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Abstract
Reading is a very complex process, and readers need to actively engage the text to understand the intended
message of the author. Readers, by employing the appropriate reading strategies, can understand texts more
efficiently and not waste too much time and energy to comprehend the given text. The aim of this research is to
examine the role of metacognitive awareness on reading comprehension among students in English
undergraduate studies at Azad University of Kerman, a province in Iran. Data were collected by questionnaire
from 81 Iranian EFL undergraduate students of English. The results of Pearson Correlation analyses showed a
significant moderate positive relationship between metacognitive awareness and reading comprehension (r=
-0.416, p<.01) where students who asserted using effective reading strategies also appeared to achieve higher
reading abilities. Results confirm that being aware of reading metacognitive strategy considerably affects reading
comprehension. The findings suggest that the students who are aware of a range of efficient reading strategies
can significantly enhance their reading ability. The final conclusions of the paper include a discussion about
pedagogical implications of the results.
Keywords: Reading comprehension, Metacognitive strategies, Undergraduate Students
1. Introduction
English as an international language is used throughout the world for different purposes such as communicating
with other people from different countries and providing a means for exchanging knowledge (Mehrpour,
Razmjoo, & Kian, 2011). Reading tends to be a highly valued second language skill, particularly in higher
educational levels at English-based universities, and it plays a paramount role in programs that extensively
employ English written materials. It is clear that students need acceptable reading skills in English as their
second language to succeed in their university education (Zare, 2007) as well as expand their knowledge of the
language, culture, and international perspectives (Yang, 2010).
In recent decades, there has been sustained interest in promoting reading as a significant means of language
development for foreign language learners (Susser & Robb, 1990). Reading as one of the four language skills
including (listening, writing, reading and speaking) is necessary for second language learners to proceed as
skillful users of the target language. Reading ability is perceived as the most stable and durable skill among the
second language ones (Maher Salah, 2008; Rivers, 1981).
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The ultimate aim of a second language learner is to comprehend the meaning of the given text like native speaker
readers. Traditionally reading was regarded as a receptive skill in which the readers were seen as passive
recipients, but, in fact, reading is an interaction between the text and the reader. “The reader interacts with the
text to create meaning as the reader’s mental processes interact with each other at different levels (e.g. letter,
lexical, syntactic, or semantic) to make the text meaningful” (Barnett, 1989, p. 29). While reading, the reader is
involved in the active and productive process of constructing meaning from a given passage (Haas & Flower,
1988).
In the domain of both first and second language reading research, recent trends have led to an increasing
emphasis on the role of metacognitive awareness of one’s cognitive and motivational processes in reading
(Alexander & Jetton, 2000; Pressley, 2000, Gou, 2008; Pressley, 2000). Indeed, many researchers have agreed
that awareness and monitoring of one’s comprehension processes are critically important in predicting reading
comprehension. Similarly in the L2 research, many researchers have established the role of metacognitive
awareness in reading comprehension (Barnett, 1989; Carrell & Floyd, 1987; Chamot, 2005; Gou, 2008).
Metacognitive knowledge refers to “knowledge about knowledge” or “thinking about thinking” (Alexander,
Schallert & Hare 1991, p.328). According to Auerbach and Paxton (1997), metacognitive awareness is defined
as the process of understanding the necessary strategies to process a text, being able to comprehend it and apply
appropriate strategies as necessary. An important reading skill, known as comprehension monitoring, is the
ability to perceive that the true understanding has not been achieved (Anderson, 1999; Hassin, 2008) and apply
adjusted reading strategies to remedy the situation. Metacognitive knowledge, which can be acquired in a
formal or deliberate way or informally or incidentally, helps learners become conscious of what they
understand and enables them to express this knowledge more easily (Wenden 1998).
Not only is Metacognitive knowledge an awareness of strategies, but it is also about being aware of themselves
as learners through the tasks they face, and the strategies they choose (Baker & Brown, 1984; Wang, 2009).
Application of metacognitive theory in language learning depends on the strategy that someone uses to plan,
organize, evaluate, and monitor his or her process of language learning (O'Malley & Chamot, 1990; Wang,
2009). After application of metacognitive studies in the L1 context, second language researchers have also been
attracted to employ metacognitive strategies in second language learning process, especially in reading skills
(Wang, 2009).
Whether in L1 or L2, reading is considered a cognitive enterprise that entails three components including reader,
text and activity (Flavell, 1979; Gou, 2008; Snow & Sweet, 2003). Thus, readers must utilize metacognitive
awareness and invoke the conscious use of reading strategies in order to comprehend the text successfully.
Chamot (2005) suggests that it is important for language teachers to help EFL students develop their
metacognition in language classrooms because metacognition helps them choose the most appropriate strategies
according to a given task and their individual language learning preferences. Teaching English as a foreign
language is quite widespread in Iran. Most of the Iranian learners are university students who need to read
specialized books related to their fields of study. Since most of their sources are in English, language learners are
very much interested in developing their reading skills. Despite positive findings about metacognitive strategies
in reading instruction in the US context, many English teachers in Middle-eastern countries, such as Iran, still
follow the traditional method of grammar translation that makes students memorize vocabulary and grammatical
structures (Huang, 2006; Merkelnach, 2006; Phakiti, 2003; Song, 1998; Wang, 2009).
Also, there are few studies carried out on the relationship between metacognitive awareness and reading
