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ABSTRACT 

THE IMPLICATIONS OF TIME ALLOCATION AND TEST-WISENESS 
IN A TEST OF READING COMPREHENSION IN ENGLISH 

MARCOS DA SILVA 

UNIVERSIDADE FEDERAL DE SANTA CATARINA 

2006

Supervising Professor: Dr Lêda Maria Braga Tomitch 

This study investigated the implications of time allocation and test-wiseness in 

an English reading test. Thirty EFL readers and 10 native English readers participated in 

the study. The issue of time allocation was investigated by having the participants take a 

reading test in two different conditions. In condition 1, participants had a set time limit 

to conclude their tests. In condition 2, they were allowed to spend as long as they 

needed to finish their tests. Although there was a tendency for the participants to have 

higher marks in the no time limit condition, the results showed no statistical significance 

for the intra-group comparisons. To investigate the implications of test-wiseness, a 

comparison was made between the mean scores of the only group of participants known 

to be highly familiar with the format of the test used in this study and the mean scores of 

each of the other groups in each condition. The results showed that the group which was 

under test-wiseness effects outperformed only one of the other groups, and only in terms 

of their mean time spent on the test, in one condition only. Further research is 

suggested, which may confirm the tendency found in this study in relation to time 

allocation. As to the issue of test-wiseness, the suggestion is that a treatment in test 

format familiarity is given to a group of participants, instead of the option to select a 

group expected to possess test-wiseness. 

Number of pages: 85 

Number of words: 26.064 
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RESUMO

IMPLICAÇÕES DE ALOCAÇÃO DE TEMPO E DE PERÍCIA EM TESTE 
NUM TESTE DE COMPREENSÃO DE TEXTO EM INGLÊS 

MARCOS DA SILVA 

UNIVERSIDADE FEDERAL DE SANTA CATARINA 

2006

Professora Orientadora: Dra. Lêda Maria Braga Tomitch 

Este estudo investigou as implicações de alocação de tempo e de perícia em teste 

num teste de compreensão de texto em inglês. Trinta leitores de inglês como língua 

estrangeira e dez leitores nativos de inglês participaram deste estudo. Para investigar a 

questão da alocação de tempo, os participantes fizeram um teste de leitura em duas 

condições diferentes. Na condição 1, eles tiveram um tempo limite para realizar o teste. 

Na condição 2, os participantes dispuseram de quanto tempo precisaram para concluir 

seus testes. Apesar de ter havido uma tendência para os participantes obterem notas 

mais altas ao realizarem os testes sem limite de tempo, os resultados não apresentaram 

significância estatística nas comparações intra-grupo. Para investigar as implicações de 

perícia em teste, foram comparadas as médias do único grupo de participantes que era 

altamente familiarizado com o formato do teste utilizado às médias de cada um dos 

demais grupos em cada condição. Os resultados mostraram que o grupo que estava sob 

os efeitos de perícia em teste foi superior a somente um dos demais grupos, somente em 

termos da média de tempo utilizado para a realização do teste, em somente uma das 

condições. Sugere-se mais pesquisa para verificar se a tendência observada neste estudo 

em relação à alocação de tempo é confirmada estatisticamente. Com relação à questão 

de perícia em teste, a sugestão é que seja dado tratamento no sentido de familiarizar um 

grupo com o formato de um teste, ao invés de optar-se por selecionar um grupo que se 

espere possuir tal conhecimento.  
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CHAPTER I  

 INTRODUCTION 

From the history of research on reading comprehension, it now seems reasonable 

to contend that every attempt to investigate text comprehension should be concerned 

with what the implications are of asserting that a reader has or has not comprehended a 

text. Certainly, another issue that deserves attention is the question of what exactly 

accounts for how skilled a person can be at reading. According to Just and Carpenter 

(1987), skilled reading involves many component processes and extensive declarative 

knowledge, and there is now research evidence to show that individual differences in 

reading comprehension are not attributed to a single process. Skilled readers perform 

differently from less skilled readers in almost all processes through which they go in 

order to reach text comprehension (Gagné, Yekovich & Yekovich, 1993; Just & 

Carpenter, 1987). 

One assumption that has been supported in reading comprehension research is 

that reading speed is strongly associated with reading comprehension. In this way, it is 

assumed that the faster a reader can process a text, the easier he or she can build a 

mental representation of the text content. Conversely, longer reading times have been 

associated with greater difficulty in building that representation (Jones, 1995). In other 

words, research has pointed out that fast reading indicates that the reading process has 

been automatised.  

A conventional formal way to assess reading comprehension has been through 

the use of standardised reading tests. These tests are intended to measure subjects’ 

performance according to a pre-established consensus as to what would indicate good 

reading comprehension of the texts used in a given test (Urquhart & Weir, 1998). 

However, one criticism about standardised reading tests, which may classify individuals 
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as good or poor readers, is that most of them take into consideration only the product of 

reading, not the process. These tests are called norm-referenced tests, and their use 

usually implies the comparison of a reader’s score in a given test to a set of other 

individuals’ scores in the same test. The result of such a comparison indicates how well 

test takers have performed in that specific test (Just & Carpenter, 1987). One example of 

such tests is the reading papers of the proficiency examinations in EFL1 (English as a 

Foreign Language) designed by the University of Cambridge, the Cambridge ESOL 

(English for Speakers of Other Languages) examinations.  

Moreover, concerning reading speed and comprehension accuracy, one problem 

with standardised reading tests is that they may place too much emphasis on speed. That 

being the case, such tests may favour readers who, for whatever reason, read fast, be it 

because they may know they are being tested on speed, or because they happen to have 

good background knowledge on the topic of the text being read, or just because they are 

fast test takers. Conversely, readers who tend to be slower, for example because they 

choose to reread the text or portions of the text in order to make sure they will do well 

in the test, or because they get nervous when taking tests and so forth, might end up not 

even having the necessary time to conclude their tests, which might contribute to their 

being categorised as poor readers.

Commenting on the trade-off between comprehension accuracy and reading 

speed, Just and Carpenter (1987) suggest that a valid assessment of reading skill should 

measure both variables – reading speed and reading comprehension. When only one of 

those is evaluated, the result might not be a good predictor of reading skill. For instance, 

in one experiment which compared the performance of good readers and less proficient 

readers, Block (1992) found that two subjects from the less proficient group (one native 

speaker of English and one native speaker of Chinese, both reading expository prose in 

1 In this thesis, the term EFL is used interchangeably with the term English as a Second Language (ESL). 
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English) performed much like proficient readers, using “good reader strategies”. The 

explanation was that those subjects might have been classified as ‘less proficient 

readers’ as a result of slow reading rather than unskilled reading. 

If a text is well written, in the sense that it presents all the necessary elements to 

allow readers to establish a coherent mental representation of it, comprehension of that 

text should not take too long, a fact which has to do with an expected reduction in 

reading time when texts are locally coherent (Murray, 1995). Conversely, with more 

complex texts, if readers are also expected to perform higher-level comprehension 

processes in order to reach comprehension of the texts being read, then longer reading 

times might be necessary. In the case of a coherence break, for instance, reinstatement 

processes are supposed to take place in order for the reading to proceed, for example, 

the reinstatement of goals might need to take place in order for the reader to reestablish 

coherence to the text. Such reinstatements require readers to rely on their background 

knowledge; for instance, readers may search for elements processed at an earlier time in 

the text being currently read, that is, elements that might no longer be available in 

working memory, and/or they may have to activate some world knowledge from long-

term memory. Those processes are assumed to increase the degree of difficulty for the 

building of the mental representation of the text, thus making reading slow down 

(O’Brein, 1995; van den Broek, Risden & Husebye-Hartmann, 1995).  

 Among all the strategies that skilled readers may use in their attempts to fully 

comprehend especially a difficult text, rereading seems to be one that is most frequently 

used, and it is certainly an alternative that slows down the reading process (Block, 1986; 

Paris, Lipson & Wixson, 1983; Paris, Wasik & Turner, 1991). The findings reviewed by 

Jones (1995) are in line with this perspective. As she has noted: 

Previous research suggests that a mental model may not be completely formed 
after a single exposure to the information. Perrig and Kintsch (1985) found that 
when subjects were given a single exposure to a complex text, they were unable 
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to make accurate spatial inferences based on the presented information. 
However, Taylor and Tversky (1992) found that when subjects were given as 
many as four self-paced exposures to a text, they were quite adept at making 
inferences from a variety of perspectives (p.340). 

Research on language testing still does not have much to say about the issue of 

time allocation in tests. As for tests of reading comprehension, it has been suggested 

that time allocation should be in accordance with task types. For instance, more time 

should be allowed when careful reading is expected and, conversely, less time should 

be given to test takers when they are expected to perform expeditious reading. Careful 

reading should be necessary for answering comprehension questions which require 

high-order processes such as inference making, and expeditious reading includes the use 

of strategies such as skimming or scanning (Urquart & Weir, 1998). 

