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Abstract: This study reports an investigation of Iranian test-takers’ use of cognitive and metacognitive
strategies  while  performing  on  IELTS  reading  tests.  Specifically,  the  study   set   out   to  investigate: a)
the  relationship  between  Iranian test-takers’ use of cognitive and metacognitive strategies and their L2
reading test performance on the reading section of the IELTS test; and b) the role gender might play in Iranian
test-takers’ use of cognitive and metacognitive strategies. 60 adult Iranian EFL learners who had recently
completed an IELTS preparation course took a sample IELTS test, followed by a cognitive and metacognitive
questionnaire on how they thought while completing the reading section. Pearson correlation and independent-
samples t-test were run to analyze the data. The results suggested that there was a strong positive correlation
between Iranian test-takers’ use of cognitive and metacognitive strategies and their performance on the reading
section of the IELTS test. It was also found that there was no significant difference in strategy use between
male and female Iranian test-takers. Discussion of the findings and implications for further research are
articulated.
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INTRODUCTION of  metacognitive    strategies   in   Bachman  and

Throughout the past decades, Language testing (LT) In an attempt to overcome such shortcomings, LT
research has focused on providing a model of language researchers have approached L2 test performance in
ability. In this regard, there has also been plenty of relation to strategies used by test-takers through the
research aimed at the identification and characterization of process of taking tests as a potential means of
individual characteristics that influence variation in investigating the issue of variation caused by individual
performance on language tests. Bachman [1] has differences.
identified two types of systematic sources of variability A major part of this area of research has been
[p.350]: concerned with the nature of L2 reading, in which an

Variation due to differences across individuals in taking strategies test-takers might employ when taking a
their communicative language ability (CLA), test. These studies have attempted to draw a distinction
processing strategies and personal characteristics; between what readers did to solve the test item problem
and (i.e., test-taking strategies) and what they might do in
Variation due to differences in the characteristics of order to read a text (i.e., reading strategies). Along the
the test method or test tasks. same line of research, this study aimed at investigating a)

Although attempts  have  been   made   to  specify cognitive and metacognitive strategies and their EFL
the model of CLA, the current theory of strategic reading test performance on the reading section of the
competence influencing second language (L2) test IELTS test; and b) the role gender might play in male and
performance  remains  in  its  early  developmental  stage. female Iranian test-takers’ use of cognitive and
For  instance,  Purpura  [2]  points  out  that  the  depiction metacognitive strategies.

Palmer’s  model  [3]  is  not  based  on  empirical  research.

attempt has been made to identify and describe test-

the relationship between Iranian test-takers’ use of
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Review of Literature: LT researchers have begun to Song [26] utilized a revised strategy questionnaire
approach L2 test performance in relation to strategies mainly based on Purpura [2] to examine the extent to
used by test-takers through the process of taking a test. which cognitive and metacognitive strategy use
In this regard, cognitive and metacognitive strategies accounted for Chinese test-takers’ performance. Having
have received considerable attention. The literature on employed regression analyses, Song [26] found that
cognitive and metacognitive strategies has revealed that cognitive and metacognitive strategies accounted for a
they are closely related, postulating that metacognitive large part of the test scores.
strategies have a direct impact on cognitive strategies in In short, it can be seen in the relevant literature that
L2 learning, use or performance [e.g., 1-10]. Moreover, it the use of cognitive and metacognitive strategies may
has been found that cognitive strategies, in turn, have a depend on various factors such as the personality
direct impact on L2 performance because they are directly characteristics of test-takers, the setting in which testing
involved in the target language use [4]. occurs and the nature of test tasks. Accordingly, it can be

In addition, research on L2 reading strategy use has claimed that research on the relationship between
revealed how strategic readers interact with a written text strategic competence and test performance awaits more
and how their strategic behavior is related to effective investigation in more novel contexts. In an attempt to
reading comprehension [e.g., 11-18]. In fact, there is now contribute in this regard, the present study focused on
a  general  consensus  that  successful  L2  readers  know Iranian test-takers’ use of cognitive and metacognitive
how to use appropriate strategies to enhance text strategies in the reading section of the IELTS test and its
comprehension [19-21]. relationship to their performance.

