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1. Introduction 

With the globalization of scientific research and the predominance of Anglo-American 

academic culture, being able to efficiently read and compose academic texts in English has 

become a widespread expectation in higher education. It is not uncommon for English-language 

study programs in different disciplines to offer courses in academic reading and writing. In 

international applied linguistic research, there has been a long tradition of studying L2 reading 

skills. The main areas of interest include the components of reading ability, the creation of 

systematic strategy taxonomies and the measuring of learner strategies through various 

instruments. Given the complex nature of reading skills, these areas are naturally interrelated as 

any investigation into reading as a cognitive-cultural phenomenon requires adopting a 

transdisciplinary perspective (see Grabe & Stoller, 2013; Grabe & Yamashita, 2022). Theoretical 

and experimental research on the nature of reading ability is therefore a prerequisite for 

conducting relevant and meaningful research in applied linguistics.     

 Being inseparable from the practice of EFL/L2 teaching, strategy research has become 

one of the most widely discussed topics in the field, which is evidenced by the myriad of studies 

published over the last roughly fifty years (Alderson, 2000; Grabe & Yamashita, 2022; Semtin & 

Maniam, 2015). Research in this subtopic ranges from single- and multivariable survey studies 

investigating the effect of cultural background, gender, study track and/or proficiency on L2 

reading strategy use (e.g., Čeljo, Bećirović & Dubravac, 2021; Mokhtari & Sheorey, 2002; Poole, 

2005); to descriptive-interpretive verbal protocols enquiring into the in-depth mechanisms of 

strategy use (e.g., Block, 1986; Handayani & Widijantie, 2021; Li & Munby, 1996); and, 

occasionally, mixed-method studies employing both quantitative and qualitative instruments 

(e.g., Mónos, 2005). The overall findings of the field suggest some potentially generalizable 

patterns of learner behavior as well as touching upon pedagogically relevant implications of the 

results.             

 Despite the continuing popularity of L2 academic reading in international applied 

linguistic research, it has been given relatively little attention in Hungarian higher education. The 

data available (Mónos, 2005; Szűcs, 2017) suggests that students entering tertiary education do 

not generally tend to have a well-developed repertoire of strategies when it comes to reading in 

their L2. Adopting a comparative approach, some recent studies provide valuable information 

about students’ strategy use and self-perception in both their L1 and L2 (Tary & Molnár, 2022; 
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Tary, 2023).            

 This rich and diverse context of reading research was the principal motivation for my 

research project, which aimed at fulfilling three major objectives. The first one, which constituted 

the core of the study, was to provide a detailed descriptive-interpretive account of L2 learner 

strategy use when reading academic texts in English in a tertiary education context. The second 

goal focused on how participants perceive themselves as L2 readers. The third and final goal of 

the research was to see how the two sets of data emerging from these two individual yet not 

independent objectives relate to each other in terms of consistency, and to compare the findings 

to a more quantifiable means of measurement, namely, the Survey of Reading Strategies (SORS, 

2001). These three objectives will be translated into four research questions presented below:  

RQ (1): What reading strategies do participants employ in a controlled reading situation which, 

to the greatest extent possible, attempts to imitate an actual academic L2 reading situation? 

RQ (2): How do participants perceive their own strategy use when reading in the L2? 

RQ (3): How do findings in the follow-up interviews relate to the results of the verbal protocol in 

terms of consistency between observed strategy use and self-reports of strategy use? 

RQ (4): To what extent are tendencies of strategy use and self-perception in the data are 

consistent with the SORS results in general? 

The project was intended to contribute to and expand the existing body of Hungarian research 

and L2 reading research in general. 

2. Overview of relevant literature 

The area of (L2) reading studies has greatly benefited of general L2 strategy research (Rubin, 

1987; O’Malley and Chamot, 1990; Oxford, 1990; 2016). However, the scientific investigation of 

such complex mental phenomena requires an interdisciplinary approach. In its quest to uncover 

the cognitive mechanisms beyond (L2) reading, contemporary scholarship has mostly relied on 

cognitive psychology, education sciences, and second language acquisition studies. 

