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Abstract

The present study aimed at investigating the relationship between test takers’
cognitive and metacognitive strategy use and their second language reading test
performance. The researchers employed the following instruments in order to get
introspective and retrospective data from the participants: 1) a multiple-choice test
on two reading passages, 2) a checklist of specific strategies for immediate
introspective use after each item, 3) a questionnaire on more general strategies for
retrospective use at the end of the test. The results showed that test-takers used
both contributory and non-contributory strategies to get at the correct answer. The
test-takers’ pattern of strategy use revealed a tendency towards the more frequent
use of ‘returning to the passage’ as a contributory strategy and ‘guessing’ as a non-
contributory strategy. The results also showed that the contributory and non-
contributory strategies functioned differently when their use was compared across
easy and difficult test passages.

Keywords: Test-taking Strategies, Reading Test; Cognitive and Metacognitive
Strategies; Test Performance

Introduction

The notion of independent successful learners is closely related to the increasing
importance now attached to the learner-centered approach to language teaching,
which is based on the assumption that language learners who exercise greater
control on their learning will become more successful than those who do not.
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Accordingly, the strategies employed by successful or good language learners have
become the focus of attention among teachers and researchers (Fan, 2003).

Language testing (LT) research has also tended to concern itself with providing
a model of language ability. Its primary aim has been not only to describe and
assess the language ability of an individual, but also to construct a comprehensive
theory of variation in language test performance and its correspondence with non-
test language use. In recent years, many LT researchers have been concerned with
the identification of individua characteristics that may influence variation in
performance on language tests (Bachman, 1991).

Since the late 1970s, interest has slowly begun to grow in approaching L2
testing from the point of view of the strategies used by respondents while taking
the tests (Cohen, 1998).The purpose of the research on how students go through the
process of taking language tests, has been to explore the tester's presumptions
about what is being tested and the actual processes that the test-taker goes through.
The findings have been very helpful in understanding the weaknesses in tests and
in differentiating between successful and unsuccessful test-taking strategies. As
mentioned by Cohen (1984, p.71) "due to flaws in the test or due to certain test-
taking strategies, respondents may not be displaying a representative performance
of their language competence.”

In recent years, there has been a growing concern among researchers about the
role of test-taking strategy data in validating language tests (e.g. Purpura, 1997;
Rivers, 2001; Phakiti, 2003; Koda, 2007). This has been due to the insight that tests
may produce misleading results because of numerous test-wiseness strategies that
test-takers use for obtaining correct answers without fully understanding the text.
The picture that has emerged from test validation studies is that the field has
progressed beyond the days when tests were validated simply by statistical analysis
of correct and incorrect responses. The field has progressed to the point at which
the researchers ask crucial questions about what the tests are actually measuring
and how the respondents arrive at the answers to language assessment measures.
The results have an impact on tests, even to the point that they convince test
constructors to eliminate a given test (Cohen, 2007).

The present study was motivated with the underlying assumption that among
factors other than language ability which affect language test performance



IJAL, Vol. 13, No. 2, September 2010 3

cognitive background variables are of paramount importance. The purpose was to
identify and characterize the test-takers’ cognitive and metacognitive strategy use
as a possible cause of variation in their language test performance. In specific, it
tried to investigate the type and frequency of test-taking strategies and their
possible contribution to the outcomes of assessment.

The following research questions guided the study:

1. What are the types and frequency of strategies used by test-takers while
taking EFL reading tests?

2. How frequently do contributory and noncontributory strategies used in
taking EFL reading tests contribute to correct responses as opposed to
incorrect ones?

3. Is there a relationship between the frequency of contributory and
noncontributory strategies and the correct and incorrect responses?

4. s there arelationship between the type of strategies and difficulty of the

passage?

Background

Three decades ago, L2 assessment validation research was focused on outcomes of
testing, test reliability, the interrelations of subtests and the effects of different test
methods on test validity. However, what was missing was test validation in terms
of respondents’ behaviors in taking the test; little was known about what they were
actualy doing in order to answer the questions and how this corresponded to the
abilities one wanted to test. As aresult, claims of test validation required attention
to how the respondents arrived at their responses, and this meant paying careful
attention to the strategies that respondents used while taking a test (Cohen, 2006).

