant difference in reading 

strategies between both groups of students, which is, the high proficiency group outperformed the low proficiency group in 

overall strategy use, demonstrating the most frequent use of the strategies. Most prominently, in this research, the reading 

strategies that are deemed appropriate for the low proficiency students are highlighted. These strategies include four cognitive 

strategies; guessing, elaboration, summarizing and prediction. 

 

Keywords: Cognitive reading strategies, ESL students, secondary school, explanatory sequential mixed method design, 

purposive sample 

 

 

 

1.0 INTRODUCTION 

 

 

Reading is an art that calls for skills to be mastered with the purpose of understanding the text 

(Halim &Mohamed, 2006). It is believed that students can read from page one to the last page, but 

without proper reading skills, students will not understand or recall what they have read. They 

usually consider reading as recognizing words. A few even think that after reading all the words 

orally, they have understood the text. Besides that, these students often focus on remembering 

small details rather than constructing their own meaning (Richek et al., 2002).  
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In other words, they are less able to distinguish between essential and non - essential details from the 

text. 

Previous researchers also added that one of the factors influencing reading proficiency is 

cognitive reading strategies (Prichard, 2014). Cognitive strategies help in constructing meaning from 

the text. These strategies are categorised into bottom-up and top-down. It is believed that all the 

students should be exposed to these strategies so that they can utilize these strategies efficiently. 

However, Mohamed et al. (2006) stated that activities carried out in the classroom do not all 

the time enable students to use strategies and skills to infer, predict, agree, analyse, evaluate and 

criticize by interrelating with the given reading comprehension text. In relation to this, Raj (2008) 

stated that Durkin (1979) in his classic observational study of reading comprehension instruction 

noticed that only 20 out of 4469 minutes were used by the teachers on comprehension instruction. It is 

evident that the teachers use mostly all of the instructional time questioning students and use less 

time teaching students comprehension strategies they could employ while answering questions. Based 

on the background of the research, the aim of this research is to find out the cognitive reading 

strategies used by high and low proficiency students and highlight the significant differences in the 

strategies used by students from both groups. 

 

 

2.0 RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 

 

 

i) To find out the cognitive reading strategies employed by the Form Three low proficiency 

students  

ii) To identify the cognitive reading strategies employed by the Form Three high proficiency 

students  

iii) To find out the significant differences in cognitive reading strategies employed by the Form 

Three low and high proficiency students 

 

 

3.0 LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

 

This section will provide an overview of second language reading comprehension. It will also highlight 

the ESL reading strategies, more specifically cognitive reading strategies. Furthermore, this section 

will also bring to light the importance of teaching cognitive reading strategies. 

 

A. Second Language Reading Comprehension 

 

Previous researches brought to light that reading has a purpose. Its purpose is “to construct text 

meaning based on visually encoded information” (Koda, 2007). The difference between first language 

and second language reading is that, the latter requires students to use minimum two languages 
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whereas the former deals only with one language. Due to this, second language students face more 

difficulties compared to first language students. Therefore, it is believed that with the aid of reading 

strategies, second language readers might overcome the challenge and improve their level of 

comprehension.  

In addition, Carrell and Grabe (2002), further discussed the reasons why L2 students apply 

reading processes which are different from the L1 students. The causes are as follow: 

 

i. lack of linguistic knowledge among L2 students; 

ii. lack of cultural and social knowledge among L2 students 

iii. poor retention of background knowledge 

iv. usage of first language and second language 

(Carrell & Grabe, 2002, p.2) 

 

All these reasons show that ESL students face difficulties in developing their comprehension 

skills. Thus, teachers should provide explicit instruction on cognitive reading strategies and allow the 

students to practice utilizing these strategies. When they practice utilizing these strategies, they will 

be aware of the strategies that are appropriate for them. These appropriate strategies can be 

employed by them to comprehend the reading comprehension texts that they encounter during 

examinations.  

Kucukoglu (2013) agreed that without a firm and solid foundation of reading comprehension 

strategies, students will face difficulties throughout their academic and adult life. In short, students 

who are not exposed to reading comprehension strategies, lack the critical thinking skills that are 

essential in this 21st century. Therefore, it is believed that to enhance the quality of second language 

comprehension, teachers should teach the appropriate reading comprehension strategies to all 

students (low and high proficieny students). In relation to this, this research presents the cognitive 

reading strategies employed by high and low proficiency students and significant differences of 

reading strategies between both the groups. 

 

B. Reading Strategies 

 

The four factors connected to reading comprehension are the reader, the text, the strategies, and the 

goal (King, 2008). However, it is emphasized that reading strategies is the factor that creates 

differences between students. Students who have the knowledge on using these strategies will use 

these strategies when reading. Reading strategies is defined as “the mental operations involved when 

readers approach a text effectively to make sense of what they read… Good readers apply more 

strategies more frequently …and more effectively than poor readers” (Pani, 2004). It can be inferred 

that low proficiency students are not exposed and not alert of the importance of utilizing reading 

strategies. 

