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This qualitative study investigated English-as-foreign-language (EFL) learners’ metacogni-
tive knowledge about second language (L2) reading by using Flavell’s (1979) framework 
of person, task, and strategies. Five Japanese EFL participants read graded readers of their 
choosing for a ten-month period and participated in a pre-task semi-structured interview, a 
post-task stimulated recall interview for a narrative text after reading and a follow-up semi-
structured interview. The results showed that the participants had emerging metacognitive 
knowledge about L2 reading for general comprehension. The results also revealed that read-
ing strategies varied even within the same participant, depending on the difficulty of texts 
and their set (sub-)goals for texts.  
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Introduction

This qualitative study investigates 
English-as-foreign-language (EFL) 

learners’ metacognitive knowledge about 
reading narrative texts. Metacognitive 
knowledge plays an important role in 
cognitive activities such as reading com-
prehension (Flavell, 1979). In contrast to 
increasing attention given to reading strat-
egies and metacognition in English-as-sec-
ond-language learning contexts, little work 
can be found on metacognitive knowledge 
in an EFL extensive reading (ER) context. 
Yet many advantages of ER are advocated 
by second language (L2) extensive reading 
authorities (Day & Bamford, 1998; Mason 
& Krashen, 1997). By using Flavell’s (1979) 

framework of person, task and strategies, 
this study investigated EFL beginning 
readers’ metacognitive knowledge about 
EFL reading. 

Literature Review 

Metacognitive Knowledge and Metacog-
nitive Awareness 

Metacognition plays an important role in 
many cognitive activities, such as reading 
comprehension (Flavell, 1979). Early work 
on metacognitive knowledge claimed that 
it comprised learners’ knowledge or be-
lief about interactions among three fac-
tors associated with cognitive processes: 
person, task, and strategy (Flavell, 1979). 
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In this framework, person knowledge in-
cludes knowledge about self (e.g., what 
you are good at), and knowledge about 
others; task is related to available resourc-
es and “task demands or goals” (p. 907); 
and strategies are concerned with knowl-
edge about effective ways for achieving 
sub-goals, goals, and other cognitive un-
dertakings. In Flavell’s framework, two 
or three of these factors interact to consti-
tute metacognitive knowledge. Concur-
ring with the view that self-knowledge is 
an important component of metacogni-
tive knowledge, Pintrich (2002) noted that 
self-knowledge could allow learners to 
adjust strategies for different tasks. Wen-
den’s (1998) later specification of Flavell’s 
model defined metacognitive knowledge 
as learners’ acquired knowledge about 
learning. Because learners’ approaches to 
learning and the expectations they hold 
about the outcome of their efforts are in-
fluenced by metacognitive knowledge, 
Wenden argued that gaining an under-
standing of language learners’ metacogni-
tive knowledge and beliefs is as important 
as checking their linguistic proficiency lev-
els. Wenden (1999) also pointed out that 
what learners know about learning may 
be stable or yet might change over time. 
Building on Flavell’s tripartite framework, 
Wenden (1998) specified person knowl-
edge as “general knowledge learners have 
acquired about human factors that facili-
tate or inhibit learning” (p. 518), beliefs 
about “their effectiveness as learners in 
general” and “beliefs about their ability to 
achieve specific learning goals” (p. 518). 
Task knowledge is defined as “what learn-
ers know about the purpose of a task and 
how it will serve their language learning 
needs”, knowledge about differentiating 
task processes in relation to outcome, and 
what learners know about task demands 
(p. 518). Strategic knowledge is defined 
as “general knowledge about what strate-

gies are, why they are useful, and specific 
knowledge about when and how to use 
them” (p. 519). 

In L2 reading research, metacognition is 
also regarded as important. Grabe (2009) 
noted that metacognition is often referred 
to as “metacognitive awareness (what we 
know) and metacognitive regulation or 
control (knowing when, where, and how 
to use strategies, that is, what we can do)” 
(p. 222). A good reader’s metacognition 
or metacognitive awareness functions as 
a controller for his/her reading process 
by enabling the reader to choose the right 
strategies at the right time while read-
ing. Referring to reading specialists’ con-
sensus about metacognition, Koda (2004) 
noted that comprehension monitoring is 
the major difference between good and 
poor readers and, therefore, suggested 
that systematically observing how skilled 
readers behave when faced with difficul-
ties in reading would be useful. According 
to Grabe, a reader with higher degrees of 
metacognitive awareness can control his/
her comprehension by deploying atten-
tional and linguistic resources appropri-
ately vis-à-vis the reading goal. The pres-
ent study was motivated by consideration 
of the importance of metacognition in L2 
reading and the paucity of research on 
the use of metacognitive knowledge in L2 
reading for general comprehension in an 
EFL context.

Early Research on Metacognitive Knowl-
edge: Successful vs. Less Successful Read-
ers

A large body of research on language 
learning strategies and reading strategies 
has provided insights into L2 learners’ 
reading strategies use (Grabe, 2009). In 
learning research, O’Malley and Chamot 
(1990) pointed to the importance of meta-
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cognitive approaches for learners in plan-
ning their learning, monitoring their prog-
ress, or reviewing their accomplishments 
and future learning directions. Empirical 
evidence has also indicated that metacog-
nitive knowledge has played an essential 
part in self-directed language learning for 
Japanese university students (Cotterall & 
Murray, 2009). 

Likewise, in reading research, compari-
sons of reading performance and read-
ing strategy use between more and less 
successful L2 readers have indicated that 
more proficient readers use metacognitive 
knowledge more frequently than less pro-
ficient readers (Carrell, 1989). Similarly, 
Zhang (2010) found that successful read-
ers and less successful ones differ in their 
use of reading strategies in an EFL context. 
Successful L2 readers were more confi-
dent in reading and well aware of reading 
strategies, whereas the less successful L2 
readers focused on linguistic dimensions.  

Studies on successful reading strategies 
have provided a foundation for training 
L2 readers to be better readers (Grabe, 
2009). Strategies that are regarded as ap-
propriate can be taught to lower proficien-
cy L1 and L2 readers (Sheorey & Mokh-
tari, 2001). The general consensus about 
effective reading strategies is that both 
knowing about various reading strategies 
on one hand and metacognitive awareness 
on the other, i.e., knowing about how and 
when to use the strategies and monitoring 
their reading comprehension, are essen-
tial (Anderson, 1991; Grabe, 2009; Koda, 
2004). For example, Zhang (2001) investi-
gated the relationship between EFL learn-
ers’ proficiency levels and metacogni-
tive knowledge of reading strategies and 
found that these two were closely linked. 
The study revealed that high-English-
proficiency learners were more aware of 

reading strategies and their use of strate-
gies to facilitate comprehension than their 
low-English-proficiency counterparts. In 
the study, monitoring comprehension 
was reported to be the most conspicuous 
difference. Similarly, Sheorey and Mokh-
tari (2001) found a positive relationship 
between reading proficiency and reading 
strategy usage for both native-English-
speaking readers and ESL learners. Their 
research also demonstrated that skilled 
native and non-native readers monitored 
their own comprehension while reading. 
In other words, knowing and using ap-
propriate strategies in an orchestrated 
manner while reading is very important 
for becoming a successful independent L2 
reader (Oxford, 2011). 

