
Building Reading & Writing Skills 

2 

 
 
 
 
 
 

ENGLISH READING STRATEGY INSTRUCTION IN 
HONORS PROGRAM AT A TERTIARY INSTITUTION  

 
Hien Tran, Vietnam National University of Agriculture, Hanoi, Vietnam 

 
Teaser: This study explored public university English teachers’ reading strategy instruction attitudes and practices. The 
results showed that these teachers prioritized metacognitive reading strategy instruction over cognitive one, emphasized 
the importance of teaching only some reading strategies, and taught only those strategies by explaining, modeling, and 
letting students practice, but not encouraging students’ reading strategy use evaluation or expansion.  
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Theoretical Framework 

Reading Strategies 
Brantmeior (2002) defined reading strategies as "the 

comprehension processes that readers use in order to 
make sense of what they read." This process may 
involve skimming, scanning, guessing, recognizing 
cognates and word families, reading for meaning, 
predicting, activating general knowledge, making 
inferences, following references and separating main 
ideas from supporting ones. 

According to O'Malley and Chamot's definition 
(1990), reading strategies can be understood as “special 

thoughts or behaviors that individuals use to help them 
to comprehend, learn and retain new information from 
the reading text.” These strategies are therefore both 
observable and unobservable and vary from individual 
to individual. In their view, reading strategies can be 
classified into three main types including metacognitive, 
cognitive, and social/affective strategies. Based on the 
L2 learning strategy framework proposed by the two 
authors, a categorization scheme of these strategies can 
be adapted as followed:

 
 

Table 1 
Reading strategy framework adapted from O’Malley and Chamot (1990) 

Reading 
Strategies 

Definition 

Metacognitive 

Advance 
organizers (AO) 

Previewing the main ideas and concepts of the text, often by 
skimming the text for the organizing principle. 

Directed 
Attention 

(DA) 

Deciding in advance to attend in general to a learning task and to 
ignore the irrelevant distracters. 

Selective 
attention (SA) 

Deciding in advance to attend to specific aspects of input, often by 
scanning for key words, concepts and/or linguistic markers. 

Self-
monitoring (SM) 

Checking one’s comprehension during reading while it is taking 
place. 

Self-
evaluation (SE) 

Checking the outcomes of one’s own language against a standard 
after it has been completed. 

mailto:tranhien3289@gmail.com


Building Reading & Writing Skills 

3 

Cognitive 

Resourcing 
(RE) 

Using target language reference such as dictionaries, encyclopedias 
or textbooks. 

Grouping 
(GR) 

Classifying words, terminology or concepts according to their 
attributes or meaning. 

Deduction 
(DE) 

Applying rules to understand the text or making up rules based on 
language analysis. 

Imagery (IM) Using visual aids (either mental or actual) to understand or 
remember new information. 

Elaboration 
(EL) 

Relating the new information to prior knowledge, relating different 
parts of new information to each other or making meaningful personal 
associations with the new information. 

Transfer 
(TRF) 

Using previous linguistic knowledge or prior skills to assist 
comprehension. 

Inferencing 
(IN) 

Using available information to guess meanings of new items, 
predict outcomes or fill in the missing information. 

Note-taking 
(NT) 

Writing down keywords or concepts in abbreviated verbal, graphic, 
or numerical form while reading. 

Summarizing 
(SU) 

Making a mental, oral, or written summary of new information gain 
through linguistic skills. 

Translation 
(TRL) 

Using the first language as a base for understanding the L2. 

 
The following paragraph is a brief description of the 

Metacognitive, Cognitive, Social/ Affective categories. 
The Metacognitive category concerns the act of 
thinking about the learning process, planning 
information, monitoring the learning task, and 
evaluating how well one has started. Thus, these 
strategies enhance learners’ awareness of what they 
learn, how they learn, and how they can apply learnt 
knowledge into various situations. The Cognitive 
category involves interacting with the material to be 
learned, manipulating the material mentally or 
physically, or applying specific techniques to a learning 
task.  The Social/ Affective category involves 
interacting with other people or ideational control over 
affect and thus supports learners in constructing 
meaning from the context. This classification of 
learning strategies is perhaps, up to date, the most 
comprehensive and easiest for the researcher to adapt 
to reading comprehension strategy framework. 
Therefore, the current study will apply this classification 
system as the theoretical framework for investigation. 