 Concerning task types, another factor which may have implications for the 

outcomes of reading tests is task familiarity (Alderson, Clapham, & Wall, 1995; 

Urquart, & Weir, 1998). Ideally, tests should present task formats known to test takers, 

so that what is measured is the test takers’ reading comprehension ability and not their 

expertise in taking tests of a given format (Alderson, Clapham, & Wall, 1995). On the 

other hand, if test takers happen to be too familiar with certain task types, they may 

develop what Allison (1999) calls test-wiseness. This term refers to the development of 

strategies to approach particular tasks due to task familiarity, which in turn may also 

affect test scores interpretations, hence lowering the validity of the test. 

 A distinction has also been made between power tests and speeded tests. While 

in the former test takers are allowed to spend as much time as they need to perform the 

test tasks, in the latter, not all test takers are expected to conclude their tests (Allison, 

1999; Bachman, 1990). However, despite the existence of such a distinction, according 

to Bachman, few examinations consist of power tests. What happens is that tests are 
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usually timed, although their designers do not usually consider such tests to be speeded 

tests.

1.1 – Purposes of the study  

Given the aforementioned discussion about the trade-off between reading speed 

and comprehension accuracy, and taking into account also the issue of test-wiseness, I 

conducted this study with two main objectives. First, I intended to verify whether 

individuals at a comparable level of reading proficiency in EFL, as well as proficient 

readers of English as their native language, would achieve higher marks when taking a 

reading test with unlimited time, that is, as opposed to their taking the same test within a 

set time limit. The second objective relates to the implications of test-wiseness. In this 

respect, I aimed at scrutinising the effects of test-wiseness by comparing the 

performance of advanced EFL readers who were very familiar with the tasks present in 

a reading test in English, with that of readers of English who were only slightly familiar 

with that test. The latter type of readers were either of comparable proficiency in EFL 

reading or proficient readers of English as their native language.

1.2 – Research Questions 

In order to guide my attempt to reach the objectives of this study, as mentioned 

in the previous sub-section, I posed the following research questions:

1) Do advanced EFL readers and proficient readers of English as their native 

language have higher marks when taking a reading test within a given time limit or 

when they take the same test in a no time limit condition? 
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2) Do advanced EFL readers under the effects of test-wiseness have higher 

marks and finish their tests faster than advanced EFL readers and/or proficient readers 

of English as their native language who are both being exposed to the test for the first 

time? 

1.3 – Motivation for the study 

Two factors motivated me to conduct this study. Firstly, I shall not avoid 

mentioning that there was a somewhat personal reason for having chosen to study the 

assessment of reading comprehension through the use of proficiency tests, especially 

focusing on time allocation and test-wiseness. As a matter of fact, when I myself took a 

proficiency examination in EFL some years ago, I experienced the great pressure of 

time when doing the reading part of that examination. Also, having worked at a school 

in which EFL proficiency examinations were applied, several times I heard examinees 

leaving the exam rooms after having taken the reading papers of most proficiency 

examinations, commenting on the little time that they had to perform all the tasks. 

Those examinees included both candidates who had taken specific courses preparing 

them for the examinations that they were taking and candidates who had not. Since then, 

the issues of time allocation and test-wiseness have intrigued me. 

 The other factor that guided my choice for this research field was my taking two 

courses in reading comprehension at PPGI (Programa de Pós-Graduação em 

Letras/Inglês e Literatura Correspondente) at UFSC. The courses were Constructing

Meaning from Text and Individual Differences in Reading Comprehension, both of each 

were given by my adviser in this study, professor Dr Lêda Maria Braga Tomitch. I then 

had the opportunity to become familiar with several pieces of research that somewhat 

approached the topics in which I had become interested. Therefore, I can say that the 
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motivation for this study is the result of interest that stemmed both from personal 

experience in taking proficiency examinations in EFL, and from the academic study of 

reading comprehension. 

1.4 - Significance of the Study 

This study has as its main intention to be an attempt to better understand whether 

and to what extent the allocation of time in tests of reading comprehension affects 

subjects’ performance, as expressed by their test scores, and, in turn, test results 

interpretations. Therefore, this study may have pedagogical implications as to how the 

issue of time allocation is tackled in EFL classrooms, be it in regular classes or in 

testing situations.

In a broader sense, the results of this study might also bring about a discussion 

on the design of some EFL examinations, especially in what concerns the reading 

papers of such examinations, in terms of how they approach the trade-off between test 

takers’ speed of performance and their comprehension achievements as expressed by 

their test scores. At this point, it may be enlightening to mention that, according to 

Hughes (1989), it was mainly due to feedback from teaching professionals that the Test 

of Written English (TWE) was designed, back in 1986, as a supplement to the Test of 

English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL). While the present study certainly does not 

intend to be so audacious as to want to promote any changes in the design of any 

examinations, it does intend to throw some light on the discussion of the issues to which 

it relates.  

This study is also relevant for it discusses the implications of test-wiseness. As 

Bachman (1990) and Alderson (2000) point out, minimising as much as possible the 

effects of test method in language tests is of the essence. Hence, this issue of test-
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wiseness should be taken into account by any researcher who intends to conduct 

research to better understand the outcomes of reading comprehension by using reading 

tests. For instance, if we are to compare the reading achievements of two different 

readers as measured by their scores in a given reading test, we must control for task 

familiarity effects. This means that every effort must be made to ensure that, all other 

factors being equal, neither of the two readers takes advantage over the other by being 

so familiar with the task types in a given test to the point of having developed specific 

strategies to perform such tasks.  

1.5- Organisation of the thesis 

 This thesis is divided into five chapters, namely introduction, review of 

literature, method, results and discussion, and concluding remarks, limitations, and 

suggestions for further research.

 In the present chapter, I tried to contextualise the study that I conducted. To 

achieve such a purpose, I presented some theoretical background, the objectives of my 

study, and the questions that I intended to answer along the study. I also mentioned the 

factors that motivated me to start this research, as well as the significance I attribute to 

it.

 The review of literature, presented in chapter II, summarises the literature that I 

found most relevant to support this study. Sub-sections of this review include studies on 

the models and component processes of reading comprehension, on individual 

differences in reading comprehension, and on the assessment of reading comprehension. 

 Chapter III presents the method used in the data collection and analysis of the 

study in as detailed a manner as possible, describing the participants, the materials, the 

procedures for data collection, and a framework for data analysis. 
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 In chapter IV, I present and discuss the results of the study. The discussion 

presented in chapter IV stems from the analysis of the collected data, in light of the 

research questions that were asked in this introductory chapter.  

 Finally, in the last chapter, I present some concluding remarks by summarising 

the main findings of this study. In this concluding chapter, I also discuss some 

limitations of the study and suggest possible directions for further research in the area. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

In this chapter I present, in four different sections, some review of the literature 

on reading comprehension, which constitutes the theoretical basis of this study. In the 

first section, I will briefly discuss the most influential models of reading 

comprehension, as well as the component processes involved in text comprehension, 

which will help me to operationalise a view of reading comprehension to which I 

subscribe in this study. Given that the present study relates to the assessment of the 

reading performance of advanced EFL readers belonging to groups of different school 

background, and of native English speakers, I found pertinent to provide a section on 

individual differences in reading comprehension. This second section is divided into 

three sub-sections, to approach individual differences in declarative knowledge, the 

issue of how individuals differ in their reading speed, and the discussion of some 

research conclusions on how similar and how different it is to read in a first language 

from reading in a second or foreign language. The third section in this chapter is about 

the assessment of reading comprehension, in which I provide some chief concepts and 

definitions to research in this field. I do not intend to exhaustively review any of the 

aforementioned topics. What I will offer here, thus, is an overview of what I consider 

the most relevant references for the purposes of this study. Thus, I will also present a 

fourth section, in which I will attempt to interconnect the issues discussed in this 

chapter, pointing to their relevance to the present study. 

2.1- Models and Component Processes in Reading Comprehension

 Many researchers have reviewed the different models of reading comprehension 

(e.g., see reviews by Bernhardt, 1991; Carrell, Devine & Eskey, 1988; Clapham, 1996; 
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Davies, 1995; Nuttal, 2004; and Scaramucci, 1995) and many others have talked about 

the component reading processes (Daneman, 1991; Gagné, Yekovich & Yekovich, 

1993; Gernsbacher, 1997; Just & Carpenter, 1987; O’Brien, 1995; to mention a few). 