As for reading strategy use, while there 
is a growing consensus that successful 
readers employ both reading strategies 
and metacognition, reading researchers 
have raised methodological questions. 
Few studies have been conducted in EFL 
contexts, and few have used texts that 
novice readers typically encounter while 
reading extended texts silently for general 
comprehension. Given widespread peda-
gogical recommendations to have novice 
EFL readers read extensively, and most 
typically narrative texts (Day & Bamford, 
1998; Nation, 2013; Nuttall, 1996), there 
is a growing need to empirically evalu-
ate what influence ER might have on the 
development of reading metacognition. In 
this sense, studies on novice readers’ ac-
counts of reading strategies vis-à-vis meta-
cognitive knowledge, if any, while read-
ing in the EFL context might shed light 
on the understanding of metacognition on 
L2 readers who began reading extended 
texts. To this end, the present study exam-
ines how metacognitive knowledge can 
be after a practice of reading graded read-
ers vis-à-vis their previous experiences of 
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reading English texts. 

Furthermore, questions have been raised 
about the effect of text difficulty and text 
type on the strategies that learners use. Al-
though the readability levels of the texts 
used in the previous studies on reading 
and metacognition appeared to have been 
controlled, the texts might have been too 
difficult for less successful readers. The dif-
ficulty of the texts might have forced them 
to consult a dictionary too often instead 
of using other strategies such as guess-
ing words from context. Although Liu 
and Nation (1985) and Nation (2001) have 
advocated that 95~98% vocabulary cover-
age is needed for learners to guess words 
from context, few studies of strategy use 
in reading reported the text coverage that 
participants had or controlled for the text 
coverage. Accordingly, the question of 
task effect remains. Namely, if the less 
successful learners are to read an English 
text appropriate for their level, they might 
use the reading strategies as well as meta-
cognitive knowledge in a different man-
ner from what was described when they 
read a text with many unknown words. In 
this regard, Grabe (2009) pointed out that 
distinguishing good readers from poor 
readers by the criteria of global vs. local 
strategy use might be misleading because 
strategy use is more bound to the text or 
task difficulties and not necessarily bound 
by good/poor readers. In addition, texts 
used in L2 studies on metacognition (e.g. 
Zhang, 2010) were, in general, expository 
texts and short in length. Few researchers 
have used long narrative texts to investi-
gate L2 learners’ reading strategies. Using 
longer narrative texts could yield data that 
might enhance present understanding of 
L2 reading in light of metacognition and 
reading strategies. In this study, a narra-
tive text was chosen over an expository 
text because stories are thought to be 

more interesting (Grabe, 2009), relevant to 
students’ background knowledge (Koda, 
2004), and level-appropriate (Min, 2008) 
for improving students’ vocabulary (Pel-
licer-Sánchez & Schmitt, 2010). Narrative 
text was also most representative of the 
type of texts that they had been reading 
extensively. 

Incidental Vocabulary Learning through 
L2 Reading

Following Zhang’s (2001, 2010) work on 
metacognition in reading, this study ex-
amined readers’ strategies used to deal 
with and potentially learn vocabulary 
incidentally. Evidence suggests that L2 
learners acquire vocabulary while reading 
(Waring & Takaki, 2003; Webb & Chang, 
2015). Webb and Chang (2015) investi-
gated vocabulary learning of L2 learn-
ers with varying vocabulary sizes who 
read 20 graded readers over the course of 
37 weeks. The findings provided strong 
evidence that through extensive reading 
participants with higher vocabulary sizes 
developed more additional vocabulary 
than those whose vocabulary sizes were 
smaller at the outset. In their case study 
on incremental vocabulary learning, Piga-
da and Schmitt (2006) found that inciden-
tal vocabulary acquisition occurred more 
than had been suggested by previous 
studies, especially in the realm of spelling. 
Investigating how L2 learners perceive 
their vocabulary development while en-
gaging in reading graded readers can be 
useful. In this study, I explored the pro-
cess of how reading strategy execution is 
initiated, maintained, and evaluated while 
reading a text. More specifically, I exam-
ined how metacognitive knowledge was 
used to cope with L2 reading and how the 
use of reading strategies led to successful 
comprehension and possible vocabulary 
learning from reading.
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Stimulated Recall Methodology

Finally, there has been a growing call for 
a careful examination of the quality of 
strategy use through qualitative research 
methods. Tseng, Dörnyei, and Schmitt 
(2006) pointed out that, according to learn-
ing strategy theory, the quality of the strat-
egies is more important than the quantity 
and that few studies examined the qual-
ity of learners’ strategy use. Furthermore, 
Gu (2014) has called for more studies that 
qualitatively examine the quality of strat-
egy use with respect to the effectiveness. 
To address this issue, a stimulated recall 
methodology (Gass & Mackey, 2000) was 
employed in this study to find out how 
Japanese EFL readers use metacognitive 
knowledge while reading a narrative text; 
and also how Japanese EFL readers deal 
with unknown words.     

Based on the putative importance of using 
metacognitive knowledge while reading, 
this study aimed to address the literature 
by using qualitative methods and by look-
ing at learners’ metacognition involving 
a narrative text in the EFL context. This 
study therefore attempted to investigate 
the following questions:

 

1. In what way do EFL learners’ metacog-
nitive knowledge as a L2 reader change 
after engaging with reading graded 
readers for ten months? 

2. How do Japanese learners use metacog-
nitive knowledge for general compre-
hension while reading extensively?

3. In what way, if any, do EFL learners see 
incidental vocabulary learning through 
reading graded readers? 

Methodology

Context of the Study

This study was conducted in the context 
of a first-year required English course in 
which extensive reading played an inte-
gral part. In the first class meeting, stu-
dents were introduced to graded readers, 
and spent ten minutes silently reading a 
level-three Penguin Reader (Pearson Edu-
cation Limited). The level is described as 
containing 1200 headwords, according to 
the indication written by the series editors 
at the back of the books. Subsequently, 
participants were told to read books of 
their own choosing, and assigned to read 
as many books as they pleased for ten 
months. The participants also had access 
to a university language lab where they 
could read English journals and maga-
zines, check out extensive reading mate-
rials, and practice speaking English with 
native speakers.  

Four of the five participants were doing 
extensive reading for the first time. Be-
cause of their unfamiliarity with extensive 
reading, they started by reading level 2 
graded readers and advanced their levels 
at their discretion.