Strategy Instruction Models 
In second language research, there have existed a 

number of strategy instruction frameworks that include 
guidelines about how strategy instruction should be 
conducted. This paper primarily focuses on one of the 
most comprehensive models up to date. It is the 
Cognitive Academic Language Learning Approach, or 
CALLA (O’Malley & Chamot, 1990; Chamot & 
O’Malley, 1994; Chamot, Barnhardt, El-Dinary & 
Robbins, 1999). In this approach, three aspects of 

learning, namely content area instruction, academic 
language development, and explicit instruction in 
learning strategies for both content and language 
acquisition are integrated. It particularly targets students 
with at least an advanced-beginning or intermediate 
level of English proficiency.  

A distinctive feature of the model is teaching 
language learning strategies explicitly and interweaving 
them with language topics. As highlighted by Cohen 
(2000), many learners "need to be trained explicitly to 
become more aware of and proficient with a broad 
range of strategies” (p. 15).  Explicit strategy instruction 
is utilized with the aim to offer students a list of 
strategies for them to choose in accordance to particular 
learning activities and tasks (Chamot & O'Malley, 1994, 
p. 11).  

This framework simply consists of five basic phases: 
preparation, presentation, practice, evaluation, and 
expansion. In the Preparation step, teachers introduce 
and explain the importance and the usage of reading 
strategies. This step aims at helping students to identify 
the strategy and to develop their metacognition of the 
relationship between their own mental processes and 
effective reading. In the Presentation phase, teachers 
talk about the applications of the strategy explicitly and 
model the use of the strategy by giving examples to 
illustrate how to use the strategy through a reading task. 
The next step is Practice in which students have the 
opportunity to practice the strategy with an authentic 
reading task. In this phase, students engage in activities 
in which they apply reading strategies, often in 
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cooperative small-group sessions. In the Evaluation 
phase, students reflect on their individual learning and 
evaluate their own success in using reading strategies, 
thus developing their metacognition of their own 
reading processes. Finally, in the Follow-Up Expansion 
phase, students are encouraged to utilize the strategy 
that they found most effective, relate and apply these 
strategies to new contexts, and devise their own 
individual combinations and interpretations of reading 
strategies. 

Research on the Effects of Reading Strategy 
Instruction 

In L1 and L2 contexts, many studies have focused 
on the reading strategy instruction and its effects on the 
learners’ reading process. In a pioneering study, 
Palincsar and Brown (1984) analyzed the effects of 
helping young L1 students by teaching them to monitor 
comprehension. They gave this instruction the name 
"reciprocal teaching.” In reciprocal teaching, the 
teacher models four strategies: clarifying, identifying the 
main idea of a section of 
text, summarizing, and 
predicting. After that, 
students are divided into 
groups, to whom specific 
students, who have been 
assigned to be teachers, 
model the use of these four 
strategies. Results of the 
study showed that at the 
end of instruction, the 
experimental group scored 
higher than the control 
group in the final 
comprehension test. 

Five years later, Carrell, Pharis, and Liberto (1989) 
conducted a study to examine the combined effects of 
cognitive and metacognitive strategy instruction on 
reading comprehension. In order to activate students' 
background knowledge, they were trained in two 
strategies: semantic mapping and the experience-text-
relationship (ETR). In addition, each group was trained 
in how to regulate and be aware of these two strategies. 
These results meant that metacognitive and cognitive 
strategy instruction were effective in enhancing reading 
comprehension regardless of students' reading 
proficiency levels. 

Cubucku (2008) investigated the effectiveness of 
metacognitive strategy instruction on students' reading 
comprehension. In his study, a sample of 130 
undergraduate students were divided into experimental 
and control groups. The experimental group received 
explicit strategy instruction, while the control group 
received none. The results showed a significant 
difference in the comprehension levels between the two 

groups in favor of the experimental group. Similarly, 
Wichadee (2011) studied the effectiveness of explicit 
instruction of metacognitive strategies on three groups 
of Thai students' reading comprehension scores using 
metacognitive questionnaires, a reading test and a semi-
structured interview as the research instruments. The 
results showed that after the instruction, the reading 
score and metacognitive strategy use of the three 
groups (high, moderate, and low) were significantly 
higher than before the instruction. In a word, the 
findings from these studies indicated that explicit 
metacognitive reading instruction plays a vital role in 
learners’ comprehension regardless of their proficiency 
level. 