Therefore, very little, if anything at all, that any other reviewer of those models and 

components say about them will be completely new. Yet it seems to me that reflecting 

on the most influential models of reading comprehension, as well as taking into account 

what is known about the component reading processes will help me to operationalise a 

definition of reading comprehension to which I may refer throughout this study. I shall 

now start talking about the models. 

Davies (1995) suggests that the term ‘model’, in the context of reading 

comprehension refers to a well-structured theory of what takes place when someone 

processes a text. She also proposes that a first step in trying to evaluate the distinct 

models of comprehension is by paying attention to the factors in which the models are 

similar. The basic premise present in all models seems to be that for text comprehension 

to take place, the process starts with the reader having access to the visual information 

in the text. Then, in processing that information, the reader will contribute, according to 

some models to a larger, and to other models to a smaller extent, with his/her own 

(background) knowledge to finally achieve text comprehension (Davies, 1995; Kintsch, 

1998). The three most influential reading comprehension models are those of Gough 

(1972), Goodman (1969), and Rumelhart (1977). I will next briefly describe and 

comment on each of these models. 

2.1.1- Bottom-up Models 

 According to the model proposed by Gough (1972), reading comprehension 

starts from the lowest process of letter identification, followed by the identification of 

the sounds of the letters, and then by the recognition of words and their meanings. After 
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that, then, the reader will establish the relation between the different words identified in 

a sentence, until the meaning of a whole sentence finally occurs. This model is called 

‘bottom-up’ because it proposes that reading comprehension is processed sequentially in 

that manner, from the lowest level to the highest level processes, with meaning 

achievement being only the final product in the process. It is also called ‘data-driven’, 

due to its emphasis on the words in the text and, conversely, its lack of emphasis on 

what the reader can contribute to the process (Carrell, Devine & Eskey, 1988; Clapham, 

1996). This model was developed on the basis of research with fluent adult L1 readers. 

 The main criticisms to the model developed by Gough are the lack of emphasis 

on higher level processes such as inference making on the basis of the reader’s 

background knowledge (see review by Clapham, 1996), and the fact that, having been 

based on studies of fluent adult L1 readers, it may not apply to beginning readers, nor to 

L2 readers, as it may intend (Davies, 1995). Also, according to Urquart and Weir 

(1998), “Gough’s model of the reading process is a model of the reading aloud

process” (p. 40), thus not necessarily applying to the more common practice of silent 

reading.

 Bottom-up models of reading comprehension seem to give support to L1 literacy 

approaches called ‘phonic approaches’ (Davies, 1995). In Brazil, phonic approaches to 

literacy were common until the beginning of the 1980s; by then, authorities in education 

decided to subscribe to other, more ‘global’ approaches, which seem to be supported by 

top-down models like the one proposed by Goodman (1969). Top-down models are 

discussed in the next sub-section.

2.1.2- Top-down Models 

 As opposed to bottom-up models, the models called ‘top-down’ propose that 

readers have a central role in the process of reading, and that from the very beginning of 
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a reading process, a reader executes the higher level processes of predicting and making 

inferences on the basis of their background knowledge, paying minimal attention to the 

low-level processes involved in decoding (e.g., readers should not worry about 

establishing letter to sound correspondences) (Clapham, 1996; Davies, 1995). Although 

Goodman (1969) has usually been referred to as the main proponent of a top-down 

model of how reading occurs, Urquart and Wier (1998) claim that perhaps the credit 

should go to Frank Smith with his 1971 model, extended in 1973.  

It is known that Goodman developed his model from a psycholinguistic 

perspective, based on research with beginning L1 readers. The suggestion was then that 

the lower level of decoding is rather unimportant, and that reading has to do with 

making hypotheses and going to the text in order to confirm the hypothesised 

predictions. Models like this are called top-down, or ‘conceptually-driven’, especially 

due to their emphasis on the active role of readers in executing higher-level processes 

such as inference making, attributing a relatively minor role to the decoding of printed 

symbols, which should only happen if necessary.  

 According to Capovilla and Capovilla (2004), in Brazil, the official method to 

teaching literacy since the beginning of the 1980s is based on a constructivist 

perspective, which seems to be supported by a top-down view of reading. Such an 

approach has proved not to be efficient and there is now a strong movement to take up a 

phonic method to literacy, which Capovilla and Capovilla claim to be the solution to 

several problems that emerged from the so-called ‘global’ approach to literacy that has 

been used for over 25 years.

 It seems that either extreme, that is, subscribing to a purely bottom-up model, 

assuming that a text presupposes an only meaning in itself, or to a purely top-down 

model of reading comprehension, in which the text is at times ignored, would not be the 

ideal path to follow. A model that could account for the complexity of the reading 
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process, involving both bottom-up and top-down processing would seem more 

reasonable. That is what Rumelhart (1977) proposes, and what I will comment on in the 

next sub-section. 

2.1.3- Interactive Models 

 Starting from the premise that bottom-up models fail to acknowledge that even 

the comprehension of small units, such as letters and words, as well as the 

comprehension of sentences, require higher level processes such as the use of 

background knowledge and inference making, Rumelhart (1977) proposes that both 

bottom-up and top-down processes are needed to account for a complete model of 

reading comprehension. According to his interactive model, reading is a cognitive as 

well as a perceptive process. Therefore, the idea is that readers simultaneously process 

information from different sources, what means that both bottom-up and top-down 

processing take part in reading (for detailed reviews see Carrell, Devine & Eskey, 1988; 

Davies, 1995; and Scaramucci, 1995). 

 Nowadays, most researchers agree that an interactive model gives a better 

account of the reading comprehension process (Carell, 1988; Clapham, 1996; Eskey & 

Grabe, 1988; Nuttall, 2004; Urquart, & Weir, 1998). In that respect, Block (1992) says 

that there is a tendency for theorists no longer to debate about whether a bottom-up or a 

top-down model of reading is the ideal one. Urquart and Weir (1998) seem to be in line 

with this perspective, adding the fact that, in psychology, it has been acknowledged that 

bottom-up processes do play a role in the low level processes of decoding and lexical 

access. That would justify the fact that the phonic method to teaching literacy, which is 

said to be supported by a more bottom-up view of reading, has become popular again in 

countries such as France, England and the USA, and in Brazil there has been a strong 

movement in favour of such a method (Capovilla & Capovilla, 2004).  
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 As I proposed at the beginning of this section, I do not intend to deepen the 

discussion about the different models of reading comprehension; rather, I briefly 

presented the most influential models in the hope that such a reflection will be a first 

step to lead me towards a better understanding of how a reader might achieve 

comprehension of a text. For those who might be interested in reading more about 

reading models and text comprehension, I recommend, besides the references that I 

have already mentioned, the works of  Alderson (2000), Anderson and Pearson (1988), 

Goodman (1970), Jones (1995), Kintsch and van Dijk (1978),  O’Brien (1995), Retorta 

(2001), (Smith, 1978); Spiro and Myers (1984), and van Dijk and Kintsch (1983). 

 Following this brief discussion on the main models of reading comprehension, in 

the next sub-section, I tackle the component processes known to be involved in reading 

comprehension, after what I will try to present my own view of what it means to say 

that text comprehension has or has not been achieved by a given reader. 

2.1.4- About the Component Reading Processes 

 Many authors have discussed the component processes of reading 

comprehension and, among those, the comments I will attempt to make here are 

especially related to my readings of Daneman (1991); Gagné, Yekovich and Yekovich 

(1993); Gernsbacher (1997); Just and Carpenter (1987); Lorch, Klusewitz and Lorch 

(1995); and  O’Brien (1995). Instead of commenting on the perspective presented by 

each of those researchers, I will rather try to capture in this brief discussion what might 

be considered consensus among the issues they have discussed.  

It is now known that a regular reading process starts with the readers’ eyes 

fixating the words in a text, and that the outcome of a successful reading process is a 

coherent mental representation of the text read. Also, there is agreement among 

researchers that after having accessed the literal meaning of the words in a text, 
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inferential comprehension may take place, from the interaction between the readers’ 

background knowledge (e.g., general world knowledge, what might include knowledge 

about the language of the text, knowledge of how texts are organised, and specific 

knowledge about the text content) and the information found in the text being read. The 

so-called high level process of comprehension monitoring is believed to be executed 

especially by proficient readers, who may have to re-start the reading process when 

finding inconsistencies in the texts they read, in order to try to establish coherence to 

such texts.  

It seems to me that discussing the components involved in a reading process is 

an attempt to break down such a complex process as reading is, in order to better 

understand it. In this respect, I particularly like the words of Lorch, Klusewitz and 

Lorch (1995), when they say that: 

Some reading situations entail the construction of a coherent text representation;  
some reading situations involve a search for specific information;  other reading  
situations implicate study skills  (e.g.  memorization);   and still other situations  
emphasize aesthetic purposes for reading. (p. 376) 

 At this point I will attempt to state how I myself view text comprehension. Of 

course my own view of reading is highly influenced by my readings of some of the 

aforementioned authors, and I now invite the reader to check that in the next sub-

section.