Furthermore, Karami (2008) provided a concrete description of reading strategies. He described 

strategies in reading as the “conscious, internally variable psychological techniques… aimed at 

improving the effectiveness of or compensating for the breakdowns in reading comprehension…on 



4                                             Jessica Abisheganathan Jeevaratnam & Mahani Stapa 

 

specific reading tasks and in specific contexts”. Based on this definition, three key points regarding 

reading strategies can be derived. The three key points are as below: 

 

1. Reading strategies are devices that can be used to comprehend texts 

2. Reading strategies are employed according to the content of the text and task 

3. Reading strategies aim to improve students’ academic performance in reading comprehension 

(Karami, 2008, pp. 2-3) 

 

In relation to this, teachers play an essential role to improve students’ reading skills through 

instruction of reading strategies. Teachers need to provide clear, detailed instruction over a long 

period of time, instructing students in the cognitive processes and strategies that proficient readers 

use most often. Explicit instruction includes showing students not only what to do, but when, why, 

and how to do it. In short, as students practice these new strategies, the teacher models or leads them 

through the steps until they can independently perform them on their own. Based on Vacca and 

Vacca’s (1999) understanding of role of teachers, the following steps are proposed to be employed by 

teachers: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 1.0 Steps to teach reading strategies 

 

 

Most prominently, Julius (2015) recommended that teachers need to be more dexterous and 

resourceful in their teaching of reading comprehension strategies. This is because teachers should be 

well-equipped first before guiding their students to become proficient readers. Besides that, teachers 

should observe and gain knowledge about students’ interests, abilities and skills. All these enable the 

teachers to adjust their instruction. They should ensure that all students (low and high proficiency) 
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are exposed to reading strategies. If students face difficulties in employing the reading strategies that 

are introduced, teachers should modify their practice accordingly. 

 

C. ESL Reading Strategies 

 

Semtin and Maniam (2015) claimed that ESL reading comprehension strategies assist students  

through the stages in reading and guide them to understand the content of the text. Therefore, it is 

essential to introduce the reading comprehension strategies through examples. Teachers should 

discuss how, when, where, and why the strategy are used. Moreover, Nordin et al. (2013) agreed that 

students that are equipped with ESL reading comprehension strategies may be more successful than 

others. They will be more proficient readers, as these strategies aid them to read accurately and follow 

the text more closely. Aziz et al. (2011) also added that these strategies give students an idea of the 

content and message in the text. All these clearly indicate that without ESL reading strategies, 

students will face challenges in comprehending the reading comprehension texts.  

Previous studies highlighted that there are different types of reading comprehension strategies. 

To serve the purpose of this research, the focus has been narrowed down to only on cognitive reading 

comprehension strategies which is one of the categories proposed by O’Malley and Chamot (1990); 

cognitive, metacognitive and social-affective.  

 

D. Cognitive Reading Strategies 

 

The most well-known strategies among students is cognitive reading strategies (Oxford, 1990). 

Students need to be equipped with suitable ways of instruction to use this strategy as effectively as 

possible. Furthermore, there are several researches that highlight the value of cognitive strategies. 

First, there are notable researches that compare high proficiency students with low proficiency 

students (Chan et al., 1992; Chi et al., 1989). It is evident that there are significant differences in 

strategy use between high and low proficiency students. Next, there are researches that 

experimentally examine the consequences of teaching students to use reading comprehension 

strategies (Graham et al., 1995). These studies proved that who learn the new strategies managed to 

tackle the reading comprehension texts better than the low proficiency students. 

Furthermore, there are also researches that come from long-term classroom experiments or 

quasi-experiments (Brown et al., 1996; Guthrie et al., 2004). The duration to carry out these studies 

took many months. The aim of these studies is to compare and contrast classroom practice that focus 

on strategy instruction. The finding from these studies proved that students who are exposed to steps 

of employing reading strategies managed to enhance their reading comprehension skills.  

As a whole, it can be inferred that different reading comprehension tasks requires different 

reading strategies. Teachers should scrutinize strategies that have proven to be effective in reading 

comprehension and introduce them to the students. 
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E. Importance of Teaching Cognitive Reading Strategies 

 

In the reading comprehension domain, there is plentiful of evidence that shows reading strategies 

improve reading comprehension. Therefore, strategy instruction is particularly necessary for students, 

especially for low proficiency students. It is believed that there are two important reasons why 

teachers should provide clear instruction on the usage of cognitive reading strategies.  

The first reason is to develop students’ understanding towards the reading comprehension text. 

Previous studies highlighted that cognitive reading comprehension strategies are important in 

constructing students’ understanding of texts (Nietfeld & Shraw, 2002). As students become more 

expert at using these strategies, they will be more confident and more independent as learners. They 

will be able to utilize these strategies to comprehend the reading comprehension texts that they 

encounter during examinations.  

The second reason is to encourage students to become strategic readers. Brown and Briggs 

(1989) proposed four characteristics of strategic readers. The characteristics are as below: 

 

i. Establish aims for reading.  

ii. Determine reading strategies appropriate for the text.  

iii. Keep track of their reading  

iv. Set a positive attitude towards reading. 

 

Based on these characteristics, it is believed that students might become strategic readers if 

they employ cognitive reading strategies. Thus, it is crucial to expose students to a number of types of 

cognitive reading strategies.  

As a whole, teaching cognitive strategies to students at different levels of proficiency is 

important. Teachers should understand the content of the text beforehand and equip themselves with 

extensive knowledge of these strategies. They should be aware of the strategies that are appropriate 

for different groups of students and types of content. Above all, they must know how to teach and 

model strategy use. 

 

 

4.0 METHODOLOGY 

 

 

Explanatory sequential mixed method design is selected to carry out this research. The purposive 

sample for this study consists of 60 Form Three students (30 low proficiency and 30 high proficiency) 

in one of the secondary schools in Pasir Gudang, Johor. They were all aged fifteen and are of mixed 

races; Malays, Chinese and Indians. These students were categorized as low and high proficiency based 

on their previous year’s final year examination score. Students who scored 40 – 49 were categorized as 

low proficiency whereas students who scored 75 and above is categorized as high proficiency. 
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A. Research Instruments 

 

Three types of instrument to collect data includes questionnaire, observation checklist, and interview 

protocol. 

 

Questionnaire 

 

The researcher prepared a questionnaire by adapting a questionnaire derived from a research on 

reading strategies carried out by Semtin and Maniam (2015). It consists of Likert Scale statements. 