Reading strategy instruction has proven to be 
effective not only in developing reading 
comprehension, but also in expanding vocabulary size. 
In this regard, Rasekh and Ranjbary (2003) studied the 
effects of reading strategy instruction on the 
development of EFL students' lexical knowledge. The 

study revealed the 
significant positive impact 
that explicit strategy 
instruction had on the 
students' vocabulary size. 

All of the above 
research findings concur on 
one fact: reading strategy 
instruction and training 
clearly enhance students' 
level of comprehension in 
both L1 and L2.  

 
Methodology 

Research Questions 
 Question 1: What are the attitudes of the English 

teachers towards reading strategy instruction? 
Question 2: On what reading strategies do the 

English teachers give instruction to students? 
Question 3: How do the English teachers give 

reading strategy instruction to students? 
 
Participants 
The research involved two sets of participants: 

teachers and the researcher. Five English teachers in 
charge of teaching reading courses for Honors Program 
students were invited to join in the study. The 
researcher acted as the observer in some reading classes. 

Research Instruments 
 This study used questionnaires, interviews, and 

observations as the research instruments.  
Questionnaires 
In this questionnaire, the author presented 18 

statements about the using of metacognitive and 
cognitive reading strategies introduced in the reading 

“Reading strategy instruction 

has proven to be effective not 

only in developing reading 

comprehension, but also in 

expanding vocabulary size.” 
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strategy framework by O’Malley and Chamot (1990) 
without giving the name of the strategies. The 
questionnaire also included a five-point Likert scale for 
the teachers to give their opinion on the importance of 

reading strategy instruction. Among the 18 statements, 
8 statements described metacognitive strategies and 10 
focused on cognitive strategies. The detailed 
information is shown in table 2. 

 
 

Table 2 
Reading strategies and corresponding statements in the questionnaire 

Reading 
Strategies 

Statements  

Advanced 
Organizer 

Item 2: I skim through the text to understand main ideas of the texts 
before focusing on details. 
Item 4: I preview the headings and illustrations to get the main idea 
of the text before reading. 

Directed 
Attention 

Item 1: Before reading, I read the comprehension questions to decide 
important information that should be noted. 
Item 3: I skip the words that are not essential for comprehending the 
texts while reading. 

Selected 
attention 

Item 5: I scan for key words or concepts that are closely related to 
the questions in order to answer them. 
Item 9: I choose reading strategies according to my reading purposes. 

Self -
monitoring 

Item 10: Sometimes, I stop reading and consider whether I 
comprehend what I have read. 

Self – 
evaluation 

Item 18: I check if my answers to the questions are correct or wrong 
after reading. 

Resourcing 
Item 6: I use a dictionary to look up words when encountering a new 
word while reading. 

Grouping 
Item 11: I can determine the function of a word in a sentence while 
reading. 

Deduction 
Item 7: I often read the first line of every paragraph to understand 
the whole text. 

Imagery 
Item 8: I look at illustration or create pictures in my mind while I 
read. 

Elaboration 
Item 13: I relate my prior knowledge to the information of the texts 
I am reading. 

Transfer 
Item 12: I use my knowledge of grammar or vocabulary to help 
understand difficult parts in reading texts. 

Inferencing 
Item 14: I guess meanings of new words using the available 
information. 

Note-taking Item 16: I write down key words while reading. 

Summarizing 
Item 17: I mentally summarize the main ideas of the texts after 
reading. 

Translation 
Item 15: I translate the reading text into Vietnamese to understand it 
more clearly. 

 
Semi-structured interviews. An interview, in the 

view of Hornby (1995), is an occasion when a person is 
asked questions by one or more other people. The 
purpose of semi-structured interviews in this research 
was to gather information by actually making 
conversation with the participants. In this case, it 
helped collect first-hand information from the 
participating teachers about what reading strategies they 
often give instruction to their students in Honors 
Program at the university. The teachers also shed some 

light on the reasons why they focused on teaching only 
some of the reading strategies. All interviews were 
recorded and then analyzed to find out information to 
answer research question 2. 