Participants  

The five participants, all female, were tak-
ing two required 90-minute English classes 
per week throughout a year at a four-year 
national university in eastern Japan. All 
the participants’ names are pseudonyms. 
They were not majoring in English. All of 
the participants had studied English for 
six years in middle and high school. In ad-
dition, Aki studied phonics for three years 
as a child, and Fumi and Emi had taken 
some conversation lessons as primary 
school students. Four of the participants 
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went to cram schools to prepare for uni-
versity entrance examinations. The partic-
ipants were at an intermediate level with 
high vocabulary sizes, which ranged be-
tween 6000 and 8400 word families based 
on the monolingual Vocabulary Size Test 
(VST) (Nation, 2012) administered in the 
middle of the year. 

The participants were described as novice 
readers because they said that they had 
not been engaged with reading long texts 
for general comprehension, such as narra-
tive stories, or extensively. Table 1 shows 
their general background, scores of VST 
and the levels of graded readers that they 
were reading.

Table 1
Participants’ experiences with English reading, VST, ER and current English studies

Partici-
pant

Learning History Lexical 
Test

ER Voluntary English 
Learning

Age started Cram school VST Level Outside Course 
Studies

Aki 5 Yes 6000 3 and 4 Not much
Beni 12 (Junior 

high school)
Yes 6200 3 and 4 Weekly 1 hour con-

versation 

Chika 12 (Junior 
high school)

No 6000 5 and 6 Join a debate club to 
discuss various is-
sues, such as nuclear 
and environment

Emi 10 Yes 7600 3 and 4 Not much
Fumi 7 Yes 8400 4 Not much

Note. Level of the ER column indicates the level of graded readers that participants perceived to 
be their level because they found books at that level comfortable reading at the time of the study.

Based on class placement, participants’ 
TOEIC Institutional Program (IP) scores 
were around 650 at the beginning of their 
university studies and their English profi-
ciency was assumed to be similar to each 
other.

Materials 

The text for the participants to read in this 
study was selected from Chapter 1 of a 
4000 level mid-frequency reader entitled 
More William adapted by Nation (Nation 
& Anthony, 2013). There were 1,300 run-
ning words in the selected text. The text 
had a Flesch-Kincaid reading ease of 83.2 

and Flesch-Kincaid grade level of 4.5. It 
was thus deemed appropriate for the par-
ticipants’ vocabulary size (6000~8400), 
enabling them to draw on their metacog-
nitive abilities (See Koda, 2004 on choos-
ing text levels). The story is about a young 
school boy who—without bad inten-
tions—gets himself and his younger cous-
in into trouble early on Christmas Day. Six 
open-ended reading comprehension ques-
tions created for this text asked for factual 
information (e.g., “Was there anybody 
else who woke up early, apart from Wil-
liam, on the Christmas day? If so, who?”), 
and required the ability to inference and 
integrate information across the text (e.g., 
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“What motivated him to buy presents for 
his family?”). The questions were written 
in Japanese and were piloted with an ad-
vanced Japanese learner of English (TOE-
IC 980), using an appropriate (i.e., 8000 
word-level) version of the story. The Ad-
vanced Japanese learner found the text to 
be readable and questions to be intelligi-
ble. The entire procedure was then piloted 
with two English speaking boys, 5th and 
8th graders. They finished reading the text 
in approximately 14 minutes. A post-task 
stimulated recall interview indicated that 
the young native speakers primarily used 
paraphrasing and summarization strate-
gies and comprehended well. The Year 5 
boy used a guessing strategy to infer the 
meaning of the unknown words, such as 
donor and ammunition successfully; the 
Year 8 boy did not report encountering 
any unknown words in the text. 

Data Collection and Interview Protocol

The data were collected at the end of the 
course after participants experienced 
reading graded readers for ten months. 
After the final class meeting at a univer-
sity, interviews and the verbal protocol 
were conducted in the same classroom. 
Following an explanation of the study, 
written consent was obtained from the 
participants. The participants were then 
each interviewed for approximately 20 
minutes about their experience with read-
ing graded readers and other readings 
such as news articles outside of class. Spe-
cial focus was placed on asking how they 
usually dealt with unknown words while 
reading.

They then read the narrative text, which 
they all reported seeing for the first time. 
After finishing, they were asked to re-
spond in writing to the six comprehension 
questions in Japanese. They were given 

as much time as needed to complete the 
reading comprehension task. The partici-
pants were allowed to refer back to the 
text, and told that it was acceptable to 
write whatever they thought appropriate 
and to leave questions unanswered. After 
they finished this task, a post-task stimu-
lated recall interview (Gass & Mackey, 
2000) was conducted to assess the partici-
pants’ use of metacognitive knowledge in 
relation to their reading strategies. 

Finally, a semi-structured interview was 
conducted to document their general Eng-
lish learning and reading experience in 
middle and high schools with the aim to 
compare their previous reading with their 
current ones in terms of strategy use and 
metacognition. The interviews and the 
verbal protocol were conducted in Japa-
nese, the language chosen by the partici-
pants (see Gass & Mackey, 2000 and Ox-
ford, 2011 on language use for interview). 
On average, the entire procedure took 
about one hour for each participant.

Analysis

For each participant, three interviews 
were transcribed: (a) the pre-task semi-
structured interview; (b) the post-task 
stimulated recall interview for the text 
after reading and writing their answers 
to the reading comprehension questions; 
and (c) the follow-up semi-structured in-
terview. I used thematic analysis (Braun 
& Clarke, 2006) that enabled me to pay 
analytic attention to the content of the par-
ticipants’ responses. The data were first 
coded inductively: I went through the 
transcriptions and coded by key words, 
such as various reading strategies, aspira-
tions, perception about EFL reading and 
strategy uses. I then coded them deduc-
tively, using Flavell’s (1979) framework 
of metacognitive knowledge, person, task 
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and strategy. 

Results

The main purpose of this study is to de-
scribe how EFL learners use reading strat-
egies and metacognitive knowledge while 
reading by using Flavell’s dimensions of 
metacognition; person, task and strate-
gies. Under each variable, salient themes 
that were reported most frequently by the 
participants and that also varied some-
what by participant are described in this 
section.  

Metacognitive Knowledge of Person 

The results of the pre-task semi-structured 
and follow-up semi-structured interviews 
suggested that all of the participants had 
metacognitive knowledge (person) as EFL 
learners but not necessarily as EFL readers 
before exposure to ER. They recalled and 
described what they did in the framework 
of English learning at high schools. The 
common themes were hard work for en-
trance examinations, cram school, vocab-
ulary development, syntax parsing and 
support they cherished from peers and 
teachers. They talked about themselves in 
the context of interactions with other in-
dividuals who seemed to have influenced 
how they studied English for the purpose 
of passing the entrance examinations. For 
example, in Emi’s case, her high-school 
teacher’s recommendation and support 
about English study, especially vocabu-
lary development, motivated her to work 
harder. They reported reading using a 
chobun-dokkai approach, which constitutes 
a reading passage followed by reading 
comprehension and translation questions. 
In Beni’s case, she followed her teacher’s 
recommended ways of studying, such as 
reading aloud and syntax parsing. They 
reported that they were not familiar with 

pleasure reading in English.    