comprehension among Iranian students. For example: Mahmoudi, (2010) examined the relationship between the
degree of metacognitive awareness of reading strategies and comprehension monitoring among students EFL
learner in Mazandaran (a city in Iran). The results suggested that metacognitive awareness can affect language
learners’ monitoring behavior during reading comprehension. Thus, there is a need to research in this field. So,
this research attempts to examine the relationship between metacognitive awareness and reading comprehension
of Iranian EFL undergraduate students of English Studies in Islamic Azad University of Kerman.
2. Literature review
Reportedly there is a positive correlation between proficient second language reading and awareness of applying
appropriate reading strategies in English reading tasks (Barnett, 1989; Kern, 1989). Several researchers have
pointed out that metacognitive awareness or metacognition must be employed appropriately to choose effective
reading strategies during the reading process (Carrell, Gajdusek, & Wise, 1998; Cordero-Ponce, 2000; Sheorey
& Mokhtari, 2001). Various studies have revealed that reading ability can be increasingly improved if students
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take advantage of metacognitive processes; it happens when students become aware of monitoring and assume
control of their own reading (Baird, 1998; Hacker, 1998; White & Gunstone, 1989).
With regard to the relationship between metacognitive awareness and reading comprehension in Asian learners,
Wang (2009) studied 110 EFL students in Taiwan and found strong correlations between metacognitive
awareness and reading comprehension. Similarity, Gou (2008) examined the relationship between metacognitive
awareness of reading strategies and reading comprehension among 278 Chinese college students. The results
showed that there is significant relationship between metacognitive awareness and reading comprehension. In a
European context, Gelderen et al. (2003) used a questionnaire to measure metacognitive awareness and a
multiple-choice English Reading Test to measure reading comprehension with 397 Dutch students and found a
significant positive correlation of 0.72.
Takallou (2005) examined the effect of metacognitive awareness on EFL learners’ reading comprehension
among 94 male and female students in Kermanshah, Iran. The collected data from two experimental groups in
the reading comprehension test showed that those who received instruction that included ‘planning’ and
‘self-monitoring’ had a better performance than the control group. Moreover, data analysis revealed that after
giving instruction about metacognitive strategies awareness, the experimental group’s performance improved
considerably. In addition, Rahman et al., (2010) investigated the impact of metacognitive awareness on students’
performance among 900
students in Pakistan. As their results showed, metacognitive awareness has an
appreciable correlation with the performance of students. The students who had metacognitive awareness were
more likely to do better on the test.
Furthermore, after studying the relationship between applied cognitive and metacognitive strategy in an EFL
reading comprehension test among 384 undergraduate students between the ages of 17 and 21 at Thai University,
Phakiti (2003) realized that application of cognitive and metacognitive strategies had a positive relationship with
reading test performance; also, highly successful performers on the reading test explained that they extensively
employ higher metacognitive strategies than their moderately successful peers. The data collected from the
unsuccessful group revealed that they apply this strategy much less frequently than the two other successful
groups. In another study by Phakiti and Coutinho (2006) among 358 undergraduate students in a university in
Thailand, concluded that students with good metacognition can be successful readers but students with poor
metacognition tend to perform poorly.
3. Methodology
This correlational study investigates the pattern of relationships between Metacognitive awareness and reading
comprehension. The method of data collection was questionnaire. The total number of EFL students from the
English Department in undergraduate level at Azad University of Kerman was 450 students. A sample of 81
students in undergraduate level between the ages 19 and 21 years from the English Department that was
determined based on the G Power, were participated in the study. These samples were randomly selected.
3.1 Instruments
The data collection instruments used in this study were as follows:
3.1.1 Reading Comprehension Measures
TOEFL Reading Comprehension Subtest (TOEFL-RBC) is a standardized multiple-choice reading
comprehension test (Schedl, Thomas & Way, 1995). Participants attending the test must read five passages that
express general academic subjects and answer 30 multiple-choice questions for each passage. Qian and Mary
(2004) reported that internal reliability of the test was .90 for adults with various native language backgrounds.
Developers of the instrument do not mention any thing about the nationality of their participants. The internal
consistency reliability of this measure was .85 for the sample of this study.
3.1.2 Metacognitive Reading Strategies Questionnaire (MRSQ)
Metacognitive Reading Strategies Questionnaire: This 22-item questionnaire was developed by Taraban, Kerr
and Ryneason (2004) to determine the extent of awareness among college students in reading strategies during
the reading process. It asks test takers to choose how frequently they apply the listed strategies on a five-point
Likert scale; the choices are 1. Never Use 2. Rarely Use 3. Sometimes Use 4. Often Use 5. Always Use.
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for the current sample who used this instrument was 0.80 for all items.
3.2 Data analysis
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The SPSS program version 16 was used to conduct the analysis of the data. Two statistical procedures of
descriptive and inferential statistics were used. The inferential statistics utilized in this study was Pearson
Correlation Analyses. Two-tailed product-moment correlations were computed for scores from the reading
comprehension, and metacogntive awareness to find any possible relationship between the two variables.
4. Results and Discussion
4.1 Descriptive Statistics results of Participants' Performance on the Instruments
Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics results of the participants' performance on the instruments, including
the summary of mean, standard deviations, and variance value of each variable examined in the study.
Table 1: Descriptive Statistics of Key Variables
Std. Deviation
N
Metacognitive
awareness
Reading
Comprehension
Valid N
(Listwise)