Reading class observations. To answer question 
3, the researcher conducted observations in five reading 
classes of the five participating teachers. The classroom 
observations were intended to gather qualitative 
information about the teachers‘ pedagogical practices in 
how they teach reading strategies to Honors Program 
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students at the university. According to Wiersma & Jurs 
(2005), observations are often used in second language 
research to obtain data on teaching processes in the 
classroom. An observation sheet was used to take notes 
the procedures that the English teachers applied in 
teaching reading strategies.  

Data Coding 

 Five degrees of importance in the questionnaire 
were coded as follows: Very important – 5, Important 
– 4, Of average importance – 3, Of little importance – 
2, Not important at all – 1. 

After that, data collected through the questionnaires 
was analyzed using SPSS. 

 
Findings and Discussions 

Research Question 1 
 

Table 3 
Means for metacognitive and cognitive reading strategies 

Metacognitive Cognitive 

4.2 3.3 

Results from table 3 show that the teachers had 
positive attitudes towards metacognitive reading 
strategy instruction and neutral attitudes towards 
cognitive reading strategy instruction. In other words, 

the teachers emphasized more on strategies that aid 
students in planning, monitoring, and evaluating their 
comprehension than in solving specific matters 
concerning processing information in the reading text.  

 
Table 4 
Means for reading strategies 

Strategies A
O 

D
A 

SA SM SE RE G
R 

D
E 

IM EL TR
F 

IN N
T 

S
U 

TR
L 

Means  4.4 4.6 4.6 3.2 4.2 1.8 3.2 3.8 3.6 3.6 3.8 4.4 2.8 4 2 

Note. Strategy names are abbreviated. 
 
As can be seen from table 4, five strategies with 

means of 4 or over are Directed attention, Selected attention, 
Inferencing, Advanced organizer, Self-evaluation and 
Summarizing. This means the teachers believed that 
teaching these strategies to students is the most 
significant. Strategies with means above 3 and below 4 
are Transfer, Deduction, Elaboration, Imagery, Self-monitoring 

and Grouping. In other words, these strategies were 
considered to have an average effect on student’s 
reading comprehension. The study also showed that, 
teachers believed that instructions on Note-taking (mean 
= 2.8) and Translation (mean = 2) were of little 
importance and Resourcing not important at all (mean = 
1.8). 

 
Research Question 2 
 

Table 5 
Strategies on which teachers gave instruction 

Strategies Numbers of teachers Percentage  

AO 5 100% 
DA 5 100% 
SA 5 100% 
SM 0 0% 
SE 1 20% 
RE 1 20% 
GR 0 0% 
DE 1 20% 
IM 1 20% 
EL 2 40% 
TRF 2 40% 
IN 5 100% 
NT 0 0% 
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SU 3 60% 
TRL 1 20% 

Note. Strategy names are abbreviated. 
  
The figures from Table 5 reveal that all of the English teachers mainly focused on teaching four out of fifteen 

strategies, namely Advanced organizer, Directed attention, Selected attention and Inferencing. Summarizing ranked the 
second with sixty percent of the teachers saying that they gave instruction on this strategy to their students, followed by 
Elaboration and Transfer with forty percent of the teachers reported emphasizing on teaching these two strategies. Self-
evaluation, Resourcing, Deduction, Imagery, and Translation were taught by only twenty percent of the teachers and 
Self-monitoring, Grouping and Note-taking by none of the teachers. These results correspond to their attitudes towards 
these strategies, as analyzed in research question 1. From this, it can be inferred that there exists a causal relationship 
between teachers’ attitude towards reading strategy instruction and their actual practice of teaching reading strategies. 
If teachers consider one strategy important, they will teach it to their students; otherwise, they will not. Furthermore, 
when asked about the reason why they taught only some of the reading strategies and ignored the others, all of the 
teachers shared the idea that those strategies were more important. Also, those strategies were supposed to be easy for 
them to give instruction on while the remaining strategies were not. 

 
Research Question 3 

 
Table 6 
Reading strategy instruction steps and activities 

Steps Methods/ activities Numbers 
of teachers 

Percentage 

Preparation  Explained the importance of the reading strategy. 5 100% 

Distributed a handout including the targeted 
reading strategy 

0 0% 

Talked about the characteristics, usefulness, and 
applications of the strategy explicitly 

5 100% 

Other(s) 0 0% 
Presentation 

 
Gave example(s) illustrating their own strategy use 
through a reading task. 