2.1.5- A View of Reading

In the first place, in line with Aebersold and Field (1997), Rumelhart (1977), and 

Tomitch (1991), among other authors, I think of reading comprehension as a cognitive 

activity which first of all involves a reader actively processing a text, what means that 

meaning is assigned to a text, as a result of the interaction between reader and text, 

rather than extracted only from the text itself. The interaction that takes place during 
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reading comprehension thus involves the processing of what the reader finds in the text, 

and the parallel and/or sequential processing of stored information the reader already 

has and with which the reader can establish relations in the attempt to understand, 

according to his or her purposes, the text being processed. The stored information, the 

reader’s background knowledge, may refer to general world knowledge, including 

knowledge about the language of the text, knowledge of how texts are structured and 

more specific knowledge, for instance, knowledge of the text content.

In trying to define reading, one central aspect involved in all reading 

comprehension processes must be taken into account. It is the issue of reading purposes 

(see Aebersold & Field, 1997; Davies, 1995; Just & Carpenter, 1987; Nuttal, 2004; and 

Pressley & Afflerbach, 1995). Considering the several different types of texts and 

reading situations that may exist, it is reasonable to assume that a reader does not 

process all kinds of texts in the same way. For instance, readers do not normally read 

comic books with the same attentiveness that they are supposed to apply to the reading 

of academic texts for study purposes.  

To conceive of reading as an interactive process between reader and text, and to 

assume that such a process is underlain by the reader’s purposes for reading a given 

text, as in the perspective I have just presented, leads one to accept, as discussed by 

Gagné, Yekovich and Yekovich (1993), Just and Carpenter (1987), and Spiro and 

Myers (1984), that readers do differ in the way they process texts. Therefore, in the next 

section, I will approach this very issue of individual differences in reading 

comprehension.

2.2- Individual Differences in Reading Comprehension

There seems to be consensus in the literature that comes from research on 

reading comprehension, that skilled reading involves many component processes and 
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extensive declarative knowledge (Just & Carpenter, 1987). Researchers have also 

investigated the reading processes of “good” and “poor” readers, and there is evidence 

to claim that skilled readers perform better than less-skilled readers in almost all 

component reading processes (Clapham, 1996; Daneman, 1991; Gagné, Yekovich & 

Yekovich, 1993; Just & Carpenter, 1987). Another cognitive aspect in which individuals 

do differ and which is known to affect their reading performance is working memory 

capacity. The term working memory refers to memory which has storage as well as 

processing functions, a system of limited capacity (Daneman, 1991; Just & Carpenter, 

1987; Tomitch, 1996, 1999-2000). Apart from the cognitive components involved in 

reading a text, there are other, non-cognitive factors that may influence the way a reader 

processes a text. For instance, issues related to social background, the text genre and 

wording, and the reading situation itself are known to affect reading processes 

(Aebersold & Field, 1997; Just & Carpenter, 1987; Zwaan & Brown, 1996).

To suit the specific purposes of this study, I divided this section into three sub-

sections, in which I will approach only the issues of individual differences in reading 

comprehension that I understand as most closely related to the present study. Therefore, 

in the first sub-section, I will focus on what researchers have reported about individual 

differences in declarative knowledge. In the second sub-section, I will refer to issues of 

reading speed and reading time. Then, in the final sub-section, I will concentrate on 

differences in L1 (first language) reading as opposed to reading in an L2 (second 

language) or FL (foreign language). 

2.2.1- Individual Differences in Declarative Knowledge 

Declarative knowledge relates to conceptual understanding, that is, it relates to a 

reader’s knowledge about different elements involved in the reading of any text. It 

involves knowledge about small units of meaning such as letters and their 
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corresponding phonemes and morphemes, as well as knowledge about more complex 

units of meaning such as words, the content of a text, and possible schemas related to 

the reading of any particular text (Gagné, Yekovich & Yekovich, 1993).  As to the issue 

of differences in declarative knowledge, Gagné, Yekovich and Yekovich discuss 

research evidence that shows that skilled reading is highly correlated to a reader’s 

declarative knowledge. Therefore, declarative knowledge is considered a source of 

individual differences in reading, and it is believed to contribute to all the processes 

involved in reading a text. Presumably, the low-level processes of decoding and literal 

comprehension are fostered by a reader’s declarative knowledge.  

When discussing research on domain knowledge (i.e., knowledge about the 

content of a text, which usually refers to specialised knowledge in a certain field), Ferstl 

and Kinstsch (1999) observed differences in a variety of reading tasks between readers 

with high domain knowledge and readers with low domain knowledge. According to the 

researchers, the effect of knowledge in the comprehension processes of different readers 

can be controlled either by choosing readers known to possess significantly different 

amounts of domain knowledge on a certain subject, or by providing readers with 

different amounts of prior knowledge on the same subject. Nutall (2004) and Alderson 

(2000) agree with the perspective that readers’ background knowledge facilitates their 

comprehension. Thus, as Nuttall points out, any measure of comprehension which do 

not take that fact into account may be biased, favouring better comprehension for those 

readers who possess more of such knowledge. 

Contributing to the discussion about the correlation between declarative 

knowledge and text comprehension, Clapham (1996) calls attention to the fact that, 

besides differences in declarative knowledge, the reading of a text is also dependent on 

the reader’s purposes in reading the text. Adding to this discussion, Pritchard (1990) 

claims that “reading is a content-specific activity” (p. 291), what suggests that readers 
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do not process all texts in the same way. When the idea is to measure reading 

comprehension and not necessarily knowledge about any specific subject, Clapham 

suggests that research be conducted with groups of participants that are as homogeneous 

as possible in terms of background knowledge, so as the researcher would attempt to 

control for the effects of content familiarity. I would add to her suggestion that all 

efforts be made to ensure that those participants in the homogeneous groups also have 

as similar purposes as possible when performing the same reading tasks. Research that 

takes into account this discussion of individual differences in declarative knowledge and 

in reading purposes may help us to understand why a reader who is considered good in 

one context may prove not to be so skilled in another reading situation.

Finally, the work of Smith (1978) may be suitable to help me to conclude this 

sub-section on the implications of declarative knowledge in reading comprehension. 

According to Smith, the amount of time a reader may need to process the visual 

information found in a text depends on how much information the reader will need to 

process that information. It is reasonable to assume that the more information a reader 

has already activated at a certain point in the reading of a text, including knowledge 

brought by the reader to the reading process, the less information will be required to 

process the text in focus, and hence, less time will be needed. The issue of reading time 

will be discussed in the next sub-section. 

2.2.2- Reading Speed

From a brief overview of several research reports that approach the issues of 

reading speed and time spent on reading, it seems that there is some controversy as to 

what it means to read fast or slowly. Several researchers in the field of reading 

comprehension have claimed that fast reading strongly correlates, positively, with ease 

of text comprehension, and conversely, longer reading times have been reported as 
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reflecting greater difficulty in constructing meaning from text (Gagné, Yekovich & 

Yekovich, 1993; Jones, 1995; Jordan, 1997; Just & Carpenter, 1987; Smith, 1978). Up 

to this point, there seems to be agreement among most researchers, and as a beginning 

researcher, I dare to include myself among them. What I see as conflicting, though, is to 

define good reading as fast reading, disregarding non-cognitive factors involved in a 

reading process, such as the reading situation, or the particular structure and/or wording 

of a text. For instance, some of those aforementioned authors (e.g., Gagné, Yekovich & 

Yekovich, 1993; Jones, 1995) who understand fast reading as an indicator of good flow 

of comprehension, and many others (e.g., Afflerbach, 1990; Block, 1986, 1992; Carver, 

1997; Davies, 1995; Kintsch & van Dijk, 1978; Murray, 1995; Narvaez, van den Broek 

& Ruiz, 1999; Nuttal, 2004; O’Brien & Myers, 1999; Paris, Wasik & Turner, 1991; 

Pressley & Afflerbach, 1995; van den Broek, Risden & Husebye-Hartman, 1995; 

Williams, 1988) have identified reading situations in which a reader taking longer to 

read a text might have meant strategic reading, a behaviour expected to be exhibited by 

skilled readers.