After they began extensive reading at uni-
versity, the participants appeared to have 
emerging metacognitive knowledge about 
themselves as EFL readers. All of them 
expressed their aspiration of becoming a 
competent EFL reader who can read Eng-
lish books fluently. Aki enjoyed reading 
Japanese books and described herself as 
a fast reader. She described her aspira-
tion to read English books smoothly and 
fast eventually, just like when she reads 
Japanese books. She said that she tried to 
read graded readers without stopping for 
unknown words to read faster. She rec-
ognized that she cannot read English as 
smoothly as Japanese, which was fairly 
frustrating to her. She attributed this to a 
lack of vocabulary. 

There was some variation in terms of their 
perception about EFL reading experiences 
and Japanese reading. Similar to Aki, Beni 
and Emi thought that their reading in Eng-
lish was very slow and taxing, compared 
with their fast reading of Japanese. They 
also attributed this to their lack of vocabu-
lary. This is supported in Aki’s and Beni’s 
cases by their lower VST scores. Beni and 
Emi also reported on their aspiration to 
become a capable and fluent readers of 
English books. In contrast, Fumi, whose 
VST was the highest, reported that she 
gradually found reading graded readers 
similar to reading Japanese books for gen-
eral comprehension. She described herself 
as a book-worm and loved reading Japa-
nese books. When she was a junior high 
school student, she read an English novel 
translated in Japanese. Because she loved 
the story so much, she attempted to read 
it in English, but failed dismally because 
of many unknown words. Since then, she 
had shied away from reading English 
books. After she was introduced to graded 
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readers, she said, “I gradually removed 
my psychological wall I felt towards Eng-
lish books.” She came to like English grad-
ed readers that “are easy to read, easy to 
comprehend and easy to visualize story 
scenes while reading” whereas she “pre-
ferred a challenge to an easy stuff when 
reading Japanese books.” She reported 
changing her perception about reading 
English books from a non-pleasurable ex-
perience to a pleasurable one. 

Excerpt 1
When I started reading graded readers 
in April, I was under tremendous pres-
sure because I had never read stories 
written in English before and thought 
that I must understand every bit of 
words precisely in order to get a full pic-
ture of the story. I was nervous. But now 
that I have read several books, my think-
ing and feelings about reading books in 
English changed. I am more relaxed to-
wards reading English graded readers 
because I can think this way: Even if I 
don’t get it at the first time, I can skip the 
parts that I did not understand and read 
on because I think it is alright to reread 
later. I think that I am more tolerant of 
leaving the parts that are a bit unclear 
to me. I feel that the way in which I read 
English books now is becoming similar 
to the way in which I read books written 
in Japanese. It was not until recently that 
I have come to enjoy reading a book in 
English (Fumi, pre-task semi-structured 
interview).

Fumi’s experience is supported by Zhang’s 
findings (2010) that successful EFL stu-
dents find reading in their L1 and English 
“qualitatively similar”, even when the two 
languages have different orthographies 
(p. 335). It seems that as EFL readers be-
come more adept at reading in English, 
they might find some similarities in read-

ing between English and their L1. 

After engaging in extensive reading, Fumi 
suggested that she had become aware of 
reading strategies, such as skipping un-
known words, guessing, rereading and 
comprehension monitoring, to deal with 
reading difficulties. Using these strategies 
regularly helped improve her comprehen-
sion and confidence. Furthermore, the 
results suggested that she became meta-
cognitively aware of the goal or task of 
reading for general comprehension. Aki 
and Chika, whose vocabulary size is low-
er, also reported on the use of strategies 
such as guessing and skipping unknown 
words.  

In keeping with Flavell’s (1979) claim, 
the participants’ accounts suggested the 
interaction of person (story content that 
could stimulate their interest as in “I like 
the story”), task (easy-reading) and strat-
egy (visualize scenes) seemed to promote 
reading. Beni remarked, “Reading easy 
books is for pure pleasure.” The genre 
also seemed to be considered an impor-
tant criterion for choosing a book, more so 
than the level of difficulty. In that sense, 
the participants were confident in choos-
ing graded readers that were not only ap-
propriate for their reading levels to ensure 
easy-reading, but also compatible to their 
interest. In short, they were confident 
enough to engage in sustained reading 
independently, provided that the above-
mentioned conditions were met. 

Metacognitive Knowledge of Task

Task means knowledge about what one 
is expected to do with the task in relation 
to its goals (Flavell, 1979). One theme that 
emerged from the pre-task semi-struc-
tured and the follow-up semi-structured 
interviews was that all of them were read-



10

Journal of Extensive Reading 2018 Volume 6 ISSN: 2187-5065

ing graded readers in a manner that was 
different from how they did intensive 
reading. Aki, Beni, Emi and Fumi recog-
nized that their reading experiences with 
graded readers were qualitatively differ-
ent from what they used to do when read-
ing the English passages for the purpose 
of answering reading comprehension 
questions. They described their former 
EFL reading as chobun-dokkai and real-
ized that it would not constitute EFL read-
ing for general comprehension, pointing 
out that their goal of chobun-dokkai was 
to answer questions as quickly as possible, 
as a sort of training for English entrance 
exams. They therefore read the questions 
first and went straight to the relevant parts 
in the given text to answer each question 
without comprehending the whole pas-
sages. Emi, whose VST was the second 
highest commented in the follow-up semi-
structured interview that “if the compre-
hension questions were given beforehand, 
I might have read the text differently, us-
ing the chobun-dokkai way of reading. I 
might have read reading comprehension 
questions first and then go straight to the 
relevant part in the text.” This suggested 
that the participants became aware of the 
differences between EFL reading for gen-
eral comprehension and their former way 
of reading with a purpose of answering 
reading comprehension questions. The 
results suggested that they appeared to 
know how they read in relation to their 
goals. In other words, they were metacog-
nitively aware of reading for general com-
prehension without resorting to transla-
tion or exam-oriented methods. 

Fumi, whose VST was the highest re-
ported that her perception about reading 
novels in English and how to choose a 
book changed as she read graded read-
ers. Although the level took precedence in 
the beginning, she soon realized that she 

was not enjoying mysteries of the lower 
graded readers. She moved to the higher 
level and read a novel, Pride and Preju-
dice, with great satisfaction and pleasure. 
She became aware that criteria for choos-
ing books should not be limited to the 
levels; but other factors, such as her own 
preferences and interest, were important. 
Because of this, she added a genre to her 
criteria: 

Excerpt 2
I have changed my genres. I started read-
ing graded readers at level 3 and chose 
mainly mysteries but found them not so 
interesting. I raised the level of graded 
readers to level 4 and read some novels, 
which I found very interesting and even 
finished reading a book in one go over 
one weekend. This experience made me 
think that genres might also be impor-
tant when choosing a book. I have come 
to grasp what is reading in English is 
like, too (Fumi, pre-task semi-structured 
interview).