More  relevant  to   the   issue   under   investigation
in  this  study  has  been  the   work   of   researchers   who Research Questions: This study was an attempt to
aimed at understanding the nature of cognitive and examine Iranian test-takers’cognitive and metacognitive
metacognitive strategies  that  influence  language  test strategy use in the reading section of the IELTS test. In so
performance. For instance, Purpura [2] investigated the doing, the study aimed at answering the following
relationship between perceived cognitive and research questions:
metacognitive strategy use and language test
performance through the applications of the structural Is there any relationship between Iranian test-takers’
equation modelling (SEM) approach. He reported that use of cognitive and metacognitive strategies and
metacognitive strategy use had a significant and positive their EFL reading test performance on the reading
effect on cognitive processing (values between 0.59 and section of the IELTS test?
0.86) which, in turn, directly impacted the language Is there a significant difference between male and
performance. female Iranian test-takers in terms of their use of

Phakiti [22] utilized a cognitive and metacognitive cognitive and metacognitive strategies?
questionnaire drawn from the existing literature together
with retrospective interviews and an EFL achievement test METHOD
to examine the relationship between Thai learners’ Participants: 60 Iranian  advanced  adult  EFL  learners
cognitive and metacognitive strategy use and their (30 males and 30 females), aged 20 to 29, participated in
reading test performance. He found that cognitive and this study. At the time of the study, the participants had
metacognitive strategies were both positively correlated just completed an IELTS preparation course and intended
with the reading test performance. In his study, Phakiti to take the IELTS test in a few weeks. They were asked to
[22] also focused on success levels and compared the voluntarily participate in the study and were not informed
differences in the strategy use and reading performance of the research procedures prior to the data-gathering
among highly successful, moderately successful and period. The participants’ overall IELTS scores and their
unsuccessful learners by means of factorial multivariate reading skill scores were used to make sure that the
analysis of variance (MANOVA) and found significant participants  were  all  true advanced learners and that
differences among these learner groups. Many other they were homogenous regarding their L2 reading ability.
researchers have also shown that successful learners Later, the data from 52 learners, who proved to be
differ from less successful ones in both the quantity and advanced and whose reading score fell one standard
quality  of  cognitive  and  metacognitive  strategy use deviation above and below the mean, were included and
[23, 20, 24, 25, among others]. analyzed in the study.
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Table 1: A taxonomy of the cognitive-metacognitive questionnaire (Adopted from Phakiti, 2003a)

Processing Subscale Number of items Items used Reliability

Cognitive  strategies Comprehending 6 1,2,6,7,8,9 .748

Retrival 5 3,4,5,10, 20 .586

Subtotal 11 .803

Metacognitive strategies Planning 10 11,12,14,16,18 .869

21,22,24,26,29

Monitoring 9 13, 15,17,19, .767

Subtotal 19 23, 25,27,28,30  .928

Total 30

Instruments: Two sets of measurement instruments were IELTS sample test, the participants were given sufficient
employed in this study: (a) a sample IELTS test (academic time based on Phakiti [28] to complete the questionnaire.
module); and (b) a cognitive-metacognitive strategy use As mentioned earlier, only the collected data from 52
questionnaire. participants, who met the two homogeneity criteria

Sample IELTS Test (Academic Module): This sample test statistically analyzed in the study. The data from the other
was adopted from Cambridge IELTS Practice Tests series 8 participants were discarded. The following section will
[27] and was run and scored by the researchers based on present the results of the data analyses.
the guidelines provided in the book. The test included 40
listening questions, 40 reading questions, 2 writing tasks RESULTS
and a speaking task. As mentioned earlier, the overall
score was used to account for the participants’ advanced Research Question 1: The first research question was an
proficiency level and the scores on the reading section attempt to investigate whether there was any relationship
indicated the participants’ reading performance. between Iranian test-takers’ use of cognitive and