81
81

Mean

Variance

26.222

10.9886

120.750

27.234

10.6516

113.457

81

As the table shows, 81 students were examined in this study, and the mean scores of metacognitive awareness
and reading comprehension are 26.22, and 27.23, respectively.
4.2

Relationship between Metacognitive Awareness and Reading Comprehension

In order to determine the relationship between the Metacognitive Awareness and Reading Comprehension, the
Pearson Correlation Analyses, were performed. The results obtained from these computations are presented in
the following matrix of correlations.
Table 2: Pearson Correlation Test between Metacognitive awareness and reading comprehension
Metacognitive awareness
Reading
comprehension

Pearson Correlation

.416**

Sig.

.000

(2-tailed)
N

81

**. Correlation is significant at the .01 level (2-tailed).
As depicted in Table 2, there was a moderate relationship (r=.416) between metacognitive awareness and reading
comprehension based on Guilford’s (1950) rule of thumb. The results also indicated that this relationship was
significant and positive (r=.416, p<0.01). It can be concluded that there is a significant relationship between
metacognitive awareness and reading comprehension.
This supports the findings of studies carried out by Gelderen et al., ( 2003), Takalloy (2005), Zaree (2007),
Hassin (2008) and Gou (2008) who found that there is a significant correlation between metacognitive awareness
and reading comprehension among EFL and ESL readers, where students who asserted they used efficient
reading strategies also proved to have higher reading ability. As the literature shows, metacognitive awareness
significantly contributes to reading comprehension in L2. This suggests that teaching language learners about
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different kinds of applicable strategies, they will be able to select the appropriate strategies that facilitate getting
meaning from the prepared text.
5. Conclusion
As discussed previously, the core interest of this study was to examine whether there was a relationship between
metacognitive awareness and reading comprehension among students studying English at Azad University in
Kerman. The results showed, there was a significant relationship between metacognitive and reading
comprehension (r=.416; p<.01). The findings were consistent with the findings of the previous research.
The results reinforce the conclusions of reading comprehension analysis on language learning techniques and
strategies which imply that employment of specific strategies may affect constructively on reading
comprehension of learners. English instructors who work in Iran should be aware of the necessity of applying
integrated reading instruction strategies into regular English classes to improve their learners’ reading
comprehension ability. As researchers have emphasized, strategies like think-aloud, pair work or pair share can
help English language learners and can make the text seem more reasonable and understandable while reading
(Douglas, 2005; Hassin, 2008; Kymes, 2005). More research can be done by using an experimental design in
with the effect of think-aloud and pair work on enhancing students’ achievement in reading comprehension can
be investigated.
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