Researchers face a formidable task when they try to obtain information about
respondents’ strategy use without being obtrusive. A way out of this problem has
been the use of verbal reports as a primary research tool for this purpose (Faerch
and Kasper, 1987; Ericsson and Simon, 1993). The purpose in using verbal reports
is to identify the test-taking processes and to determine the effects of test input
upon test takers. According to Cohen (1998), the information which is obtained
through strategy elicitation techniques can be used for two main purposes: (1) test
development through assisting the test constructor in the process of improving the
developed test, and (2) interpretation of the test results after the test has been
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finalized in order to provide the test takers, the teacher, and the administrators with
a perspective on what the test may actually be testing (p.216).

Since the 1980s, there has been a call for the development of language tests that
provide a better fit between “the tester’s presumptions about what is being tested
and the actual processes that the test taker goes through” (Cohen, 1984, p.70). The
desired tests are supposed to reflect the language competence of the test taker in
handling the language task, while guarding against opportunities that help test-
takers find the right answer for the wrong reason.

The following are the insights gained from research on test-taking strategies.

1 Research on test-taking strategies can be used as a useful tool for
validating and refining notions about the test-taking process. It can help us
distinguish language learning strategies from test-taking strategies.

2 Empirical research on test-taking strategies can provide vauable
information on what tests are actually measuring.

3 Such research can be of help in determining how comparable the results
from different test methods and item types are.

4 Research can aso help determine whether the performance on the test is
reflective of L2 language behavior or represents behaviors employed for
the sake of getting through the test (Cohen, 2007).

Method

The subjects who participated in the present study were 70 female students, al of
whom were taking ‘level 13’ of the language institute in which the study was
conducted. The textbook used in this level was Interchange (Richards, Hull and
Proctor 2004) units 5, 6, 7 and 8 of the Student Book 3. The approximate
proficiency level of the participants, as reported by the ingtitute, was intermediate.
The ingtitute had a rather robust placement procedure in place including a
placement test and a form to be filled in by the teachers after the fifth session in
which they were supposed to name those learners who were deemed not to have
been placed at the right level. The students so named were supposed to be
interviewed again and placed at the right levels. The institute’s strict placement
procedure precluded the homogenization procedure by the researchers.

The following instruments were employed to collect data from the participants:
1) A multiple-choice test of reading comprehension



IJAL, Vol. 13, No. 2, September 2010 5

2) A checklist of specific strategies to be used introspectively by the test-
takers after selecting the correct response to each individual item of the
reading test

3) A questionnaire on more general strategies to be used retrospectively by
the test-takers after the entire reading test items have been tried out

The reading test included two passages; one easy and one difficult. The easy
passage was at alinguistic level below the level of the participants, and the difficult
one was challenging for the learners, but still not very difficult for them to tackle.
The difficulty level of the reading passages was estimated using the Edward Fry’s
readability Graph (Fry, 1978). The readability level of the reading passages
included in the third book of the Interchange book series turned out to be around 9.
Based on this criterion, the indices of 7 and 11 were selected for the easy and
difficult test passages respectively.

The two test passages were selected from among the reading passages used in
University Entrance Exams. Attempts were made to find some general, high-
interest topics for both easy and difficult passages. The easy passage was followed
by five multiple-choice items and the difficult one with six items. The introspective
instrument used in the present study was a checklist developed by Nevo (1989).
The checklist included 15 strategies. Each strategy in the checklist was described
briefly and was given a number. It also had an option for the respondents to
indicate additional strategies which might not have appeared in the list. Some of
the strategies in Nevo’s checklist are considered contributory and some non-
contributory based on the assumption that strategies such as using background
knowledge or clues in the text will help test-takers reach the right answer through
understanding the relationship between the stem and the aternatives while some
other ones such as wild guessing may lead to the correct answer by chance, that is,
without any judgmental activity in selecting the correct response.

The more general strategy questionnaire, which was completed after the test,
reported the strategies used in the test as a whole rather than the strategies used in
dealing with specific items. The general strategy questionnaire included a
combination of items taken from the questionnaire developed by Nevo (1989) in
which the items were more cognitive strategies and two other questionnaires
(Purpura, 1997 and Phakiti, 2003) focusing more on metacognitive strategies. Both
questionnaires were trandated into Persian (See Appendices A and B) and
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conducted after a short training session provided for the participants by one of the
researchers. The reading test was taken under time limitations (one minute for each
multiple-choice question plus 30 seconds for checking the strategy used for getting
at the right answer) to make sure that the strategies had been used under normal
testing conditions.