Comprehensive overviews of the last fifty years of joint research efforts are presented in the 

recent works of Oxford (2016), Grabe & Stoller (2013) and Grabe &Yamashita (2022). 

 Of the diverse aspects of L2 reading studies, learner strategy use occupies a central place 
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in related applied linguistic research on the international scene. There appears to be substantial 

overlap between existing classification systems, which could be explained by the fact that general 

learning taxonomies are to a great extent applicable to skills-specific categorizations of strategies. 

In this respect, again, Rubin (1987), Chamot and O’Malley (1990) and Oxford (1990) are 

considered foundational. Taxonomies specific to reading were proposed by Block (1986), Grabe 

(1991), Alderson (2000), and Mokhtari and Sheorey (2002).      

 In terms of empirical research, survey studies are far more numerous by virtue of their 

easy applicability and the relative straightforwardness of the data analysis. The preference for 

surveys in measuring reading skills appears to be further supported by the existence of reliable 

measurement tools, in particular, the MARSI (Mokhtari & Reichard, 2002) and the SORS tests 

(Sheorey & Mokhtari, 2001), both designed to measure readers’ metacognitive strategy use when 

reading for learning in the L1 and L2, respectively. These surveys count as popular instruments, 

as attested by the high number of studies opting for either of them (or an adapted version) in the 

data collection procedure (see, for example, Solak & Altay, 2014; Tary & Molnár, 2022; Zarei, 

2018). On the other hand, verbal protocols, though more in-depth in their analytical potential 

when it comes to examining underlying mental processes, have so far been less widely used due 

to their laboriousness. This does not mean, however, that verbal protocols have been completely 

overlooked in reading strategy research as there are some representative examples of TAP-based 

or mixed-methods studies in the literature (Block, 1986; Hamada & Park, 2013; Handayani & 

Widijantie, 2021; Szűcs, 2017).  

3. Methodology 

The participants of the research were 12 first-year students enrolled in the BA and teacher 

training programs at the Institute of English and American Studies at the University of Szeged, 

Hungary. The data collection was preceded by a pilot study, which helped identify the potential 

weaknesses of the research design. Following the implementation of the modifications deemed 

necessary, the main data collection took place in the spring semester 2023.    

 The research instrument consisted of three parts: semi-retrospective think-aloud protocols 

(TAP), followed by a semi-structured interview enquiring into participants’ reading habit and 

strategy use, and the completion of the SORS-test. The SORS test measures metacognitive 

strategy use along three main dimensions, these being global, problem-solving and support 
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strategies (see Mokhtari & Reichard, 2002). Previous research in L2 reading strategies has 

demonstrated the applicability of verbal protocols in exploring learner strategy use and studying 

potential correlations between variables, which justified the choice of research instrument, given 

the qualitative nature of the research project. The use of a semi-retrospective design guaranteed 

that the interference between reading and speaking would be minimized. The TAPs and the 

interviews were transcribed using MAXQDA, and the coding for strategies followed a mostly 

deductive process (Schreier, 2013).  

4. Findings 

The summary of findings will briefly discuss the answers to each of the research questions before 

formulating a general conclusion of the findings.  

RQ (1): What reading strategies do participants employ in a controlled reading situation which 

attempts to imitate an actual academic reading situation to the extent possible? 

There are two key findings with regard to strategy use in the twelve verbal protocols. The first 

one concerns the frequency of specific strategies across the subcorpus. Participants were 

observed to have used or demonstrated their awareness of 13 different strategies, of which four 

were classified cognitive and nine metacognitive. Strategies with the highest frequency of 

occurrence all belonged to this latter group and they were, in ascending order: guessing the 

meaning, re-reading and self-evaluation. The second discovery of the analysis is the reoccurring 

evidence for multiple or simultaneous strategy use. 