Cognitive and Metacognitive Strategy Questionnaire: performance  on  the  reading  section   of   the   IELTS
This strategy questionnaire was adopted from the test.   In   order   to   examine   this   relationship, a
questionnaire  used by Phakiti [28]. The  questionnaire Pearson product-moment correlation was run. Table 2
(Appendix   A)    allowed    participants    to   mark presents the results of the correlation. In this table, it can
strategy   use   on   a   5-point   Likert   scale:   1  (Never), be seen that there was a strong positive correlation
2    (Sometimes),      3      (Often),      4       (Usually)     and between the test-takers’ use of cognitive strategies and
5  (Always).  The  length  of  time  needed  to  complete their reading test performance [r = 0.91, n = 52, p<0.01].
the questionnaire ranged from approximately 10-15 Likewise, the figures in the table reveal that there was also
minutes.  It  should  be  noted that Phakiti [28] has a strong positive correlation between the test-takers’ use
reported  the  construct  validation  of  the  questionnaire of metacognitive strategies  and their  reading  test
and the  usefulness  of  likert-scale  questionnaires  has performance [r = 0.67, n = 52, p<0.01]. Thus, it can be
also  been  supported   by   many   strategy   researchers concluded that participants’ use of both cognitive and
[2, 8, 9 among others]. Table 1 presents the taxonomy of metacognitive strategies and their reading test
the questionnaire. performance were highly correlated. The strength of

Procedure: First, a sample of IELTS test was given to all suggested in Cohen [29].
participants to make sure about their homogeneity in
terms of their general English proficiency and their Research Question 2: The second research question was
reading ability. The participants were given enough time concerned with whether there was a significant difference
to complete the test based on the IELTS exam guidelines. between male Iranian test-takers’ use of cognitive and
It is worth noting that it had been arranged for the metacognitive strategies and that of females. In order to
participants to complete the reading section as the last answer this question, an independent-samples t-test was
part of the test so that they would find it easier to conducted. Tables 3 and 4 provide the descriptive
complete the strategy questionnaire. Having taken the statistics and results of the t-test, respectively.

discussed in Section 4.1., were taken into account and

metacognitive   strategies   and   their   EFL   reading   test

correlation was determined based on the guidelines
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Table 2: Pearson correlation between the participants’ test scores and their strategy use

RTS* Cognitive Metacognitive

RTS Pearson Correlation 1 .917(**) .676(**)

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000

N 52 52 52

Cognitive Pearson Correlation .917(**) 1 .723(**)

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000

N 52 52 52

Metacognitive Pearson Correlation .676(**) .723(**) 1

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000

N 52 52 52

*RTS = Reading Test Score

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

Table 3: Descriptive statistics on the t-test

Gender N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean

Strategies male 26 72.8846 22.04419 4.32322

female 26 77.0385 22.80786 4.47299

Table 4: Results of the independent samples t-test

Levene’s Test for

Equality of Variances t-test for Equality of Means

---------------------------- --------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

95% Confidence Interval

of the Difference

Sig. Mean Std. Error -------------------------------

F Sig. t d (2-tailed) Differenc Difference Lower Upper

Strategies Equal variances assumed .196 .660 -.668 f 50 .507 e-4.15385 e 6.22076  16.6486 8.34092

Equal variances not assumed -.668 49.942 .507 -4.15385 6.22076 -16.6490 8.34128

It can be seen in Table 4 that the value listed in the metacognitive strategies are both positively correlated
Sig. column is larger than the critical value (0.66  0.05). with reading test performance. Song [26], who
Accordingly, it can be claimed that there was no investigated the extent to which cognitive and
significant difference between Iranian male test taker’s metacognitive  strategy  use  accounted   for  Chinese
use of strategies (M=72.88, SD=22.04) and that of females test-takers’ performance in the College English Test Band,
(M=77.03, SD=22.80). has also reported that cognitive and metacognitive