In addition, the participants appeared to 
consider vocabulary knowledge to be  es-
sential for reading and to have a task-spe-
cific belief about vocabulary acquisition. 
They reported that vocabulary could be 
learned only through deliberate efforts, 
such as memorization and practice. They 
appeared not to believe that incidental 
vocabulary learning could happen while 
reading. A comment made by Beni dur-
ing the pre-task semi-structured interview 
was representative of their perceptions 
about vocabulary and reading: 

 
Excerpt 3
Even if I read many books, I don’t think 
that I can learn vocabulary. I don’t think 
reading English books will lead to vo-
cabulary development. My belief about 
learning new words is that I meet the 
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words which I was taught in a class. 
Then on a different occasion, when I re-
read the textbook, I realize that I know 
the meaning of the words, saying to my-
self, “I know the meaning of this word. I 
learned it in the class and remember it.” 
This is the way I can learn and remem-
ber new English words. I don’t think 
that I can learn new words just by seeing 
them or encountering them while read-
ing a text without knowing their mean-
ings (Beni, pre-task semi-structured in-
terview).

Although Fumi also shared the above 
view, she reported on having her own 
heuristic experience about a word while 
reading:

Excerpt 4
Come to think of it, I noticed that the 
word, “learn”, was used in a sentence 
like “She learned that someone married 
to someone”. This usage was a revela-
tion to me because I had not known be-
fore that “learn” could also mean “be-
come aware of” and be used casually in 
a daily conversation. My understanding 
of its meaning had been only one aspect. 
After this discovery, I thought next time 
I had a chance in the classroom, I would 
like to venture into using “learn” in this 
way. I was all excited about the thought 
of using it in that context (Fumi, pre-task 
semi-structured interview). 

Fumi’s above remark appears to suggest 
that her semantic knowledge of the word 
that had been partial was expanded and 
solidified from reading graded readers 
and encountering it in the different con-
text. 

Common thinking about vocabulary 
learning among them, however, was that 
vocabulary development and reading 

were two separate undertakings. They be-
lieved that developing vocabulary should 
come first in order to read fluently and 
accurately. “Commercially sold vocabu-
lary textbooks” was a recurring term in 
their accounts of their efforts about learn-
ing new words. They reported that if they 
are determined to study vocabulary, they 
usually do it specifically by buying recom-
mended or advertised textbooks targeted 
for vocabulary learners preparing for a 
test such as Eiken.　

Metacognitive Knowledge of Strategy: 
Dealing with Unknown Words

In marked contrast to their beliefs about 
not learning vocabulary incidentally, an 
examination of their reading strategies 
suggests that the participants applied a 
variety of decoding strategies and were 
able to learn new vocabulary from context. 
The results of the pre-task semi-structured 
interview suggested that all participants 
guessed and skipped unknown words 
while reading graded readers. Aki, Beni, 
Chika and Emi used similar strategies for 
unknown words. If their guessed mean-
ing made sense in the context, they kept 
on reading without checking it in a dic-
tionary. They appeared to prioritize seam-
less reading instead of stopping. Aki, who 
expressed a belief that vocabulary should 
be memorized by using a vocabulary 
book, did not usually use a dictionary for 
graded readers. In contrast, Beni, Chika 
and Emi commented that if the same un-
known word appeared several times and 
it seemed to be a key word, they were anx-
ious to know the meaning and checked it 
in a dictionary. It is interesting to note that 
they described learning some of the words 
from their reading by guessing the mean-
ing of words in context or dictionary use 
although they claimed that they do not 
learn new vocabulary through reading. 
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Also, rather than use a dictionary, Fumi 
chose a ladder series that included a word 
list at the back that enabled her to check 
the word right away. She commented on 
the convenience of knowing the meaning 
quickly on the spot, saying “This quick ac-
cess to the word list reduces my psycho-
logical burden tremendously. Using a dic-
tionary is bothersome. I would like to read 
a book at any time and anywhere without 
carrying a dictionary.” 

Fumi further reported using her back-
ground knowledge for guessing unknown 
words, abstract ideas and/or unclear parts. 
If she did not have background knowl-
edge and/or if the book was slightly dif-
ficult, she browsed the Internet to find 
the summary of corresponding stories in 
Japanese or synopsis written in English at 
the back of the book beforehand to get the 
gist. She described reading a summary as 
her usual practice when reading Japanese 
books. Similarly, Emi also said that she 
looked up the synopsis before choosing a 
graded reader. 

The participants reported that they were 
aware of changing their reading strate-
gies in accordance with what they read, 
for what purposes and for what goal they 
set for reading for general understanding. 
When they read graded readers, they read 
for general understanding and pleasure. 
Visualization of story scenes was another 
strategy on which they reported although 
they used occasionally, depending on the 
difficulty of books. On the other hand, 
when they read a newspaper article of their 
choice for the purpose of presentation in a 
class, they checked every unknown word 
to make sure that they not only knew 
them well but also remembered their 
meanings to deliver them appropriately 
in their presentation. In this way, all five 
participants demonstrated metacognitive 

knowledge with respect to person, task 
and strategy about reading. Before engag-
ing in ER, they had certain metacognitive 
knowledge about EFL reading: They had 
read English passages to answer questions 
pertaining to reading comprehension and 
translation (task); They thought that they 
cannot read an English book because of 
lack of vocabulary (person).  

Stimulated Recall Methodology

The main focus in the post-task stimulat-
ed recall session was to investigate par-
ticipants’ use of metacognitive knowledge 
(person, task, strategy) of actual reading. 
All participants finished reading the Eng-
lish text as instructed. The English text 
and their written responses to the ques-
tion were used as prompts for the post-
task stimulated recall. Table 2 (p. 13) is a 
summary of the reading task. 

The time of reading differed by participant. 
The strategies and the purposes that they 
reported to have employed differed. After 
reading, participants responded to the six 
open-ended reading comprehension ques-
tions created for this text. The duration of 
their answering in writing ranged from 2 
(Aki) to 8 minutes (Emi). The coverage of 
the text for all the participants was 99% 
based on their reports on the number of 
unknown words. Aki was the fastest read-
er, but had the lowest comprehension. She 
reported that she wanted to read fast. In 
contrast, Chika was the slowest reader. 
On the other hand, she employed several 
strategies, such as using a dictionary and 
monitoring her comprehension. Chika 
reported that she wanted to comprehend 
and did not mention reading speed. Simi-
lar to the findings of Uden, Schmitt and 
Schmitt’s (2014) study that “the partici-
pant with the slowest overall reading rate 
(Angelina) actually performed best overall 
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on the comprehension measures” (p. 19), 
Chika comprehended the story best and 
maintained her desire to read the story’s 
sequel. Similar to the findings of Luppes-
cu and Day (1993), a time difference was 

observed even with an electronic diction-
ary in the present study: using a diction-
ary, Chika took twice as long to read the 
text as Aki did without one.