According to O’Brien and Myers (1999), when a reader is able to identify a local 

coherence break in the text being processed, and if this reader attempts to re-establish 

coherence to the text, for example by rereading parts of it or even the whole text from 

the very beginning, the reading process of such a text certainly slows down. Going 

further into this perspective, Pressley and Afflerbach (1995) argue that when global 

coherence has not been achieved, the reader may need to reread the text in order to 

complete the mental model of that text, which in turn means that the processing of such 

a text will take longer. Still talking about rereading, it is important to reiterate, at this 

moment, that such a procedure of identifying that the comprehension of a text has not 

been achieved, and deciding to take some measure to solve the problem, for instance by 

rereading the text, has been characterised as a behaviour reflecting strategic reading. 
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Such a behaviour is expected to be performed by more skilled readers (Gagné, 

Yekovich & Yekovich, 1993; Paris, Wasik & Turner, 1991;). 

Taken together, these findings seem to indicate that not always does fast reading 

mean skilled reading. For instance, if a text does not contain enough elements to allow 

the reader to establish a coherent mental representation of it, and if, even though, the 

reader quickly finishes reading it, this reader may end up miscomprehending such a 

text, or at least, parts of the text. On the other hand, when reading the same “difficult” 

text, a reader who is able to notice that it is hard to build a coherent mental 

representation of it, and who decides to spend more time on it, examining it more 

carefully, seems to be behaving as a skilled reader. 

 Reflections on a reader’s standards of coherence or on a reader’s decision to 

apply some strategies when noticing that a text is particularly difficult, bring back the 

discussion of the implications of reading purposes. Davies (1995), for example, argues 

that if the goal of reading is the learning of text content, for example for study purposes, 

a reader should read more slowly and take more time to reflect on the text content. 

Therefore, depending on their goals for reading, readers may take longer times to read, 

to guarantee that they will achieve better comprehension of a given text, what I believe 

may be the case in testing situations. Conversely, they may read faster if their goals are 

not related to study purposes or to any other purposes which require careful reading. 

This discussion converges to what has been usually referred to as a trade-off between 

reading speed and accuracy in reading comprehension (Gagné, Yekovich & Yekovich, 

1993; Just & Carpenter, 1987). Such a trade-off implies that, at times, readers may 

choose to sacrifice comprehension in order to speed up their reading processes, 

especially when they believe they do not need to understand the text in depth; at other 

times, the same readers may decide to take longer and get the most of their reading. 

However, when such a trade-off is not the result of a conscious decision, it may mean 
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that readers will take longer to read their texts, in the hope they will better comprehend 

the texts, what may not happen for different reasons, for example due to a lack of 

relevant prior knowledge.

 At this point, it may be suitable to mention what Nuttall (2004) says about the 

issue of reading time. According to Nuttall, good readers should ideally demonstrate 

flexibility and adjust the speed with which to read a text depending on their reading 

goals. A fact is that several researchers in the field of reading comprehension, when 

carrying out their experiments, ask readers to process texts one sentence at a time, and 

do not allow readers to have access to previously read portions of the text (e.g., 

Daneman & Carpenter, 1980). I certainly understand that the design of research must 

take into account, first of all, the purposes of the research, and the authors who design 

their experiments in the way that I have just mentioned, certainly have their reasons for 

doing so. I am, by no means, criticising any such studies. My wonder, however, comes 

from a perspective formed by the discussions posed by all the authors who claim that 

after a single exposure to a text, the reader may not have completed a mental model of 

the text content (e.g., Jones, 1995). Second, depending on factors such as the reading 

purpose (Nuttall, 2004), the level of difficulty of the text (Murray, 1995), and the 

reader’s standards of coherence (O’Brien & Myers, 1999), a reader may decide and may 

in fact need to take longer to inspect a text, what may imply the use of strategies such as 

rereading.

Perhaps if replications are conducted, with two basic changes, of at least some of 

the experiments in which readers are instructed to read a text each sentence at a time, 

and in which readers are not allowed to reread previously read text, some light might be 

shed on this issue. The changes I recommend for those replications are then: (1) that 

more time and opportunity be given to the participants in those experiments, and (2) that 

the readers who may find it necessary, are allowed to use the extra time to reread any 
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portions of the text being processed. It may be the case that, having ample time to read a 

text, and being allowed to use this time for rereading when finding it necessary, the 

outcomes of the reading comprehension of the participants in such studies may turn out 

to be rather different from otherwise.

2.2.3- Reading in L1 versus L2/FL Reading 

I shall now mention one more time that in the present study I was interested in 

analysing some aspects as to how the issues of test-wiseness and time allocation may 

influence the reading outcomes of both Brazilian EFL readers and readers of English as 

their native language. Therefore, in this sub-section, I will focus only on the similarities 

and differences in readers’ performance due to their condition of being either readers 

who are native speakers of a given language or foreign readers of the same language.

For a brief introduction to the discussion of how similar or different the reading 

processes of native speakers and FL readers may be, I shall refer first to Clapham’s 

(1996) review of related research. Clapham has reviewed some major studies on the 

comparison of L1 and L2 or FL reading comprehension processes. She observes that 

there are researchers who believe that L1 and L2 readers process texts in the same way, 

whereas other researchers claim that not everyone who is a good reader in their native 

language succeeds in reading in a foreign or second language.  

According to Clapham, one point of agreement among researchers is that the 

reading processes shown by low proficient L2 readers differ from those of native 

speakers. However, although many researchers argue for the need of a certain threshold 

level of L2 language proficiency before it is possible to transfer L1 reading skills to the 

efficient reading of L2 texts, it is still not clear what determines such threshold level 

(Tomitch, 2002). For Alderson (2000), the linguistic threshold level will vary according 
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to task demands, which in turn depend on issues related to text content and wording, the 

reader’s background knowledge, and the task type itself. 

Another issue raised by Clapham is that there is also widespread agreement 

among L2 reading researchers that the reading comprehension process of L2 readers is 

affected by their (lack of) background knowledge, although when it comes to state how

background knowledge affects SL reading performance, there seems to be less 

agreement.  

From the evidence discussed by the aforementioned studies, and also in 

accordance with Zwaan and Brown (1996), it seems reasonable to expect that if the 

performance of FL readers can at all be comparable to that of native speakers, this 

would happen when those FL readers achieve a high level of proficiency in the target 

language. Moreover, Alderson (2000) claims that, despite the fact that reading 

knowledge in L1 and target language knowledge are both important, there is evidence to 

say that in L2 reading, knowledge of the target language contributes more to the reading 

process than reading proficiency in the L1. 

2.3- The Assessment of Reading Comprehension 

 The present study can be viewed not only as one making use of assessment 

instruments to investigate reading comprehension, but also as a study into the 

assessment of reading comprehension. Therefore, I dedicate this section to discuss some 

issues related to research on the assessment of reading comprehension. 

 The terms assessment and testing have been used interchangeably by some 

researchers (Allison, 1999), and they will be used as such in this study unless indicated 

otherwise. In the case of reading comprehension, the reasoning is that reading tests are 

used to assess people’s reading ability, which means, in this case, that reading 



26

comprehension can be assessed through the use of reading tests. While some may claim 

that assessment does not only or always include testing, given that there are other, less 

formal ways of assessment (e.g., continuous and self-assessment), it seems that the term 

testing is always associated with the assessment of some ability.  

 The literature in language assessment, or language testing, is vast, and even in 

what concerns specifically the assessment of reading comprehension, it would be 

beyond the scope of this review to discuss all related issues. Therefore, in the sub-

sections that follow, I will briefly discuss only the issues on the assessment of reading 

comprehension that are most closely related to the objectives of this study, namely 

validity, reliability, test-wiseness, and time allocation.

2.3.1- Validity 

 Validity has been often referred to as the most crucial feature in language testing 

in general (see Alderson, Clapham & Wall, 1995; Bachman, 1990; Bernardt, 1991; 

Henning, 1987). The first and foremost question that test developers or users must ask 

in relation to a test is, therefore: Does the test test what it is supposed to test? Extending

on that, Douglas (2000) claims that “validity is about interpretations of test scores in the 

light of the purpose for which the test was developed” (p. 257). From that, it is 

reasonable to assume that a test may be valid for certain purposes, but not for others, or 

put it another way, that what is actually valid or not, is not the test itself, but the 

interpretations we attribute to the outcomes of a test, most commonly expressed by test 

scores.

 According to Weir (1993), a test which is designed to measure a certain ability 

should measure that specific ability only, that is, as far as possible, a test should not 

measure anything else apart from what it was designed to measure. The implication of 

this is that a test may not be considered valid if it measures abilities other than that or 
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those for which it was intended. Once it is recognised that a test taker’s performance 

may be affected by factors other than what is intended to be measured by a test, all 

efforts should be made to control for such factors. In a reading comprehension test, for 

instance, a test which brings one single task based on a single text may not be valid if 

the intention is to use such a test to measure the reading comprehension abilities of 

different readers, some of whom may have considerable larger amounts of background 

knowledge on the topic of the text. 