Results and Discussion

The first research question dealt with the types and frequency of the cognitive and
meta-cognitive strategies used by the test-takers while taking the EFL reading
comprehension test. They were supposed to answer each item separately and then
indicate alongside it which strategy was most instrumental in arriving at an answer
(i.e, primary strategy) and, if relevant, the second most instrumental strategy (i.e.
secondary strategy). The frequency of use of primary and secondary strategies is
presented in two different tables. Tables 1 and 2 present the frequency of use of
primary contributory and noncontributory strategies. The frequency of secondary
contributory and noncontributory strategies is presented in tables 3 and 4.

Tablel
Frequency and average use per respondent of primary contributory strategies across all test
items
Strategy Easy test Difficult test
Frequency  Average use Frequency Average use

1. background knowledge 32 45 32 45
3. returning to the passage 152 2.17 163 2.32
4.chronological order 8 A 3 .04
5.cluesin the text 46 .65 33 A7
6.ceasing search at

plausible choice 11 A5 11 a5
7.elimination 34 48 22 31
12.key word 3 .04 5 .07
14.association 2 .02 1 .01
Totd 288 411 270 3.85
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Table?2
Frequency and average use per respondent of primary noncontributory strategies across all
test items
Strategy Easy test Difficult test
Frequency Average use Frequency  Average use
2.guessing 31 44 123 1.75
8.choosing the exception 3 .04 2 .02
9.length 0 0 0 0
10.location 0 0 0 0
11.common word 1 .01 3 .04
13.matching alternative
with stem 5 .07 1 .01
15.matching alternative
with text 15 21 5 .07
Total 55 .78 133 1.9
Table3
Frequency and average use per respondent of secondary contributory strategies across all
test items
Strategy Easy test Difficult test
Fregquency Average use Frequency Average use
1.background knowledge 10 14 8 A1
3.returning to the passage 27 .38 19 27
4.chronological order 2 .02 4 .05
5.cluesin the text 17 24 18 .25
6.ceasing search at
Plausible response 2 .02 1 .01
7.elimination 17 24 21 3
12.key word 0 0 2 .02
14.association 4 .05 5 .07

Total 79 112 78 111




8 Cognitive and Metacognitive Strategy Use and Second Language ...

Table4
Frequency and average use per respondent of secondary noncontributory strategies across all
test items
Strategy Easy test Difficult test
Frequency Average use Frequency Average use
2.guessing 9 12 22 31
8.choosing the exception 5 .07 4 .05
9.length 0 0 0 0
10.location 0 0 0 0
11.common word 0 0 2 .02
13.matching alternatives
With stem 0 0 1 .01
15.matching alternatives
With text 0 0 3 .04
Total 14 2 32 45

The most frequently used primary contributory strategy in both easy and
difficult tests was 'returning to the passage after reading the question and multiple-
choice dternatives in order to look for the correct answer’. As a primary strategy,
this was employed on average 2.17 times per respondent in the easy test and 2.32
times in the difficult passage. As can be seen in table 2, the most common primary
non-contributory strategy used by respondents in both easy and difficult tests was
'guessing'’. This strategy was employed on average 1.75 times in the difficult test
and 0.44 in the easy one. A check of the figures in tables 1 and 2 also shows that
the average use of primary contributory strategies across all test items was higher
for the easy test (4.11 times in the easy test and 3.85 times in the difficult test). But
the average use of primary noncontributory strategies was higher for the difficult
test items. Table 3 also shows that the most frequently used secondary contributory
strategy for the easy test was ‘returning to the passage’ and for the difficult test was
‘elimination’. As presented in table 4, ‘guessing’ was the secondary
noncontributory strategy which was used by respondents while taking both easy
and difficult tests.

The questionnaire concerning more general strategies, which was to be
completed after the test, required a report on cognitive as well as metacognitive
strategies used in the test as a whole rather than on specific items. The general
strategy questionnaire comprised 19 items, of which number 1 to 12 dealt with
cognitive strategies and number 13 to 19 checked metacognitive strategies used by
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respondents.

A check of the datarevealed that:

1) 71.4 % of the respondents read the instructions before the test.

2) 2.8 % of the students did not read the passages at dl.

3) 67.1 % of the respondents read the entire passage thoroughly.