Table 2
Participants’ time on reading and answering reading comprehension questions details and VST
 
Partici-
pant

  VST Text Questions Un-
known 
Words

Questions (6 items)

Reading 
Time (min-
utes)

Answer-
ing Time 
(mins)

Answered Correctly an-
swered 

Aki 6000 11 2 22 1 1
Beni 6200 20 4 8 5 3
Chika 6000 24 5 18 6 5
Emi 7600 16 8 18 5 3
Fumi 8400 15 7 20 6 5

Note. Unknown words were the number of unknown words based on the account of 
the participants. VST is vocabulary size test.

All the participants correctly answered 
the question that asked for factual in-
formation, but had difficulty in answer-
ing the one that required them to infer 
and integrate information in the text. 
All of the participants reported that the 
text was rather difficult, especially the 
first page. Aki, Emi and Fumi said that 
they did not follow the story line and 
expressed that their interest in the text 
declined as they read on. On the other 
hand, Beni and Chika, whose VST scores 
were lower than Emi and Fumi, reported 
that they maintained their interest be-
cause they perceived that they adequate-
ly comprehended.   

Similarity among the participants was 
found in the manner of dealing with 
unknown words: All the participants 
guessed the meaning and skipped them 
on their first encounter, irrespective of 
correct or wrong guessing, and kept 

reading. This was in line with their ac-
counts of their reading strategies for 
graded readers. The same word, how-
ever, could be guessed in different ways, 
depending on the participants. For ex-
ample, Aki used guessing, skipping, and 
paraphrasing based on her accounts on 
the instance of guessing a word, leapt as 
in He leapt lightly out of bed and dressed. 
She elaborated on how she came to un-
derstand:

Excerpt 5
I didn’t know the word, leapt, so I un-
derlined and skipped it. When I read 
“out of bed and dressed”, I kind of 
guessed the meaning of the leapt and 
thought that he jumped out of bed and 
got dressed.

In contrast, Chika used a different strat-
egy to guess the same word, leapt, ex-
plaining “I knew the word leap, but not 



14

Journal of Extensive Reading 2018 Volume 6 ISSN: 2187-5065

leapt. I thought these words were connect-
ed because they looked similar.” 
 
Another strategy for guessing was using 
background knowledge. As for the follow-
ing sentence, “Numerous damp shining trails 
shone over hats, and coats, and umbrellas, and 
wall-paper”, Chika referred to the slash 
mark that she wrote between trails and 
shone for syntax parsing when reading. 
She said, “I was not sure about this ‘shone’, 
but I guessed from snail trails, which are 
usually shiny, and grasped that snail trails 
were all over, shining. I understood what 
was going on, but only vaguely”. Other 
participants had difficulties in guessing 
the word “shone”. Apparently, it never oc-
curred to them that shone is the past tense 
of shine that they were familiar with. 

To tackle unknown words, another strat-
egy the participants used was dictionary 
use. They did not use the electronic diction-
ary that was provided for every unknown 
word, but only for some self-selected un-
known words that they thought were cru-
cial to their comprehension instead of 
checking all the unknown words that the 
participants reported to have encountered 
in the text. They decided to use a diction-
ary strategy on their own. This was also 
in line with their accounts of dealing with 
unknown words in case of several encoun-
ters or key words. Sometimes dictionary 
use helped them and other times it did 
not. Some words, such as snail and gar-
ment, were straight forward in their mean-
ings whereas others had multiple mean-
ings and often had definitions that they 
found difficult to fit in the context. All of 
them commented that seeing back-to-back 
unknown words, such as muffled groans, 
was the cause for inhibiting comprehen-
sion. This was probably the cause for their 
perceived difficulty in the text with high 
coverage. Dictionary use in this case did 

not help them enhance comprehension. 
This suggested that they were bound by 
the meaning of the words at a lexical level, 
not at an across-sentence level of compre-
hension. 
 
Successful comprehension occurred when 
the participants analyzed the definitions 
of the words to try to make sense of the 
context. This process also involved asking 
questions to oneself and confirming their 
interpretation in Japanese. Dictionary use 
in combination with analysis in the form 
of asking oneself and confirming strate-
gies led to text comprehension. As for the 
following passage, “It was Jimmy who con-
ceived the exquisite idea of dipping his brush 
in the bucket and sprinkling William with wa-
ter. A scrubbing-brush is in many ways almost 
as good as a hose. Each had a bucket of ammu-
nition”, Chika explained how she reached 
comprehension:

Excerpt 6
Jimmy and William were cleaning up 
the hall...But gradually cleaning up 
changed to a playful thing. Because of 
the part “dipping his brush in the buck-
et and sprinkling William with water”, I 
thought that Jimmy started splashing 
water towards William. Then I checked 
“scrubbing” and “ammunition” in a dic-
tionary. “Scrubbing-brush” was a brush 
for cleaning, which was easy to under-
stand, but when I checked the “ammuni-
tion”, the definition included dangan or 
danyaku, which are military supplies. I 
thought it was odd and didn’t get it first. 
Then I asked myself, “Is that used meta-
phorically? Isn’t a bucket of ammunition a 
bucket of water?” Then I said to myself, 
“That’s it because it makes sense.”  

Chika first visualized the context, and 
used a dictionary look-up strategy accom-
panied with analysis and evaluating the 
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word in the context to make sense. That 
she explained these words, which were 
unknown to her, without relying on her 
notes on the Japanese definitions suggest-
ed that she retained the meanings of these 
new words immediately after reading. 
Moreover, her account suggested that she 
recognized other aspects of words: For ex-
ample, the military-related word that was 
found in a dictionary could be used in a 
non-military context.  

The five participants thus employed vari-
ous strategies in order to comprehend. 
Guessing was a common strategy. One sa-
lient difference in terms of successful com-
prehension was whether dictionary use 
was accompanied by analysis and confir-
mation. Using these strategies required 
more time to read. Chika’s reading time 
was the longest among the participants 
because she used a dictionary, analyzing 
and confirming more often than others. 
This yielded adequate comprehension in 
that she appeared to have comprehended 
the text best. The next longest reading time 
was Beni, who reported that the conversa-
tion part between the two boys comprising 
short sentences was easy to comprehend. 
Similar to Chika, Beni also used a diction-
ary, analyzing, asking self-questions and 
confirming for unknown words, such as 
investigation, which seemed to have en-
hanced her comprehension. She also re-
ported that she was happy with not full 
but 70% comprehension of the text and 
that she would read the sequel. 