Respondents were required to read each statements and express their agreement on each statement. 

The type of questions in this questionnaire is closed questions. The data gained from this closed 

question can be interpreted, tabulated and summarized the data easily. The significant differences 

between the reading comprehension strategies used by the high and low proficiency respondents were 

also highlighted.  

 

Observation Checklist 

 

The role of an observer is adopted by the researcher. The researcher participated in the in-class 

reading task and recorded information using an observation checklist. Furthermore, the lesson is 

recorded in order to replay and study each student’s response towards the text given. The main 

objective of this observation is to observe what are the reading strategies employed by the 

respondents.  

 

Interview Protocol 

 

To triangulate the data gathered from the observation and questionnaire, one-on-one interviews were 

conducted with six respondents respectively (3 low proficiency and 3 high proficiency students). This 

interview was semi-structured. It allowed the researcher to be flexible to follow the conversation of 

the interviewee. Open-ended questions were asked and answers were recorded from only one 

respondent in the study at a time. This type of questions encouraged the respondents to express their 

thoughts freely. Probes were used to obtain additional information. This interview was recorded in 

two ways; digital recording and note taking.  

 

B. Data Analysis 

 

The researcher elaborated the methods to analyse the data based on three types of instrument for 

data collection which are questionnaire, observation checklist and interview protocol. 
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Questionnaire 

 

The statistical procedure that was used in this research was frequency count. The researcher recorded 

all the data gathered in SPSS and calculated the frequency. Then, the data gathered was categorized 

and analysed based on the types of cognitive reading strategies.  

 

Observation Checklist 

 

The content from observation data was analysed based on researcher’s field notes. The researcher 

provided a descriptive account of the data gathered from the observation. This descriptive account 

triangulated the data obtained from questionnaire. 

 

Interview Protocol 

 

The interview data was analysed based on narrative analysis. The researcher transcribed the 

interview, presented the extracts and reflected upon them. Similar to observation data, these extracts 

were used to triangulate the data gathered from the questionnaire. To conclude, the methods of data 

analysis is presented in the following table: 

 

Table 1.0 Summary of data analysis 

 

Research Instrument Methods Of Data Analysis 

Questionnaire  Descriptive Analysis - Frequency count 

Thematic Analysis 

Observation Content Analysis 

Interview Narrative Analysis - triangulated the data obtained from 

questionnaire and observation 

 

 

5.0 RESULTS 

 

 

The most common cognitive strategy employed by the low proficiency students are skimming, 

repetition and translation whereas the least common cognitive strategy employed by them are 

guessing, prediction, analyzing, inferring, summarizing and elaboration. On the contrary, the high 

proficiency students employ all ten cognitive reading strategies. The data gathered has been grouped 

according to types of cognitive strategies and is presented in the following sub-sections.  
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A. Types of Cognitive Strategies 

 

Skimming 

 

Richards et al. (1992) see skimming as reading for gist, a type of rapid reading which is used when the 

reader wants to quickly identify the main ideas from a passage. Findings from the questionnaire show 

that 63% of the low proficiency respondents agree and 37% of them strongly agree that they skim the 

text quickly to have a general understanding of the text. Therefore, it is clearly evident that all the 

low proficiency respondents employ this strategy. On the other hand, 70% of the high proficiency 

respondents agree and 30% of them strongly agree that they employ this strategy. This shows that all 

the high proficiency respondents also employ this strategy.  

Furthermore, the findings from the interview also reveal that these respondents employ skimming 

strategy. Below are the findings from all the six interviewees regarding the usage of skimming 

strategy: 

 

Low proficiency 

Respondent X1 –  …I read the title of the text and look at the picture given… 

Respondent X2 –  …I read the paragraph one and last paragraph… 

Respondent X3 –  …I read the title and all the words in dark colour (boldface words)…  

 

High proficiency  

Respondent Y1 –  …Usually I read the first sentence in each paragraph to know 

what is the text about… 

Respondent Y2 –  …I glance through the text in order to know the overall content  

of the text… 

Respondent Y3 –  …I will try to detect the main idea in the first paragraph because  

usually in the introductory paragraph the overall idea of the  

text will be emphasized… 

 

These findings clearly indicate that both low and high proficiency respondents employ 

skimming strategy in order to get an overall impression of the content of the text. In addition, it is 

also evident in the observation that all the respondents (low and high proficiency) skim through the 

given reading comprehension text. Therefore, it is clear that skimming is one of the cognitive 

strategies that are popular among the respondents. Brown (1994) highlights that for efficient 

comprehension, skimming strategy is the most valuable for learners. It requires an overall view of the 

text and implies a definite reading competence.  

 

Prediction 

 

The questionnaire findings for the second cognitive strategy, which is prediction, show that 50% of 

the low proficiency respondents strongly disagree and 47% disagree that they employ the prediction 

strategy. This clearly shows that 97% of the low proficiency respondents do not predict the content of 
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the upcoming passage or section while reading. On the other hand, 14% of the high proficiency 

respondents agree and 73% strongly agree that they employ prediction strategy. Thus, showing that 

majority of the high proficiency students employ this strategy.  