4) 34.2 % of the respondents reported having read the passages superficially.

5) 28.5 % of the subjects reported having read only parts of the passages, just
enough to enable them to answer the questions.

6) 81.4% of the respondents noted main points while reading the passages.

7) 84.2 % of the respondents first read the passage and then the items.

8) 18.5% of the respondents first read the items and then the passage. While
the instructions had asked the students to read the passage before answering
the questions, almost half of the students (47%) reported either reading the
questions first or reading just part of the text and then looking for the
corresponding questions.

9) 17.14 % of the respondents read all the items before beginning to answer.

10) 20 % of the respondents read some of the items before answering the

guestions.

11) 61.4 % of the respondents read and answered one question at atime.

12) 28.5 % of the respondents read the passages and items several times to

better understand them.

13) 24.2% of the respondents tried to identify easy and difficult test parts.

14) 64.2 % of the respondents spent more time on difficult questions.

15) 30 % of the respondents skipped difficult questions first.

16) 24.2 % of the respondents planned how to complete the test before starting,

and then followed the plan.

17) 60 % of the respondents checked their own performance and progress

while completing the test.

18) 37.14 % of the respondents checked their work before handing in the test.

19) 44.2% of the respondents thought, after the test, about how they could do

better next time.

A quick check of the first twelve questions which deal with cognitive strategies
indicates that the most frequently used cognitive strategy by the respondents was
reading the passage first and the second frequently used strategy was that the
subjects noted main points while reading the texts.



10 Cognitive and Metacognitive Strategy Use and Second Language ...

The percentages reported for the last seven questions on the genera strategy
guestionnaire shows that the most frequently used metacognitive strategy was that
of spending more time on difficult questions.

The second question that the research investigated was concerned with the
frequency with which strategies used in taking EFL reading tests contributed to the
correct or incorrect responses. The frequency of contributory, noncontributory, and
other strategies used by the respondents which led to correct and incorrect
responses are presented in tables 5 and 6.

Table5
Contribution of strategies to the type of answers: Easy test
Strategy Correct answers Wrong answers
Contributory strategies 211 77
Noncontributory strategies 32 23
Other strategies 10 0
Table6
Contribution of strategies to the type of answers: Difficult test
Strategy Correct answers Wrong answers
Contributory strategies 114 156
Noncontributory strategies 24 110
Other strategies 5 3

Tables 5 and 6 show that both contributory and non-contributory strategies led
to more correct answers than incorrect ones in the easy test compared with the
difficult one. To answer the third research question which dealt with the possible
relationship between the two types of strategies and their contribution to correct or
incorrect responses, a chi-square test was run. The results are shown in tables 8 and
0.
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Table7
Chi-square test on the contribution of strategies to the type of answers. Easy test
Correct Answers Wrong Answers
Contributory strategies 211 77
Noncontributory strategies 32 23
Exact Sig. Asymp.Sig. | df | Vaue Exact Sig.
(2-sided) (2-sided) (1-sided)
Pearson Chi-Square .024 1 | 5.086(a)
p<.05
Table8

Chi-square test on the contribution of strategies to the type of answers: Difficult test

Correct Answers Wrong Answers
Contributory strategies 114 156
Noncontributory strategies 24 110

Exact Sig. | Asymp.Sig. df | Vaue Exact Sig.
(2-sided) (2-sided) (1-sided)
.000 1 | 23.535(a)

Pearson Chi-Square

p<.05

The results of the chi sguare test run on the frequency of strategies used in the
easy test (table 7) show that the two groups of strategies have contributed
differently to getting at the correct answers (p < .05). The contributory strategies
have led to correct answers at a much higher rate than the non-contributory
strategies. The results of the chi square run on difficult test (table 8) again show
that the two types of strategies have contributed differently to getting at the correct
answers,; however, their contribution is just the opposite of what was reported in
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relation to the easy test. In this case, the students’ use of strategies failed to help
them find the correct answer. Both types of strategies led more to wrong answers.
But the non-contributory strategies led to the wrong answer at a much higher rate
than the contributory strategies. This rather unexpected result may be due to the
fact that the difficult test was too challenging for the respondents.

To address the fourth research question which was concerned with the
relationship between the type of strategies and the difficulty of the test, a chi square
test was run on the frequency of contributory and noncontributory strategies in
taking the easy and difficult tests as presented in table 9. The results of the chi-
square test are summarized in table 10.