DISCUSSION L2 performance. In line with the present findings, a

This study was primarily motivated from the cognitive and metacognitive strategy use could explain
assumption that variability in language test performance the variation in language test performance [e.g., 30, 8, 31,
can be attributed to test-takers’ use of cognitive and 10, 4]. More specifically and closely tied to our findings,
metacognitive strategies [2]. The findings of the present Phakiti [22] has reported that cognitive and metacognitive
study revealed that there was a strong positive correlation strategies were both positively correlated with the reading
between Iranian test-takers’ use of cognitive and test performance.
metacognitive strategies and their performance on the It was also found in this study that there was no
reading section of the IELTS test. Such findings lend significant difference in strategy use between male and
further support to Purpura’s claim [2] that cognitive and female Iranian test-takers. The fact that gender plays no

strategies correlated positively with Chinese test-takers’

number of other researchers have confirmed that
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significant role with regard to strategy use is consistent and generalizing the findings. Finally, it is worth
with the findings reported by Phakiti [28]. He has also acknowledging  that  the  relationship  of  cognitive   and
shown that males did not differ in terms of strategy use metacognitive strategies to EFL reading performance
from their female counterparts. In another study, Phakiti could have been far more complicated than what has been
[22] reconfirmed his findings regarding the insignificance found or implied. In other words, the use of cognitive and
of gender. metacognitive strategies may depend on a variety of

Moreover, the present findings confirm the claims factors such as the kind of test-takers, the setting in
about the advantages of and necessity for, cognitive and which  testing   occurs  and  the nature of test tasks.
metacognitive strategy use training. In line with previous Thus,  it  is  recommended  that  replications  of the
studies [10, 32] it can be claimed that a combination of present study be carried out in other contexts with
cognitive and metacognitive strategy training can be very learners of different levels of proficiency for different
beneficial to L2 learners and can more effectively enhance language skills.
learning. Furthermore, this study sheds light on the
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Appendix A. The cognitive and metacognitive strategy questionnaire 
(Adopted from Phakiti (2003a)).

Name-Surname: ___________________ 

Today’s date: __________ Gender: [   ] male [   ] female Age: ______

Directions: A number of statements which people use to describe themselves when they were taking a reading test are given below. Read each statement and
indicate how you thought during the test. Choose 1 (Never), 2 (Sometimes), 3 (Often), 4 (Usually) and 5 (Always).

Your thinking 1 2 3 4 5
1. I made short notes or underlined main ideas during the test.
2 I translated the reading texts and tasks into Farsi.
3. I used pictures or titles of the texts to help comprehend reading tasks.
4. I used my own English structure knowledge to comprehend the text.
5. I spent more time on difficult questions.
6. I tried to understand the texts and questions regardless of my vocabulary knowledge.
7. I tried to find topics and main ideas by scanning and skimming.
8. I read the texts and questions several times to better understand them.
9. I used my prior knowledge to help understand the reading test.
10. I tried to identify easy and difficult test tasks.
11. When I started to complete the test, I planned how to complete it and followed the plan.
12. I was aware of what and how I was doing in the test.
13. I checked my own performance and progress while completing the test.
14. I attempted to identify main points of the given reading texts and tasks.
15. I thought through the meaning of the test tasks/questions before answering them.
16. I was aware of which strategy to use and how and when to use it.
17. I corrected mistakes immediately when found.
18. I asked myself how the test questions and the given texts related to what I already knew.
19. I determined what the test tasks/questions required me to do.
20. I was aware of the need to plan a course of action.
21. I was aware of how much the test remained to be completed.
22. I tried to understand the questions adequately before attempting to find the answers.
23. I made sure I understood what had to be done and how to do it.
24. I was aware of my ongoing reading and test taking.
25. I kept track of my own progress to complete the questions on time.
26. I used multiple thinking strategies to help answer the test questions.
27. I made sure to clarify the goal and know how to complete it.
28. I checked my accuracy as I progressed through the test.
29. I selected relevant information to help me understand the reading texts and answer the test questions.
30. I carefully checked the answers before submitting the test.