RQ (2): How do participants perceive their own strategy use when reading in the L2? 

The relevant interview questions concentrated on three areas of reading skills, namely, readers’ 

global approach to familiarizing themselves with a text, their strategy choice(s) when 

encountering reading difficulties and their ways of remembering and recalling information in a 

text. The most noticeable finding is the high number of strategies evoked in the self-reports (27), 

with two-thirds of them (18) having a low-frequency occurrence in the data (1-3 mentions across 

the whole dataset). The three strategies with the highest number of mentions were using external 

resources, guessing the meaning and re-reading, which are typical problem-solving and support 

strategies. 
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RQ (3): How do findings in the follow-up interviews relate to the results of the verbal protocol in 

terms of consistency between observed strategy use and self-reports of strategy use?   

Based on the comparison of the two major datasets, it can be concluded that there is a clear 

preference for metacognitive strategies across the whole of the data, and, while there were 13 

strategies which occurred in both datasets (four of which are cognitive), the number of strategies 

mentioned in the follow-up interviews was more than twice as high as in the verbal protocols (27 

to 13), which might be partially explained by the different data collection methods.  

The main findings to research questions (1) – (3) suggest the existence of strategic awareness on 

the part of the participants. Their apparent knowledge of basic strategy types and ability to 

verbalize them are indicative of metacognitive knowledge, which tends to be an indicator of 

proficient readers.  

RQ (4): To what extent are tendencies of strategy use and self-perception in the data are 

consistent with the SORS results in general? 

Based on the group-level results of the SORS test, it can be concluded that the self-report survey 

appears to support the major findings of the verbal protocols and the follow-up interviews in that 

participants show a general preference for global and problem-solving strategies. Metacognitive 

strategies with the highest frequency in the TAPs and the follow-up interviews all belong to 

either of the two groups, with the notable exception of using external resources in the follow-up 

interviews, which is categorized as support strategies. 

5. General conclusions of the findings 

To summarize the findings, it can be generally concluded that participants extensively used 

metacognitive strategies during reading. The results of TAPs and the follow-up interviews 

combined, the three most frequently used strategies were guessing the meaning, re-reading and 

self-evaluation. Already in the think-aloud protocols there were instances of participants’ 

engaging in self-reflection. Some of these acts of self-evaluation touched upon participants’ 

general perceptions of themselves as readers, and their comments were not limited to their 

perceived performance on the task. This observation suggests that participants are capable of 

viewing themselves critically, pointing to increased metacognitive awareness in the reading 

process.            
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 In spite of some notable differences in the individual subcorpora, the principal results of 

the analyses seem to show consistency, pointing to some potentially generalizable patterns of 

metacognitive strategy use across participants, while keeping in mind that it is not possible to 

generalize them to the whole of the L2 reader population, given the size of the sample.  

6. Implications for further research 

The continuation of the study can take multiple paths. The first one concerns the expansion of the 

study to a wider population and, possibly, over longer periods of time. A longitudinal 

examination of participants’ L2 reading strategy use could give a reliable picture of how their 

reading skills develop. To complement the qualitative data obtained this way, recording strategy 

use through surveys at a given moment of time in a larger population would contribute to the 

generalizability of the findings. Another direction to take is more tightly connected to the 

pedagogical aspects of reading skills. Research findings can contribute to curriculum design in 

several ways. For example, they can help the instructor decide on what strategies the 

developmental block of the syllabus should concentrate on, and it can contribute to a more 

mindful selection of the course materials. These pedagogical choices could be further supported 

by the regular assessment of students’ strategy repertoire through the SORS test.    

 On a final note, the author would like to express her professional opinion that adopting 

internationally renowned practices promoting the centrality of conscious strategy use in foreign 

language learning can greatly contribute to students’ developing effective means of self-regulated 

skills development. 
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