It is also evident in the interview findings that low proficiency students do not employ the 

prediction strategy as oppose to high proficiency students. Following are the findings from the 

interview: 

 

Low proficiency 

Respondent X1 –  …I do not guess the content of the text… 

Respondent X2 –  …I do not guess the main idea of the text… 

Respondent X3 –  …Saya tak cuba untuk guess apa kandungan teks…  

                            (I did not try to guess the content of the text) 

 

High proficiency  

Respondent Y1 – …I predict the main idea in the text … 

Respondent Y2 – …I guess the content of the text as I read the text… 

Respondent Y3 – …I make assumptions of the content… 

 

From all these findings, it can be inferred that high proficiency students guess the main idea of 

the text as they read it unlike the low proficiency students. The researcher believes that predicting 

helps high proficiency students become actively involved in reading and helps to keep their interest 

level high. This is because making predictions activates students’ prior knowledge about the text and 

helps them make connections between new information and what they already know. By making 

predictions about the text before, during, and after reading, students use what they already know, as 

well as the content of the text, to make connections to the text. In short, through prediction strategy, 

students can read through the text and refine, revise, and verify their predictions. 

During the observation, the researcher noticed that the high proficiency students were highly 

motivated to connect the text with the graphic assisted and make assumptions with their friends 

about the content of the text. On the contrary, the low proficiency students were quite passive and 

just focussed merely on reading the text. They were not seen discussing with their friends about the 

information in the text. According to Duke and Pearson (2002), prediction is a prominent strategy 

that can improve comprehension. This is because students will be able to use information from 

graphics, text and experiences to anticipate what will be read and to actively adjust comprehension 

while reading.  

 

Analysing 

 

The questionnaire findings for the third type of cognitive strategy, analyzing, show that 80% of the 

low proficiency respondents disagree and 17% strongly disagree that they analyse the relationships 

between the given reading text and reading tasks. On the contrary, 23% of the high proficiency 
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respondents strongly agree and 37% agree that they find the connection of the reading text and the 

task given. This implies that majority of the high proficiency students employ analysing strategy. 

Additionally, during the interview, the high proficiency students shared the reasons they make 

connections of the reading text and task given. The responses elicited from the interviewees are as 

follow: 

 

Low proficiency 

Respondent X1 –  …I do not find any connection… 

Respondent X2 –  …I do not know any relationship of the text with the  

questions… 

Respondent X3 –  …I am not sure what is connection antara text and  

questions… (I am not sure what is the connection between the  

text and questions) 

 

High proficiency  

Respondent Y1 –  …I find connection between the text and task given… 

Respondent Y2 –  …I make connections because I read with a reason, which is, to  

answer the questions given. Therefore, if I make connections  

between the text and task, I will be able to complete the task  

successfully and determine why I am reading the text given… 

Respondent Y3 –  …I relate the text and tasks in order to understand the text  

better… 

 

As a whole, from these findings, the researcher believes that analysing strategy requires 

students to set a purpose. Row and Smith (2005) stated that students who read with a purpose tend to 

comprehend what they read better than those who have no purpose. This may due to the fact that the 

students are attending to the text rather than just decoding words. 

Purpose-setting activities such as think-aloud and group investigations can help students 

activate their existing background knowledge about the topic of the material. Besides that, providing 

specific purposes avoids presenting students with the insurmountable task of remembering everything 

they read and allows them to know whether they are reading to determine main ideas, locate details, 

understand vocabulary terms, or meet some other well-defined goals. As a result, they can apply 

themselves to a specific, manageable task. 

Furthermore, Stuck (2000) suggested that for maximum effectiveness, setting a single purpose 

for reading, especially for low proficiency students, helps avoid confusion from the overload of 

multiple purposes. The purpose should be fairly broad in scope and sustained throughout the entire 

selection, not met after reading only a small portion of the materials. Purposes should be formed 

carefully, because poor ones can misdirect the students’ attention by focusing on information that is 

not essential to the passage. Most importantly, purposes should help these students differentiate 

between relevant and irrelevant information. Responsibility for setting purposes should gradually 

shift from the teacher to the students. 
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Inferring  

 

The questionnaire findings for the fourth cognitive strategy, inferring, show that only 3% of the low 

proficiency respondents agree that they employ the inferring strategy whereas 40% of the high 

proficiency respondents agree and 13% strongly agree that they attempt to understand the 

underlying meaning of the given text. This shows that high proficiency students are able to make a 

logical guess and read between the lines. The result is that they create new meaning or draw a 

conclusion that is not explicitly stated in the reading (Zweirs, 2005).  

Additionally, the interview findings also reveal that the low proficiency students do not employ the 

inferring strategy whereas the high proficiency students employ this strategy. Below are the findings 

from the interview: 

 

Low proficiency 

Respondent X1 –  …I do not know what is inferring… 

Respondent X2 –  …I am not sure what is inferring … 

Respondent X3 –  …I tak pernah infer..infer… (I have never inferred) 

 

High proficiency  

Respondent Y1 –  …I make reasonable guesses in order to understand the text… 

Respondent Y2 –  …I like to look for the underlying meaning of the text … 

Respondent Y3 –  …I am aware that each text has an underlying meaning. So, its  

important for me to understand the underlying meaning before  

answering the questions given… 

 

As a whole, the researcher believes that inferring strategy is not widely employed by the low 

proficiency students because inferring requires higher order thinking skills. Inferring is a 

"foundational skill" - a prerequisite for higher-order thinking and 21st century skills (Marzano, 2010). 

This strategy can be taught through explicit instruction. In Malaysian ESL classrooms, this skill is 

used across the curriculum, including English language arts, science and social studies.  

It is believed that if students use no other resources than their own background knowledge to 

create meaning, their comprehension of the text is limited. On the other hand, using only text 

disallows the validity of their personal point of view, no connection is made, and only literal 

comprehension may result. Therefore, when students infer, they are personally engaged with the text, 

are more aware of the author’s purpose, and are processing the content to deeper meaning (Zweirs, 

2005). 