Discussion

The first goal of this study was to investi-
gate in what way EFL learners’ metacog-
nitive knowledge changed as a result of 
reading extensively. The results of the pre-
task semi-structured and follow-up semi-
structured interviews suggested that prior 

to exposure to ER, all the participants had 
perceived the purpose of reading as solv-
ing chobun-dokkai and translation ques-
tions with an aim to pass the entrance 
examinations. They had emerging meta-
cognitive knowledge about person, task 
and strategy for EFL reading and as EFL 
readers through reading graded read-
ers. They recognized that reading graded 
readers was different in nature from how 
they read English passages for other pur-
poses (e.g., chobun dokkai, translation). 
They gained confidence in selecting texts, 
which is the basis for ER (Day & Bamford, 
1998), and in reading in English for gen-
eral comprehension without translating or 
consulting each unknown word in a dic-
tionary (Mason & Krashen, 1997; Nishino, 
2007). They appeared to read with a focus 
on meaning and enjoyment (Day & Bam-
ford, 1998). Their interests and preferences 
seemed to be more important criteria for 
choosing books than their reading levels 
(Nishino, 2007). All the participants also 
appeared to feel a sense of achievement 
upon finishing a book. 

All the participants used word-level strat-
egies, such as guessing from the context, 
and text-level strategies (Barnett, 1988), 
such as skimming, scanning, and using 
background knowledge. The common 
strategy they reported was a guessing strat-
egy for unknown words, which was also 
used by the successful readers in previous 
studies (Carrell, 1989; Zhang, 2010). They 
seemed to prefer reading on and avoiding 
stopping and interruptions, even if they 
encounter unknown words. Encounter-
ing new lexical items three times or more, 
however, seemed to be their perceived cri-
terion that prompted them to consult it in 
a dictionary. Use of dictionary when learn-
ers feel it necessary was also observed in 
Nishino’s (2007) case study with the two 
Japanese students, who also checked the 
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meaning after repeated encounters dur-
ing ER. Nishino (2007) suggested that us-
ing a dictionary while reading might be 
useful for some learners. Likewise, using 
glosses provided at the back of the books 
appeared to be a useful strategy. Fumi’s 
account of the quick and handy access to 
the meaning of unknown words indicated 
that glossaries enabled her to minimize the 
interruption of reading, compared to dic-
tionary use (Nation, 2013). As many stud-
ies indicated that glossaries can have a 
positive effect on comprehension (Jacobs, 
1994; Watanabe, 1997) and on vocabulary 
learning (Watanabe, 1997), glosses seemed 
to have helped her comprehend better 
quickly and even learn some unknown 
words along the way. It could be inferred 
that her highest VST scores could be a 
result of her taking advantage of glosses 
while reading (Watanabe, 1997) and partly 
the result of explicit attention given to the 
semantic aspect of vocabulary (Ellis, 1994; 
Nation, 2013). 

Some of the learners, such as Fumi and 
Emi, also had effective strategies for build-
ing background knowledge to assist their 
reading (Schmitt, Jiang, & Grabe, 2011), 
both by reading summaries on the book 
covers and by consulting the Internet. 
They found it comfortable to have trans-
ferred this L1 strategy to EFL reading. 
This affirms research indicating that back-
ground knowledge helps comprehension 
(Schmitt, Jiang & Grabe, 2011). Their L1 
strategy transfer is supported by research 
stating that once L2 learners surpass the 
proficiency threshold, they can manage to 
transfer L1 reading strategies to L2 read-
ing strategies (e.g., Bernhardt & Kamil, 
1995). In sum, the participants used read-
ing strategies at their discretion and had 
appropriate metacognitive knowledge 
about reading for general comprehension.

The second goal of this study was to inves-
tigate how Japanese learners used meta-
cognitive knowledge for general compre-
hension while reading extensively. The 
results of the stimulated recall interview 
on their use of strategies for reading the 
English narrative text with a high level of 
lexical coverage suggested that they used 
metacognitive knowledge to comprehend 
the text. Although the coverage is a vocab-
ulary benchmark for adequate compre-
hension to occur, this alone is not a guaran-
tee because other factors, such as cultural 
differences, and pronouns and their refer-
ents, are involved in reading comprehen-
sion (Gillis-Furutaka, 2015; Hu & Nation, 
2000; Schmitt, Jiang, & Grabe, 2011). It can 
be inferred from the data that two consec-
utive unknown words or two closely dis-
tanced unknown words were problematic 
for the participants to guess the meaning 
from context. Lexical density appeared to 
be a reason why guessing was impossible 
(Nuttall, 1996). However, reading with 
adequate or large amounts of comprehen-
sion (Uden, Schmitt & Schmitt, 2014) was 
achieved. The data suggested that the par-
ticipants frequently employed a guessing 
from context strategy before using a dic-
tionary, which was in line with their report 
during the pre-task interviews and shared 
by the successful readers in Zhang’s (2010) 
study. In general, they used not only one 
reading strategy but multiple strategies in 
an orchestrated manner to comprehend. 
 
After they used guessing and dictionary 
strategies, a distinct difference in their 
strategy use was observed between when 
the participants comprehended the text 
and when they did not. It happened that 
the same person who successfully com-
prehended some parts of the text, and 
comprehended other parts less well. The 
data indicated that analyzing and evalu-
ating the definitions and adapting them 
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in the wider context seemed to be a next 
required step to lead to comprehension of 
the text. Because applying the dictionary 
definition directly to the unknown words 
might not work at times, it was necessary 
to adjust the meanings in a wider con-
text to make sense (Nation, 2013). Beni 
and Chika, whose VST scores were lower 
than Fumi, used this strategy for coming 
to terms with investigation and ammuni-
tion, respectively. When they employed 
this strategy, they also used background 
knowledge to confirm their adaptation in 
the context. When the participants looked 
a word up, the comprehension was not 
necessarily forthcoming because of its 
complex process (Luppescu & Day, 1993). 
Furthermore, Chika and Beni demon-
strated their retention of the meaning of 
unknown words, albeit for that moment, 
immediately after reading as it was postu-
lated that unknown words must be noticed 
and sufficient attention should be paid for 
the word to be retained and that deeper 
processes involved lead to more retention 
(Schmidt, 1990; Laufer & Hulstijn, 2001). 
Their process of making sense of the mean-
ing in the context can also support Webb’s 
(2008) claim that the quality of the context 
matters for gaining semantic knowledge. 
However, their metacognitive knowledge 
about vocabulary learning was still rigidly 
rote learning as mentioned next.  
 
The third goal of this study was to investi-
gate what relation, if any, EFL learners saw 
between reading and vocabulary learning. 
The data suggested that the participants 
had unique metacognitive knowledge 
about task and strategy with respect to 
vocabulary learning. The data suggested 
that they believed in learning vocabulary 
only explicitly and intentionally (task), or 
in other words, mainly through rote learn-
ing and memorization (strategy). This 

suggested that they persistently associ-
ated vocabulary learning only with study-
ing by memorization. In other words, they 
did not believe that incidental vocabulary 
learning can happen while reading graded 
readers. Their account also suggested that 
commercially sold texts and their popular-
ity in Japan seemed to shape their cogni-
tion and metacognitive knowledge about 
vocabulary learning. The participants’ 
beliefs are contrary to literature claiming 
that incidental vocabulary learning hap-
pens while reading (e.g., Leung, 2002; 
Mason & Krashen, 1997; Webb & Chang, 
2015). Incidental vocabulary learning did 
not appear to cross their minds as a benefit 
that they could reap from ER. However, 
they did appear to be learning from their 
reading (e.g., leapt and learn). Their belief 
is also considered to be metacognitive 
knowledge because as Dunlosky and Met-
calfe (2009) noted that “incorrect beliefs” 
might also be included in metacognitive 
knowledge (p. 2). Zhang (2010) suggested 
that it is desirable for an instructor to cor-
rect students’ metacognitive knowledge if 
it is “faulty” (p. 345). 
 