Table9
Use of strategies with easy and difficult tests
Strategy Easy Test Difficult Test
Contributory strategies 288 270
Noncontributory strategies 55 134
Table 10
Chi-square test on the relationship between type of strategies and difficulty of the passage
Exact Sig. | Asymp. Sig. | Df | Vaue Exact Sig.
(2-sided) (2-sided) (1-sided)
Pearson Chi-square .000 1 27.849(a)

p<.05

As can be inferred from the results of the chi square test, there is a relationship
between the type of strategies used and the difficulty of the test. In the easier test,
there was a greater use of contributory strategies than in the difficult one. By
contrast, respondents used much more noncontributory strategies while answering
the difficult test.

In line with the findings of other studies (Purpura, 1997; Phakiti, 2003; Nikolov,
2006) the present study revedled that respondents employed cognitive and
metacognitive strategies in the process of responding to the reading comprehension
guestions. The most frequently used contributory primary and secondary cognitive
strategy in both easy and difficult tests was ‘returning to the passage’ after reading
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the questions and examining the options. The most frequently used non-
contributory primary and secondary strategies used by the respondents while taking
both the easy and difficult tests was 'guessing’. These findings support the findings
aready reported in the literature with regard to Nevo's (1989) study. In Nevo’s
study “‘guessing not based on any particular rationale’ was rare in L1 but in L2 it
was used 1.98 times as a primary strategy. It is possible that the respondents
limited command of the second language compared with the first language led to
lack of confidence, which in turn caused them to guess without any particular
rational considerations.

The results of the genera strategy questionnaire also revealed that the most
frequently used cognitive strategy was ‘reading the passage first’. This finding is
also similar to what is reported by Larson (1981) and Nevo (1989). The most
frequently used metacognitive strategy was ‘spending more time on difficult
questions. In Oxford et al.’s study in 2004, high proficiency learners reported
employing this strategy more than the other learners. The reason for this might be
that high proficiency learners and also intermediate learners in this study were
more metacognitively aware of the need to go over the difficult parts of the reading
passages. It might also mean, as mentioned by Oxford et al. (2004), that arelatively
developed competence in reading might leave the learners with more time to go
over difficult parts of reading passages.

The results showed that in both tests there was use of contributory and
noncontributory strategies, but the average per respondent of contributory
strategies on the two tests was higher than the use of noncontributory ones. With
regard to the contribution of the strategies used in getting at the correct answer, in
the easy test there was a significant relationship between getting the correct answer
and using contributory strategies, whereas in the difficult one no such a
relationship was found between those two variables. These findings support the
results of Nevo’s study (1989), but add a word of caution about the relationship
between the use of contributory strategies and getting at the correct answer in
dealing with difficult texts. It may be the case that this relationship cannot be
assumed when the passages seem difficult to the test takers.

The findings of this study also reveded that in the easier test there was greater
use of contributory strategies than in the difficult one, but in completing the
difficult test questions, noncontributory strategies were used more than the
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contributory ones. This finding also confirms the previous outcomes (See Nevo,
1989) that contributory and non-contributory strategies function differently when
the variable of text difficulty is added.

Conclusion
During the period of awakened interest in learners’ processing of language, it
seems reasonable to pay extra attention to the actual strategies being used in taking
tests. There is no doubt that test constructors and test users can receive beneficial
feedback from what the given tests are actually prompt respondents to do. It is
possible that test takers would become more effective at taking tests if they were
informed of what they are actualy doing and what they could do to have better
results. So research on test-taking can serve as a useful tool for validating the tests
and it can provide valuable information about what tests are actualy measuring.
Such research can be of help in interpreting the test results and determining
whether performance on a specia test is reflective of L2 behavior in the area
assessed or represents behaviors employed for the sake of getting through the test.
The study’s insights could ultimately provide language learners with information
on effective test-taking strategies, by equipping SL educators with an inventory of
strategies for incorporation in their SL classrooms, curricula and materials.
Considering the limitations of the study with regard to the number of test items and
participants’ selection procedures, the results should be taken consciously and of
course more studies are needed to provide more generaizable evidence for test-
taking strategies.
Received 1 August 2010
Revised version accepted 12 September 2010
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Appendix A
A checklist of strategiesfor immediate use after each item
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Appendix B
A guestionnaire on more general strategies
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