 

Translation 

 

Findings from the questionnaire indicate that 77% of the low proficiency students agree and 16% of 

them strongly agree that they do translate what they have read into their first language, which is 

Bahasa Melayu. Moreover, 63% high proficiency respondents strongly agree and 37% agree that they 
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employ the translation strategy. This clearly shows that translation strategy is employed actively by 

most of the low and high proficiency students. Furthermore, all the six interviewees stated that they 

translate the text into their first language to comprehend the text better. Following are the findings 

from the interview: 

 

Low proficiency 

Respondent X1 –  …I translate the text to BM… 

Respondent X2 –  …I write the translations on the text… 

Respondent X3 –  ...saya translate dalam Bahasa Melayu...  

(I translate the text to BM) 

 

High proficiency  

Respondent Y1 –  …I translate the text but only the key points… 

Respondent Y2 –  …I translate the text in order to understand the content of the  

text… 

Respondent Y3 –  …If I translate the text, it is easier for me to understand the  

content of the text…  

 

These findings indicate that, in order to understand the text better, both low and high 

proficiency respondents employ translation strategy. Furthermore, during the observation, the 

researcher noticed that most of the respondents wrote the translation of the text in pencil on the 

empty space in the text. Most of the words translated by the respondents are content words. Some 

examples of content words translated by them are as below:  

 

i. appointed = dilantik 

ii. ceaselessly = tanpa berhenti 

iii. rural = luar bandar 

iv. renowned = terkenal 

v. unity = perpaduan 

 

Previous studies reveal that translation plays a positive role in EFL classes. Translation 

strategy is considered a base for language learners’ comprehension and production of the target 

language. Moreover, students use it as a helping strategy in order to learn and improve the learning of 

a new language. Moreover, Liao (2006) reported that students mostly used their mother tongue to 

expand their English knowledge of vocabulary, structures, expressions, and to improve three language 

skills of reading, writing, and speaking. As a whole, it can be implied that translation strategy can 

help the learners to check their comprehension of different reading texts and tasks.  

 

Summarising 

 

The questionnaire findings for the next cognitive strategy, summarizing, reveal that 34% of the low 

proficiency respondents disagree and 63% strongly disagree that they summarise the important 
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information and main ideas of the text whereas 83% of the high proficiency students agree and 10% 

strongly agree that they employ summarizing strategy. This clearly shows that majority of high 

proficiency students employ summarizing strategy. 

This is also proved in the interview, in which the high proficiency interviewees claimed that 

they highlight the main ideas in the text and summarise them. Following are the findings from the 

interview: 

 

Low proficiency 

Respondent X1 –  …I do not know how to summarise… 

Respondent X2 –  ...I do not know how to summarise main points... 

Respondent X3 –  ...saya tak reti nak cari main point... (I do not know how to  

identify the main points) 

 

High proficiency  

Respondent Y1 –  …I underline all the main ideas and summarise the main ideas… 

Respondent Y2 –  …I highlight the main ideas and combine the ideas in my own  

words… 

Respondent Y3 –  …I summarise main points to understand the content of the text.  

I will also ignore all the examples… 

 

Moreover, in the observation, the researcher noticed that most of the high proficiency students 

underline the main ideas in the text given to help them understand the text better.  Previous research 

suggested that the usage of summarising strategy not only improves students’ ability to summarise 

text, but also their overall comprehension of text content (Duke & Pearson, 2002). It is one of the 

most difficult strategies for students to master and one of the hardest to teach. Effective teaching of 

summarising requires multiple modeling sessions and many opportunities to practice. However, it is 

worth persisting with, as it is an extremely useful strategy for students to master as they go on to 

study at higher levels (Cameron, 2009). 

 

Elaboration 

 

Gunning (1996) refers to elaboration strategy as an additional processing of the text, by the reader, 

which may increase comprehension. It involves forming connections between the text and the reader’s 

background knowledge of the subject. The questionnaire findings for this strategy prove that 54% of 

the low proficiency respondents disagree and 43% strongly disagree that they relate their prior 

knowledge to new information so as to understand the given reading text. On the other hand, 74% of 

the high proficiency respondents agree and 23% strongly agree that they employ elaboration strategy. 

This implies that the majority of the high proficiency students employ this strategy compared to low 

proficiency students.  

In addition, in the interview, all the high proficiency interviewees stated that they tap on their 

background knowledge and make connections between their previous knowledge with the new input 
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gained from the current reading comprehension text. The responses elicited from the interviewees are 

as follow: 

 

Low proficiency 

Respondent X1 –  …I do not know how to relate background knowledge… 

Respondent X2 –  ...I do not know what is elaboration strategy... 

Respondent X3 –  ...I do not make connection antara teks and question...  

(I do not make connection between the text and question) 

 

High proficiency  

Respondent Y1 –  …I relate what I know earlier with the content of the text… 

Respondent Y2 –  …I make connections between my background knowledge and  

the current reading comprehension text. This allows me to  

understand the text better… 

Respondent Y3 –  …I correlate the new information from the text and my  

background knowledge… 

 

All these findings show that low proficiency students do not tap on their background 

knowledge because they do not know how to do so. They do not realise that by employing the 

elaboration strategy, they are able to increase their comprehension, as the reading material becomes 

relevant and meaningful. Since the low proficiency students are not aware of previous knowledge, 

teachers should encourage schema building by helping students build background knowledge, access 

the background knowledge, and use it to bridge new learning (Rea & Mercuri, 2006). If low 

proficiency students are aware of the elaboration strategy, they will be able to employ it and increase 

their understanding towards the reading comprehension text. 

 

Repetition 

 

The findings from the questionnaire reveal that 83% of the low proficiency respondents strongly agree 

and 17% agree that they employ the repetition strategy. On the other hand, 67% of the high 

proficiency respondents strongly agree and 30% agree that they employ this strategy too. Thus, this 

shows that both low and high proficiency students employ the repetition strategy. 