In sum, the results suggested that all 
participants appeared to have emerging 
metacognitive knowledge about person, 
task, and strategy as L2 readers and still 
maintained unique metacognitive knowl-
edge about task and strategy for vocabu-
lary learning. Because they had metacog-
nitive knowledge in L1 reading, they were 
able to transfer some of the strategies they 
employed when reading L1, such as use 
of background knowledge. They used ap-
propriate metacognitive knowledge when 
reading graded readers in that they felt 
confident in coping with the linguistic 
problems they encountered while read-
ing graded readers, were more tolerant 
for unknown words, and prioritized read-
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ing smoothly rather than being stuck with 
unknown words if any. In this regard, the 
participants in this study shared both the 
common features of the successful EFL 
students in the previous studies (Carrell, 
1989; Zhang, 2010). However, when they 
read an excerpt from a mid-frequency 
reader, which was higher than their nor-
mally accustomed levels (level 3 to 4), they 
took advantage of using reading strategies 
but tended to fail comprehension often be-
cause guessing was not successful. They 
occasionally shared common features of 
less successful EFL students in previous 
studies (Carrell, 1989; Zhang, 2010) in that 
the participants were lexically bound and 
bogged down in decoding when they en-
countered perceived difficulties, such as 
two unknown words in a row or a close 
proximity. On such occasions, compre-
hension usually failed. Successful read-
ers in one context became less successful 
readers, depending on texts and/or even 
the part of the text they were reading. 
With the effective use of metacognitive 
knowledge (e.g., comprehension monitor-
ing, recognizing failed guessing strategy, 
using a different strategy, such as an ef-
fective use of a dictionary, comprehension 
monitoring), however, lexical burdens 
were mitigated and sometimes a deeper 
comprehension was achieved. 

Limitations

The results of the present study should 
be viewed by considering its limitations. 
The results reported here are most appli-
cable to intermediate learners of English 
in a Japanese EFL context. Learners with 
different L1 and lower/higher proficien-
cy might have different results. Another 
limitation is that the data collected was 
retrospective verbal report, which often 
invites criticism because of concerns over 
its validity and reliability. Stimulated re-

call methodology and retrospective semi-
structured interviews were thus conduct-
ed with much care as Gass and Mackey 
(2000) recommended. An important limi-
tation is that the study was not longitu-
dinal, which might provide more insight 
into the dynamic nature of metacognitive 
knowledge. I recommend that future re-
search consider investigating the changes 
and development of their reading strate-
gies and metacognitive knowledge if not 
only reading strategy but also metacogni-
tive knowledge instructions are provided.    

Implications for Pedagogy

First, the findings suggested that having 
metacognitive knowledge about task, per-
son, and strategy, might have helped learn-
ers use reading strategies appropriately to 
their advantage, enhance self-efficacy and 
facilitate reading comprehension. Raising 
awareness of their reading strategy use 
and how to use them in an effective man-
ner vis-à-vis their reading goals set spe-
cifically for a short-term and a long-term 
might be beneficial to EFL readers.
 
Secondly, this study suggests that it might 
be useful to teach students how to check an 
unknown word in a dictionary when nec-
essary, and more importantly, to analyze 
and evaluate the definition of the word in 
the context. Because the principles of ex-
tensive reading include reading easy ma-
terial, reading quickly and reading a great 
deal (Day & Bamford, 1998; Day, 2015), 
suggesting using a dictionary for better 
comprehension is antithesis to the sugges-
tions to the L2 learners. More appropriate 
instructions might be to guess the mean-
ing of unknown word, skip it and keep 
reading without needing a dictionary or 
to choose another book at a lower level if 
the learner finds encountering unknown 
words far too frequent. It might be help-
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ful, however, to teach appropriate ways 
to use a dictionary if the L2 learners want 
to use it as the last resort because the par-
ticipants of this study sometimes used a 
dictionary to help them comprehend the 
storyline even when they were reading a 
graded reader of their own choosing. The 
instruction of using a dictionary might 
also be useful to the L2 learners who want 
to read a complex text on their own. The 
participants of this study were successful 
in comprehension if they evaluated the 
meaning of the unknown words in the con-
text. On the other hand, they were unsuc-
cessful if they were swayed by the mean-
ing defined in a dictionary and attempted 
to rigidly adopt it without consulting the 
context surrounding the unknown word. 
Therefore, it might be helpful to inform 
learners to go back to a couple of previ-
ous sentences and think about the checked 
meaning of the unknown word in the con-
text, which might require them to depart 
from the dictionary definition to adjust it 
to fit in the context.

Thirdly, the participants of the study tend-
ed to believe that vocabulary acquisition 
should solely occur through explicit and 
intentional learning, such as memoriza-
tion, and not from reading extensively. 
The EFL learners who had been accus-
tomed to reading English passages in such 
a way might stand a good chance of profit-
ing from instruction in this type of knowl-
edge. It might help them become aware of 
the benefits of vocabulary development 
from ER (e.g., Waring & Takaki, 2003) not 
only at the beginning of the year but regu-
larly throughout the year. Furthermore, 
raising awareness of the benefits of ER, 
which might not be known to learners, 
might motivate them to engage more in 
reading extensively.  

Conclusion

The current study investigated how L2 
learners use reading strategies and meta-
cognitive knowledge for reading English 
books for general comprehension. 
 
The findings suggested that after ten 
months of extensive reading, the par-
ticipants were able to demonstrate meta-
cognitive knowledge in the form of their 
beliefs, strategy use, comprehension mon-
itoring and goals set for reading both for 
a short-term period, which can be com-
prehension, and for a long-term period, 
which can be becoming a fast EFL reader. 
Though reading a large number of low 
frequency words is a major difficulty that 
advanced ESL learners face in reading as 
they progress, EFL learners who are mo-
tivated to read ungraded readers might 
inevitably face a situation where they will 
have to deal with unknown words and 
ambiguities in the text independently and 
autonomously. Knowing about various 
strategies to deal with loads of unknown 
words as well as other difficulties em-
bedded in reading texts is very useful. At 
the same time, it is important to develop 
metacognitive knowledge because aspi-
rational learners should be encouraged to 
train themselves to monitor comprehen-
sion and utilize various reading strategies 
in effective ways to facilitate reading com-
prehension. 
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