 The concept of validity is one that can be approached by different perspectives, 

that is, there are different types of validity. In the words of Allison, “validity is best 

considered as a unitary construct, though with many facets” (p. 14). Examples of the 

different types of validity include construct validity, which refers to the content of a test 

in relation to the concept of the ability to be measured; concurrent validity, which has to 

do with comparing one measure with other measures of a same ability; face validity,

which usually involves the judgement of test users as to what a given test looks like (see 

Alderson, Clapham & Wall, 1995; Allison, 1999; and Henning, 1987).

 One point of agreement among researchers discussing test validity is that a test 

which is not reliable cannot be considered valid. Reliability is then the next issue to be 

approached. 

2.3.2- Reliability 

 Reliability seems to be best understood as the extent to which a test is consistent 

in measuring the ability it intends to measure (Allison, 1999; Bernhardt, 1991; Lado, 

1961). This would imply the verification of whether a test measures a certain ability in 

the same way from time to time. For instance, would a test taker have the same results 

when taking the same test for the second time, given that such a test taker has received 

no instruction in the meantime? If so, then the test is said to be reliable.  
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 Certainly, the question of reliability is not a simple one, especially because one 

cannot account for all variables that are known to exert effect on test performance. For 

instance, while we can try to minimise the effects of background knowledge and test-

method effects (e.g., by elaborating tests with different texts and tasks), how can we 

possibly control for factors such as health conditions, tiredness, or lack of interest or 

motivation? As Bachman (1990) claims, the more we minimise the effects of any factor 

other than the ability of interest in a test, the more we are maximising the reliability of 

the test. For Henning (1987), reliability is associated with test length, with longer tests 

having the potential to be more reliable than shorter tests. Such reasoning would favour, 

hence, the inclusion of different tasks in a single test to measure the same general ability 

from different perspectives. 

 Finally, several researchers have ascertained that, as it is the case with validity, 

reliability is also obviously related to test scores. The distinction is, though, that while 

validity is associated with the interpretations and uses of test scores, reliability is an 

essential quality of test scores themselves (Bachman, 1990; Wier, 1993). 

2.3.3- Test-wiseness 

 Among the factors that are known to have the potential to affect test 

performance (see Bachman, 1990), test-wiseness is one of the two with which I am 

particularly concerned in this study. The other is time allocation, to be discussed in the 

next sub-section.

 Test-wiseness has been associated with task familiarity (Aebersold & Field, 

1997; Allison, 1999) and it may be best understood as “awareness of how best to 

approach particular types of question” (Allison, 1999: 214). Concerning the issues of 

validity and reliability previously discussed, test-wiseness may in fact represent a threat 

to the interpretations made from test scores. For instance, in a study involving the use of 
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multiple-choice and cloze procedures in reading tests, Retorta (2001) observed a strong 

effect of test-wiseness. The observed effect was in the sense that the participants in her 

study seem to have concentrated on strategies to help them to find the correct answers to 

the test items, rather than on other reading strategies which might normally have been 

used to help them to make sense of the text. Similarly, in a study by Phakiti (2003), 

some participants reported the use of test-taking strategies to the detriment of reading 

strategies, that is, they may have better demonstrated how they approach a particular 

type of test task than how they would normally read a text for the comprehension of it. 

 The question of how familiar a test taker should be with a given test in order to 

possess test-wiseness is not a simple one. It is reasonable to assume, however, that 

having been exposed to a test once only is not likely to be enough to guarantee test-

wiseness to any test taker. 

The discussion about the issue of test-wiseness could be extended to include, for 

example, a description of different types of tasks and tests, and to what extent they may 

trigger test-wiseness. Suffice it to say for the moment, however, that the knowledge test 

takers have of how to tackle specific test tasks may affect their performance in testing 

situations. In this respect, what was proposed in the present study was an investigation 

of whether individuals known to be under the effect of test-wiseness outperform, by 

having higher marks and being faster in the same reading tests, individuals who do not 

possess test-wiseness. 

2.3.4- Time Allocation 

 As I mentioned in the introductory chapter, not much has been said about the 

allocation of time in language tests. In testing, time allotment refers to the amount of 

time that test takers have to accomplish the test tasks, information that must be 

explicitly given to test takers (Douglas, 2000). Since reading speed has been shown to 
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correlate with reading comprehension, as it was discussed in chapter 1 (see also 

Alderson, 2000), time allocation is a delicate issue in reading tests. I have already 

provided the example of Block (1992), who concluded that some of the participants in 

her study may have been characterised as less proficient readers due to their longer 

reading times, what, in that case, did not mean that they were unskilled readers. 

According to Rankin (1970), when the content of reading material is complex, and 

when readers have a more demanding reading purpose, for example, when their reading 

processes involve critical thinking in order to better understand a complex text, then the 

correlation between reading speed and text comprehension will be minimal. 

 Perhaps allotting test time in accordance with the task purposes is a reasonable 

alternative (Urquart & Weir, 1998). Thus, it would make sense to allow test takers more 

time for tasks which require high order processes such as inference making, which may 

in turn require rereading. Conversely, it might be pointless to have longer time 

allotments for tasks which require the scanning of specific pieces of information in a 

text. However, at least in the case of proficiency examinations, rarely does a test contain 

explicit information about how much time a test taker should spend on each task; what 

is provided, rather, is the total amount of time allowed to perform all the tasks in a given 

test. Knowing only the maximum amount of time allowed to be used in a test leaves test 

takers in charge of deciding how much time to allocate for each test task, a decision 

which in itself may be related to test-wiseness. For instance, test takers who are highly 

familiar with test tasks, may be more aware of which tasks require more time and which 

can be accomplished faster, an advantage that the ones not familiar with test tasks will 

not have. 

 Finally, as to what concerns reading in a second or foreign language, Alderson 

(2000) discusses research evidence for the fact that even readers at an advanced level of 
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proficiency in a foreign language may not read with the same ease with which they read 

in their native languages. Having this concern in mind, I decided to include a group of 

readers of English as their native language in this study. The idea was to verify whether 

any of the groups of participants, the EFL readers or the readers of English as their 

native language, would profit from having no time limit as opposed to taking their tests 

within a given time limit.  

 Having discussed the assessment of reading comprehension in this section, as 

well as individual differences, and models and components of the reading process in the 

previous sections, I shall now present a brief final section where I will try to relate the 

literature discussed in this chapter to the present study.

2.4- Relating the Issues Reviewed to the Present Study 

 As I have said at the beginning of this chapter, I proposed to review here some 

of the vast literature related to reading comprehension. Thus, according to the objectives 

stated in chapter 1, I concentrated here on the subjects that I believe may serve the 

purpose of constituting the theoretical basis of this study. I shall reiterate at this point 

that this study proposed to investigate two different issues that relate to the testing of 

reading comprehension. The first one relates to the implications of time allocation in a 

reading test, and the second is the issue of test-wiseness related to the same reading test. 

How I planned to achieve those objectives will be explained in detail in the next 

chapter. For the moment, I shall mention that the discussion I presented in the present 

chapter, stating how I view reading comprehension, and also approaching some issues 

on individual differences and on the assessment of reading comprehension, intended to 

provide the theoretical grounding for this study.
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CHAPTER III 

 METHOD 

 In this chapter, I will explain in detail how this study was conducted, in terms of 

the materials, participants and procedures involved in the process of data collection and 

in the analysis of such data. As I do this, I will also attempt to make it clear what 

parameters guided and supported my choices as to the aforementioned elements. 

Therefore, I may, at times, refer back to some of the theoretical background that I 

presented in the previous chapter. In order to be as reader-friendly as possible, I will 

also use some of the sub-sections in this chapter to describe and explain materials and 

procedures that do not directly constitute part of the data collection itself, but that refer 

to details which underlie the procedures involved throughout all the process of data 

collection.

   3.1- Participants 

A total of 63 people participated in the first part of this study, that is, they 

participated in the phase in which I selected the participants who were at an advanced 

level of reading proficiency in English, and who were, therefore, apt to take part in the 

second phase of the study, when I actually collected the data to be analysed. The 63 

participants were divided into four different groups. Three of these groups were 

composed of Brazilian EFL readers, while the participants in the other group were all 

readers of English as their native language. Most of the Brazilian EFL readers who 

participated in this study were enrolled in courses in which English was the target 

language; a requirement being that everyone taking such courses must comprehend as 

well as produce the target language (i.e., English) fluently. The EFL readers who were 



33

not enrolled in courses like those, had already concluded EFL courses at advanced 

levels, and some of those participants were also EFL teachers. From the sixty-three 

participants who took the readiness test (see sub-section 3.2.2 in this chapter), only 40 

were actually considered to be at an advanced level of reading proficiency in English, 

which was the required level of reading proficiency for the purposes of this study. The 

four groups of participants will be henceforth referred to as groups 1, 2, 3, and 4. I will 

next describe each group in as much detail as possible.  