Moreover, during the interview, all the respondents claimed that they employ this strategy. 

Below are the findings from the interview: 

 

Low proficiency 

Respondent X1 –  …I read many many times before answer the questions… 

Respondent X2 –  ...When I read many times, I understand the text... 

Respondent X3 –  ...I always read the text again and again... 
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High proficiency  

Respondent Y1 –  …I realise that when I reread, I am more aware of the main ideas  

in the text… 

Respondent Y2 –  …I understand the text better when I reread… 

Respondent Y3 –  …If I read for more than 3 times, it will be easier for me to  

understand the text and answer the questions given... 

 

The findings from questionnaire and interview are also in line with the observation findings 

where all the low proficiency respondents and 29 out of 30 high proficiency respondents reread the 

text at least three times to answer the questions given. When students employ this strategy, words 

that they may have struggled to decode on a first reading become increasingly easier to parse. It is 

also believed that rereading helps students develop a deeper understanding of what they have read 

(Roskos & Newman, 2014, cited by Walsh, 2014). They will be able to read with greater accuracy and 

fluency, allowing them to give more attention to making sense of what they have read.  

 

Guessing 

 

The findings from the questionnaire reveal that 83% of the low proficiency respondents disagree that 

they employ the guessing strategy. On the contrary, 97% of the high proficiency respondents strongly 

agree and agree that they guess the meaning of unknown words or phrases according to the contextual 

clues. This shows that most of the low proficiency students do not employ guessing strategy whereas 

majority of the high proficiency students employ this strategy. 

Besides that, during the interview, the low and high proficiency interviewees pointed out what 

they will do if they encounter difficult words. Following are the responses of the interviewees: 

 

Low proficiency 

Respondent X1 –  …I will check the dictionary … 

Respondent X2 –  …If I do not know the meaning of words, I will check in the  

dictionary…  

Respondent X3 –  ...I quickly will check the dictionary... 

 

High proficiency  

Respondent Y1 –  …I will guess the meaning of the words that I do not know  

based on the whole sentence… 

Respondent Y2 –  …I refer the overall context in order to understand unfamiliar  

words… 

Respondent Y3 –  …I guess the meaning of difficult words by referring the words  

and phrases that are closely associated… 
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It is also evident during the observation that the low proficiency respondents were busy looking for 

meanings in the dictionary. On the other hand, the high proficiency respondents were more keen on 

guessing the meaning of unfamiliar words. They are not dependent on the dictionary. 

All these show that low proficiency students prefer to look for meanings of unfamiliar words in 

the dictionary whereas the high proficiency students will guess the meaning of these words or phrases 

by looking at the contextual clues. They personally feel that contextual clues aid them to comprehend 

the unfamiliar words or phrases. This is in accordance with the findings in a research conducted by 

Askari (2013). His research findings revealed that guessing strategy has positive effects on students’ 

reading comprehension. Furthermore, Kojima and Narita (2004) reported in their research that 

guessing strategy has some beneficial effects on student's reading ability and enhanced their word 

guessing ability significantly. All these findings suggest that students should adapt guessing strategy 

in order to improve their level of understanding. 

 

Note-taking 

 

The questionnaire findings gathered for this strategy show that 70% of low proficiency respondents 

agree and 20% strongly agree that they take notes when reading to help them memorise useful 

information and 57% of the high proficiency respondents also agree that they employ this strategy. 

This indicates that this strategy is significantly utilised by the low proficiency students.  

Furthermore, the interview findings also show that both low and high proficiency students 

agree that they employ the note-taking strategy. Below are the interview findings: 

 

Low proficiency 

Respondent X1 –  …I write notes when I read … 

Respondent X2 –  …I take notes when reading the text…  

Respondent X3 –  ...I write notes beside the text... 

 

High proficiency  

Respondent Y1 –  …I make short notes based on the text… 

Respondent Y2 –  …I note down main ideas in the text… 

Respondent Y3 –  …I write short notes when I read the text… 

 

In addition, during the observation, the researcher noticed that 27 out of 30 low proficiency 

respondents wrote short notes based on the text and 17 out 30 high proficiency respondents also did 

the same. This clearly shows that most of the respondents in this research jot down essential 

information from the text.  

Previous researchers found that if important information was contained in notes, it had a 34% 

chance of being remembered. Information not found in notes had only 5% chance of being 

remembered (Longman & Atkinson, 1999). In addition, Austin Community College (2000) listed four 

benefits of employing note-taking strategy. Following are the benefits of this strategy:  
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i. Keeps students alert 

ii. Engages students’ mind actively with the text that they encounter 

iii. Emphasizes and organizes information from the text 

iv. Creates a condensed record for students to answer the reading comprehension questions 

 

B. Significant Differences of Reading Strategies Employed by Low and High Proficiency Respondents  

 

The following table provides an overview of the cognitive reading strategies used by high and low 

proficiency students and the comparison of strategies employed by them: 

 

Table 2.0 Types of cognitive strategies employed 

 

Types Of Cognitive 

Strategies 

Low Proficiency High Proficiency 

Skimming 100% 100% 

Prediction 3% 87% 

Analysing 3% 60% 

Inferring 3% 53% 

Translation 93% 100% 

Summarizing 3% 93% 

Elaboration 3% 97% 

Repetition 100% 97% 

Guessing 17% 97% 

Note-taking 90% 57% 

 

 

As a whole, it can be seen that both group of students equally agree that they employ 

skimming strategy. Skimming is used to rapidly detect the central ideas of a passage. The speed of 

skimming is about three to four times faster compared to usual reading. 