5 100% 

Showed a video illustrating how the strategy is 
used. 

0 0% 

Other(s) 0 0% 
Practice Individual work 3 60% 

Pair work 5 100% 
Group work 1 20% 

Evaluation  Self- questioning 0 0% 
Debriefing discussions after strategy practice 0 0% 
Reading logs in which students recorded the results 
of their reading strategy application 

0 0% 

Checklist of strategy used 0 0% 
Open-ended questionnaire in which students 
expressed their opinions about the usefulness of 
the reading strategy. 

0 0% 

Other(s) 0 0% 
Expansion  Use the strategy that they found most effective 0 0% 

Apply the strategy to new contexts 1 20% 
Devise students’ own individual combinations and 
interpretations of reading strategies 

0 0% 

 
It is clear from table 6 that all of the teachers did not 

carry out the five steps in the CALLA model. In general, 
only the three first steps received emphasis by all of the 

teachers, as they used some methods or activities in 
these steps to present their reading strategy instruction. 
Possibly this is because they believed that only those 
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steps were of great importance or that the teaching 
hours were insufficient for them to conduct all of the 
steps. For Preparation phase, one hundred percent of 
the teachers spent time teaching students to get familiar 
and build their metacognitive awareness of the strategy. 
All of them did give explicit instruction about the 
detailed elements of each strategy, including the 
importance, the characteristics, the usefulness, and the 
application. In the Presentation phase, all of the 
teachers illustrated the use of the targeted strategy 
through giving examples, instead of showing videos or 
using other activities. In other words, the teachers 
themselves were the models to demonstrate how the 
strategy is used. With a view to Practice phase, pair 
work was chosen by one hundred percent of the 
teachers and individual work by sixty percent of them 
to give students opportunities to apply the reading 
strategy to do reading tasks. Only twenty percent let 
students do reading tasks through group work. 
Especially, no teacher implemented Evaluation and 
only one teacher Expansion.  

Conclusions 
 The research results 

indicated that the 
participating teachers put 
more emphasis on the 
importance of teaching 
metacognitive strategies 
than cognitive ones. For 
individual strategies, they 
believe that it is crucially 
necessary to give instruction 
on Directed attention, Selected 
attention, Inferencing, Advanced 
organizer, Self-evaluation and 
Summarizing. They deemed the other strategies unnecessary. 

 Interestingly, their priority of these strategies 
corresponded to their choices of strategies to teach. 

 For reading strategy instruction procedures, the 
teachers only explained about the features, modeled the 
strategy and then let students practice using the strategy 
through doing reading tasks. They did not encourage 
students to evaluate and to expand their strategy use.  

 

Suggestions 
 In most cases, it is impossible for teachers to give 

students instruction on all needed language skills. 
Moreover, learners’ strategies are the keys to learners’ 
autonomy, and accordingly, the supreme teaching aim 
is to encourage autonomous learning. Thus, in order to 
boost students’ reading comprehension, the teachers 
must be well aware of the significance of all reading 
strategies and find ways to give instruction on them. 
One thing inferred from this point is that in reading skill 
classes, the English teachers need to allocate time for 
reading strategy instruction. It should also be noted that 
metacognitive reading strategy instruction alone is 
insufficient because it only encourages students to 
control and adjust their thinking while reading. The 
teachers should pay more attention to teaching 
cognitive strategies so that students can manipulate and 
process tasks involving understanding details of the 
text. 

Also, when teachers give instruction on a particular 
strategy, it is suggested that they allocate time for 

students to assess and boost 
their strategy use. This is 
critically important because 
it helps enhance students’ 
metacognitive awareness of 
their own reading processes 
and their flexibility in 
strategy use. 

 Apart from giving 
instructions to students by 
themselves, the teachers can 
select students with high 
proficiency level to be the 
models. A suggested 

instruction procedure can be teachers or the selected 
students stand in front of the class and perform how 
they complete a reading task. In this way, low-level 
students can see what high-level readers do, then apply 
the strategy to  their own reading process, turning the 
modeled strategies to their own. Furthermore, this 
activity also creates an active atmosphere and 
communication opportunities, thus reducing possible 
boredom during reading class.  
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