3.1.1- Group 1 – EFL Students Preparing to Take the CAE Examination 

 The participants in group 1, in the first phase of the study, that is, the phase in 

which I selected the actual participants from whom I later collected the data, were 13 

adult EFL students preparing to take the CAE (Certificate in Advanced English) 

examination. At the time of the data collection, they all had been taking a regular CAE 

course for at least the second consecutive semester. Therefore, in this study, the 

participants in group 1 were the ones considered to be very familiar with the task types 

present in the reading paper of the CAE examination.  

 To say that someone is regularly enrolled in a course preparing to take a 

proficiency examination such as the CAE, usually means that they had either gone 

through a placement test previously to their entering the course, or that they have been 

promoted from one level lower than that, for instance, by having passed an examination 

at an immediately lower level, such as the FCE (First Certificate in English). The 

participants in group 1 of this study were all included in one of those two cases. Nine of 

these participants were then students at Phoenix Centro Joinvilense de Cultura e 

Idiomas, in Joinville – SC, henceforth referred to as Phoenix, and the other four were 

students at Sociedade Brasileira de Cultura Inglesa de Florianópolis Ltda., henceforth 
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referred to as Cultura Inglesa. From the thirteen participants in this group, 9 were 

considered apt for the second part of the study. 

3.1.2- Group 2 – Advanced EFL Readers Not Familiar with the CAE Examination 

 Group 2 was formerly composed of 19 Brazilian adults who were also fluent 

EFL readers but who were not preparing to take any proficiency examinations in EFL; 

neither were them acquainted with the format of the reading paper of the CAE 

examination. In this group, twelve of the participants were or had been EFL teachers in 

different language schools in Joinville. Four of the participants in this group were 

regularly taking an EFL course at an advanced level at a language school in Joinville. 

Finally, the other 3 participants had already concluded their EFL courses at advanced 

levels in different language schools. Seven out of the nineteen participants in this group 

were considered advanced EFL readers, according to the readiness test, and therefore 

were apt to participate in the second part of the study. 

3.1.3- Group 3- EFL Students Taking an MA course in English Language and Literature

Eighteen Brazilian adults were included in group 3, as prospective participants 

in the data collection phase. The participants in this group were all regularly taking the 

MA course in English Language and Literature at the Programa de Pós-Graduação em 

Letras/Inglês e Literatura Correspondente (PPGI) at UFSC (Universidade Federal de 

Santa Catarina). All the subjects offered at PPGI/UFSC are given in English, that is, the 

language used in those courses is English, with all the required readings for such 

courses being in English. Therefore, the participants in group 3 were expected to have a 

high level of reading comprehension in EFL. At the time this selection of participants 

happened, most of them were or had been EFL teachers, although they were not 

acquainted with the tasks present in the reading paper of the CAE examination. 
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Fourteen participants from this group were apt to take part in the subsequent phase of 

the study.

3.1.4- Group 4 – Readers of English as their Native Language 

 Group 4 was first composed of 13 adult English native speakers from different 

nationalities. Eight of these participants lived in Joinville and five of them lived in 

Florianópolis at the time they participated in this selection phase. Although most of 

them were or had been teachers of EFL in different language schools in Joinville, 

Florianópolis and/or in different countries, none of them was familiar with the reading 

paper of the CAE examination. Three of these participants did not achieve a satisfactory 

score to be considered advanced English readers according to the pre-established 

parameters for this study (as explained in subsection 3.2.2). Thus, in the second part of 

the study, group 4 was composed of 10 participants. 

3.2- Materials 

 In this section, I will describe the three different materials that I used in this 

study. The data which I am going to analyse and discuss in the next chapter refers to the 

outcomes of participants taking a complete reading paper of a past application of the 

CAE examination; I will henceforth refer to that material as the CAE reading paper.

However, prior to the data collection itself, a readiness test was used with the purpose 

of identifying the participants who were at the required level of reading proficiency in 

English for this study, namely advanced level; this test will henceforth be referred to as 

the readiness test. Still another reading material was applied to some of the participants 

before they actually took the readiness test. This material will be henceforth referred to 

as the practice material. From these materials, only one refers to the actual data 
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collection instrument in this study, and it is also the most complete of the three materials 

in terms of the tasks of which it is composed. It is the CAE reading paper. For these 

reasons, I will describe it first, in sub-section 3.2.1. The other two materials, namely the 

readiness test and the practice material, will be described respectively in sub-sections 

3.2.2 and 3.2.3. I decided not to describe the materials in a conventional chronological 

order because I believe this will facilitate the comprehension of the uses and purposes of 

these materials. For instance, I believe that having first read the description of the tasks 

that are present in the CAE reading paper, as well as having well understood the 

purpose of such a test in this study, the reader will more quickly and easily understand 

the components and the purposes of the other two materials,  and not otherwise.  To my 

own understanding, it seems that it only makes sense talking about the practice material, 

and its purpose is better justified, when the reader has a clear understanding of the 

readiness test and its purpose in this study. In the same way, what justifies the presence 

of the readiness test here is the fact that a test is being used to measure reading 

comprehension at a given level of proficiency, what is discussed in more detail in the 

first sub-section. I do hope that it makes as much sense to the readers of this thesis. In 

the final sub-section, 3.2.4, I will describe in detail how the readiness test and the CAE 

reading paper were graded. 

3.2.1- The CAE Reading Paper 

The questions I proposed to investigate in this study are related to the 

performance of EFL and native English readers at an advanced level of reading 

proficiency. Therefore, for a matter of validity, I had to either create or choose an EFL 

reading test at that level. For some reasons which I will attempt to explain next, I 

decided to use, as the data collection instrument in this study, the reading paper from a 

past application of the CAE examination. This examination is at level four of the 
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Cambridge ESOL (English for Speakers of Other Languages) examinations, what 

means, according to information found in a CAE handbook from 2003, that it “…is 

designed to offer a high-level qualification in the language to those wishing to use 

English for professional or study purposes” (p.6). 

In line with the issue of validity discussed in the previous chapter, one of the 

main reasons why I decided not to design a specific test to suit the purposes of this 

study was due to practical aspects. For instance, given that I am not an expert EFL test 

writer nor can I easily contact any such professionals, and also because of time 

constraints, it would be certainly too hard for me to design and pilot a test until I could 

say it was reliable to a safe degree and I could then use it properly. Thus, I chose a 

reading paper from a past application of the CAE examination (see appendix A, on p. 

86). This test had supposedly been piloted and had actually been applied with the very 

purpose of identifying whether test takers were at an advanced level of EFL reading 

proficiency according to the examination specifications. 

 The fact that the CAE reading paper is composed of three different task types, 

therefore attempting to test different reading skills, was also a contributing factor 

guiding my choice. I am in favour of this kind of test because research has indicated that 

the use of different task types is expected to minimise method effects, therefore 

maximising the validity of the test (see Aebersold & Field, 1997; Alderson, 2000; 

Alderson, Clapham, & Wall, 1995; Nutall, 2004; and Urquart, & Weir, 1998). The 

choice for such a test was then also an attempt to control for the effects of task 

familiarity as well as for test-wiseness, in the hope that all participants would be able to 

perform to the best of their English reading ability. 

 In terms of format, the CAE reading paper contains four parts: two multiple

matching tasks (parts 1 and 4) aiming at specific information from short thematically 

related texts; one gapped text task (part 2) which focuses on text structure, and a 
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multiple choice task (part 3), whose main focus is “detail, gist, opinion/attitude” (CAE 

Handbook, 2003: 9). The questions in parts 1 and 4 are worth one mark each, and each 

question in parts 2 and 3 carries two marks. 

 In part 1 of the CAE reading paper used as the data collection instrument in this 

study, there were 6 short texts on the topic of films on video, and there were 15 multiple 

matching questions which could relate to any of the texts. The texts in part 1 were all 

film reviews of video releases. Part 4 presented a magazine article with five short texts 

about a writer’s day, and 17 multiple matching questions addressing any of the texts. In 

each part, the task consisted in matching every question to the short text(s) to which the 

test taker thought the question related.

Part 2 was composed of a magazine article under the title Where the landscape 

will do the walking, from which six paragraphs had been removed. On the page 

following the text, there were seven paragraphs from which six were the ones that had 

been removed from the text, and one worked as a distracter. The task consisted in 

inserting the six removed paragraphs back to the text, therefore not including the 

distracter paragraph.