Furthermore, translation strategy is employed by all the high proficiency respondents and 

majority of low proficiency respondents. Liao (2006) conducted a research to explore EFL students’ 

belief about the use translation strategy. The findings from his study suggested that translation 

strategy aids students to understand and remember the content of the reading text. 

In addition, repetition is also an example of cognitive strategy that is common among both 

groups of respondents. Repetition strategy enables the students to comprehend the content of the 

text. Low proficiency students may encounter words that are unknown to them. Therefore, when 

students repeat the passage, the words that are unknown to them will be known by them. This 

indirectly shows that they can pay more attention on the content of the text rather than face 

challenges with unknown words. In an article from, Culver and Morse (2008) highlighted in their 

article in The Teaching Professor that even students at tertiary level are required to read the text 

given repeatedly to fully comprehend the information. This shows that students at different levels are 

encouraged to reread the text to comprehend it. 

Additionally, the significant difference of cognitive strategies employed by high and low 

proficiency is based on the types of cognitive strategies used. Majority of the low proficiency students 
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employ only skimming, repetition and translation strategy whereas the high proficiency students 

employ more than these three cognitive strategies. They include prediction, summarizing, elaboration 

and guessing. The researcher believes that the high proficiency students are proficient readers because 

they employ all these strategies. Therefore, teachers should encourage the low proficiency students to 

employ these cognitive strategies in order to be proficient readers.  

 

 

6.0 DISCUSSION 

 

A. Predominant Cognitive Reading Strategies 

 

Both low and high proficiency students equally agree that they employ skimming, repetition and 

translation strategy. These strategies can be considered as the popular strategies among the students. 

The first strategy that is discussed in this section is skimming strategy. There are three 

different stage that skimming is frequently employed. The three stages are pre-reading, reviewing and 

reading. In the first stage, which is pre-reading, skimming is used to get a clearer picture of the 

content of the text. Next, during reviewing stage, skimming is suitable to revise the text that has been 

read. Finally, during the reading stage, skimming is used to briefly read the text given. 

Furthermore, previous researchers agree that skimming strategy offers to help students read in 

more focused and efficient way. This is revealed in a research conducted by Tamsi et al. (2013). 

According to the questionnaire that has been answered by the students, it is evident that the 

students’ response toward skimming strategy was good. Therefore, it can be concluded that the 

teacher needs to study more about this strategy in order to introduce it to the students and allow 

them to successfully read the text given. .  

The next strategy discussed in this section is repetition. In this research, repetition involves 

students rereading the text to understand the content of the text. Previous researchers strongly agree 

that rereading helps students comprehend the text read (Roskos & Newman, 2014 cited by Walsh, 

2014). This shows that when students read the text more than once, the content of the text can be 

grasped easily. In addition, rereading aids students read with greater fluency (Pikulski & Chard, 

2005). This certainly allows them to give more consideration to make sense of what they have read. 

Besides that, rereading helps students to be more precise while reading. As for an example, difficult 

words to interpret on a first reading become progressively easier to be analyzed.  

With so many researches to support it, it is believed that repetition is a strategy employed by 

majority of students. Teachers should continuously encourage students to employ this strategy. One 

of the instructional domains where repeated readings can be used is close reading (Walsh, 2014). Close 

reading can and should be used carefully. It is a method that allows students to reread by focusing on 

fluency and comprehension.  

The third strategy that is discussed in this section is translation. It is the substitution of a text 

in one language by a text that is alike in another language (Bell, 1991). It is believed that it is 

essential to understand the concept of translation to get an overview of the process of translation. 

Jiraphatralikhit et al. (2005) quoted some concepts as follows: 
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i. Translation is thoroughly linked to the reading process (Bensoussan, 1990) 

ii. Translation is a process which involves the agreement of meaning between writers and 

readers of the text (Hatim and Mason, 1990) 

iii. Translation is the skill of comprehending the text and interpreting it in the target language 

(Kelly, 2005) 

 

All these definitions of translation imply that students that employ translation strategy can 

comprehend the text better. They translate the text to first language by maintaining the content and 

meaning of the text. They can translate using a more general word and also omit words that are not 

necessary to be mentioned. To sum up, the three cognitive strategies that are predominant among 

high and low proficiency students are skimming, repetition and translation. These three strategies aid 

students to understand the reading comprehension texts.  

 

B. Significant Differences In Reading Strategies Employed By High And Low Proficiency Students 

 

For the significant differences in cognitive reading strategy use, a number of significant points 

developed from the data. First, data from the questionnaire, triangulated with students’ interview 

and teacher’s observation, indicated that the low proficiency students seemed to overlook five 

cognitive reading strategies. These five cognitive strategies are prediction, analyzing, inferring, 

summarizing and elaboration strategy. This might be because the low proficiency students are not 

familiar with these cognitive reading strategies.  

The information about the strategy, the steps to employ it and the benefits of it influence the 

usage of the strategy among the students (Chinn, 2006). One of the reasons why students do not use 

an appropriate strategy is that they are not exposed to it. The second reason is that they disbelieve 

the strategy is beneficial. The student who is required to distinguish main and supporting ideas in the 

text may not believe it will really improve learning, All these show that teachers should play an 

essential role in teaching appropriate cognitive reading strategies to the low proficiency students.  

To sum up, it is clear that low and high proficiency students exhibited different levels of 

cognitive awareness. The number of cognitive reading strategies used by the high proficiency to 

enhance their reading skills is higher than the low proficiency students. They are alert when they 

should employ a particular strategy and when to change to another to facilitate reading 

comprehension.  

 

C. Suggested Cognitive Reading Strategies For Low Proficiency Students 

 

The findings of this research reveal that four cognitive reading strategies are deemed appropriate for 

the low proficiency students to utilize. The suggested cognitive reading strategies are guessing, 

elaboration, summarizing and prediction. It is strongly believed that if the low proficiency students 

employ these four strategies, they will be able to become proficient readers. 

The first strategy that is suggested is guessing. Gorjian et al. (2000) investigated the effects of 

guessing strategy and reveal that contextual guessing improves students’ reading comprehension 
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skills. Moreover, guessing strategy also enhances students’ understanding on vocabulary. 

Bakhtiarvand (2008) stated that guessing strategy enhanced students’ vocabulary skills. This shows 

that students that employ this strategy are able to speculate the definitions of unknown words in 

texts and comprehend the text efficiently.  

Furthermore, Samiyan and Khorasani (2014) reported on the benefits of guessing strategy 

towards the learning of vocabulary which indirectly leads to effective comprehension of the reading 

text. The findings indicate that the respondents, who were taught to use this strategy managed to 

acquire new words. Therefore, it can be inferred that students who use this strategy will be able to 

understand the text effectively and efficiently.  

The next strategy is elaboration. Elaboration strategy is used to tap the students’ prior 

knowledge about the world and to develop their critical thinking and logical reasoning. According to 

Irwin (2006) elaborations that incorporate new ideas with past experiences clearly affect and improve 

recall and increase enjoyment. The effective interaction between linguistic knowledge and knowledge 

of the world enables the students to be proficient readers. Therefore, low proficiency students should 

focus in elaborating the details stated in the texts into the real life situations. A recent research 

highlighted that elaboration strategy facilitates students’ reading comprehension in expository texts 

(Setiasih, 2015). This clearly shows that low proficiency students should be exposed to this strategy in 

order to be a better reader. 

The following strategy is summarizing. It allows students to distinguish the main ideas and 

supporting details in a text and incorporate the ideas and details in a systematic way. Students’ 

memory improves when they are taught how to summarize. To add on, students learn how to reread, 

verify, and activate background knowledge Previous researchers suggested that summarizing strategy 

helps students form relations among notions contained in a text as well as link these notions to 

background knowledge. Some studies concluded that summarization can aid students to focus on 

essence of information and therefore develop comprehension (Pearson & Fielding, 1996).  

Paksadian and Rasekh (2012) reported in their study that summarization strategy created a 

positive effect in the respondents' level of comprehending reading comprehension texts. Similarly, in 

another study conducted by Khoshsima and Tiyar (2014), the findings also indicated that 

summarizing strategy enhances the reading comprehension skills of the students. All these clearly 

show that if low proficiency students employ this strategy, they will be able to improve their level of 

comprehension.  

Jones (2007) proposed three simple steps to enhance summarizing strategy among low 

proficiency students.  The steps are as below: 

 

1. Students read the text. 

2. Next, teacher asks students questions based on the text. 

3. Finally, teacher instructs students to detect the central ideas in the text 

(Jones, 2007) 

 

As a whole, it can be inferred that summarizing strategy aids students to identify main ideas 

and supporting details. It allows students to concentrate on key words and phrases of the reading 
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comprehension text that are worth to be noted. Above all, this strategy enables students to read a 

large number of texts and highlight the central points to gain a brief understanding of the texts.  

The fourth cognitive strategy recommended for the low proficiency students is prediction. High 

proficiency students seem to continuously and regularly predict what they will be reading before they 

read the next portion of the text. Their prior knowledge allows them to make predictions. In 

fundamental nature, they think beforehand by looking forward to approaching words and thoughts 

by withdrawing what they know about the configuration of the language, about the emphasis of the 

reading passage, and about the viewpoint of the reading circumstances. Reading for them is making 

guesses and then verifying the truthfulness of those predictions. 

Moreover, Que (2011) indicated that predicting strategy has positive influence on students 

reading comprehension. In relation to this, teachers need to provide instruction in order to make sure 

that predicting strategy is used appropriately. As a whole, it is suggested that as students move 

toward independent integration of the strategy, teachers should provide chances for them to make, 

revise, and verify their own predictions during pre-reading, while-reading and post-reading stage. 

 

D. Overview of Research Findings 

 

Table 3.0 Summary of Research Findings 

 

Research Objectives Research Findings 

Research Objective 1  – To identify the reading 

strategies employed by the Form Three low 

proficiency students  

Skimming 

Repetition 

Translation 

Note-taking 

Research Objective 2  – To identify the reading 

strategies employed by the Form Three high 

proficiency students  

 

Skimming 

Prediction 

Analysing 

Inferring 

Translation 

Summarising 

Elaboration 

Repetition 

Guessing 

Note-taking                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            

Research Objective 3 - To find out the 

significant differences in reading strategies 

employed by the Form 3 low and high 

proficiency students  

 

The significant difference - the number of strategies 

employed by them. The suggested cognitive reading 

strategies are: 

 guessing 

 elaboration 

 summarizing  

 prediction 
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7.0 CONCLUSION 

 

In conclusion, this research was successfully carried out and it obtained effective results. It is believed 

that the findings of this research strengthen and enhance the theories on cognitive strategies that are 

available. To add on, this research revealed a clear picture to the teachers and students, especially the 

low proficiency students, regarding the usage of cognitive reading strategies. The most common 

cognitive strategies used by students from both groups are skimming and translation. In addition, the 

most major difference in reading strategies between both groups of students is that the low proficiency 

students employ fewer cognitive strategies than high proficiency students. Moreover, other 

substantial difference includes the types of the cognitive strategies that are employed by both groups 

of students. Above all, in this research, there are various reading strategies suggested for the low 

proficiency students. It is believed that if the low proficiency students employ all the suggested 

cognitive reading strategies, they might be able to become proficient readers.  
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