As to the multiple choice task, the participants had to read a magazine article 

about an artist, and then answer seven multiple choice questions. For each question 

there were four possible answers from which the test takers could choose only one. 

3.2.2 – The Readiness Test 

In order to investigate the performance of individuals at an advanced level of 

reading proficiency in English, a sine qua non condition was to have, as participants in 

this study, individuals at that specific level of reading proficiency. Therefore, a 

readiness test (Bachman, 1990) was applied to all the possible participants, prior to their 

taking the CAE reading paper. According to Bachman, when a given test has the 
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purpose of selection, for example when a test intends to verify whether or not students 

are at a required level of ability to enter a course for instructional purposes, this test may 

be called a “readiness test”. In this study, I propose to extend this meaning of readiness 

tests, to include the purpose of verifying whether or not individuals are ready to take a 

test at a given level of proficiency.

Again, instead of designing a brand-new test, I decided to count on previously 

tested tests, especially due to the same aspect of practicality involving reliability and 

validity issues as explained in the previous sub-section. This time, though, the choice 

was not for a complete test; I rather chose specific tasks from the reading papers of two 

different examinations. 

  With the purpose of both minimising method/practice effects and at the same time 

including task types which the participants would find in the CAE reading paper, three 

different tasks were chosen out of the reading papers of two different examinations (see 

appendix E, on p. 101). The reasoning for the latter explanation is that having worked 

with such task types in the readiness test would ensure that all the participants would 

have been somewhat familiar with the tasks they were going to find in the CAE reading 

paper. This is reasonable having in mind that the participants in groups 2 (the advanced 

EFL readers not familiar with the CAE reading paper), 3 (the EFL students taking an 

MA course in English language and literature), and 4 (the readers of English as their 

native language) had not had any previous contact with a CAE reading paper. 

 The tasks which composed the readiness test were then one multiple matching

task, one multiple choice task and one gapped text task. The first and the third tasks 

were taken from the reading paper of a past application of the FCE (First Certificate in 

English, by Cambridge ESOL Examinations) examination. Each question in the first 

task was worth one mark, and the questions in the third task carried two marks each. 

The multiple choice task was taken from a reading paper of a past application of the 
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CAE examination, different from the CAE reading paper which was the data collection

instrument in this study. Each question in this task carried two marks. 

 Following the advice given by Henning (1987) (see also Alderson, Clapham, & 

Wall, 1995), when deciding about the validity of the proposed readiness test, I asked for 

the help of test users as well as of experienced proficiency examiners who had been 

working with Cambridge ESOL examinations for over 10 years. In order to reach an 

agreement as to what score in the readiness test would indicate that the participants were 

at the advanced level of reading proficiency in English, we took into account two main 

factors. The first one was that the FCE examination is at one level lower than the CAE 

examination, that is, the FCE examination is addressed to individuals at an intermediate 

stage of proficiency. The other factor relates to our consideration of the fact that a score 

of around 60% gives candidates a passing grade in both examinations. We then agreed 

that the participants who achieved a score of 90% (which tends to be considered an “A” 

grade) or above in the tasks from the FCE reading paper, and 60% or above in the task 

at the CAE level, would be considered “ready” to take a whole CAE reading paper. 

Those participants might be characterised as being at an advanced level of reading 

proficiency in English.

 However, to make matters a little more complex, when the tests were graded I 

noticed that, unexpectedly, some participants who did not achieve the minimum set 

score of 90% in the tasks from the FCE examination, got 100% in the task at the CAE 

level, which was supposed to be at a higher level of complexity. I then had some more 

discussions with the experienced teachers and examiners who were helping me, and I 

asked advice from a professional in statistics as well. In the end, we agreed that, since 

the tasks from the two different levels were now part of a same test, it would be fair to 

consider a balance between the outcomes of the performance of the participants in each 

part of the test. Therefore, still considering those high and low scores of 90% and 60% 
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as previously described, for the purposes of this study, every participant who got a mean 

score of 75% or above in the whole readiness test was considered to be at the advanced 

level of reading proficiency in English. That is, they would be ready to take the CAE 

reading paper. 

3.2.3- The Practice Material 

When talking to the participants previously to the data collection, and even 

previously to their taking the readiness test, I found out that some of them had never had 

any previous contact with multiple matching or gapped text tasks. Therefore, those 

participants were provided with some practice material in order for them to get 

acquainted with those tasks even before they took the readiness test. This procedure was 

in agreement with Urquart and Weir (1998) and Weir (1993) who argues that “every 

attempt should be made to ensure that candidates are familiar with the task type and 

other examination features before sitting a test” (p. 152). 

 The practice material consisted of two tasks from the reading paper of a past 

application of the FCE examination (different from the ones used in the readiness test): 

one multiple matching task and one gapped text task (see appendix G, on p. 108). Those 

participants who needed the practice material worked on their own with the two tasks, 

and I provided them with an answer key for each task. 

3.2.4- Grading the Tests 

As it was previously mentioned, all reading materials used in this study were 

taken from actual reading papers from past applications of Cambridge ESOL 

examinations.  The papers were gently granted by Cultura Inglesa, which is an 

authorised Cambridge ESOL examination centre. Given that the authorised centres 

which apply the examinations overseas do not normally have access to the answer keys 



42

to the papers, I myself did not have access to them, either. Therefore, in order to grade 

the participants’ tests, I had to prepare an answer key for each of the two tests I used. To 

achieve such a purpose, I certainly took both tests, but this might not have been reliable 

enough for research purposes. Thus, in order to increase the reliability of the answer 

keys that I would have to prepare, I invited seven EFL teachers to collaborate as raters 

in this study. Their task was to take the tests and inform me of the answer they 

attributed to each question, as well as to discuss in order to reach agreement in case 

there were any discrepancies among the answers given by the different raters. All of the 

raters were experienced EFL teachers and five of them were actually oral examiners for 

the Cambridge ESOL examinations; three of these were native English speakers. These 

raters were the same professionals who helped me to work on the readiness test 

specifications, with the exception of the statistician, who is not in the field of EFL 

teaching. 

 I must report here that it took longer than I expected to have the raters take the 

tests and discuss until we could reach an agreement as to the correct answers. Thus, 

because of this time constraint, and having in mind that all the participants were 

expected to have a good level of reading comprehension in English, as described in the 

previous section, I asked all the participants who took the readiness test to take the CAE 

reading paper as well. Otherwise it could happen that some of the participants might not 

be available when I finally needed them for the second and most important part of the 

study, that is, the data collection. 

3.3- Procedures 

 In this section, I will explain first the procedures used in the application of the 

readiness test. In the sequence, I will explicitly present the results of the readiness test. 
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Finally, I will describe each step in the data collection process, as well as I will give a 

brief account of how the data from this study were analysed. 

3.3.1- Taking the Readiness Test 

The objective of the readiness test was to verify whether test takers were at the 

required, advanced level of reading proficiency in English. I was not interested, at that 

moment, in how fast the participants could finish doing their tests. Therefore, I made it 

more of a power test (Alderson, 2000) and allowed participants to take as much time as 

they needed to accomplish the three tasks in the test. 

 In some instances, as it was the case with some participants from group 1, and 

some more from group 3, due to constraints concerning participants’ availability, more 

than one participant took the readiness test simultaneously and, in those instances, in the 

same room. However, in most of the cases the readiness test was taken by one 

participant at a time. In all cases participants worked on their own and were not allowed 

to check any information with anyone else, nor were they allowed to use dictionaries or 

any material other than a pen or a pencil.   

 Because neither the content nor the format of the test tasks were modified in 

any way from what is presented in the original papers, some instructions were given 

orally before the participants started the readiness test. For instance, in the test sheets, 

after each instruction for a task completion there is the following statement: “Mark your 

answers on the separate answer sheet”, which the participants were not supposed to do 

since no answer sheet was provided. They were then instructed to mark their answer for 

each question in the corresponding spaces provided in the test sheets. I also instructed 

the participants to ask me any questions whenever they were in doubt about how to 

approach any of the tasks. Moreover, the very first instruction the participants were 

given orally was to carefully read all the instructions before completing their tests. 
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3.3.2- Results of the Readiness Test 

 In this sub-section, I will present the results of the readiness test for each group 

of participants. To achieve such a purpose, four tables will be displayed which show the 

number of participants in a sequence (i.e., from 1 to 63), and the participants’ mark in 

each part of the test (i.e., a mark related to the tasks at the FCE level, as well as a mark 

relating to the task at the CAE level). The table also shows the actual result of the test, 

that is, whether each participant was considered ready (R) or not (NR) to participate in 

the second part of this study.

 The following table, Table 1, presents the results of the readiness test for group 

1, that is, the EFL readers preparing to take the CAE examination.    

Table 1: Results of the Readiness Test for Group 1

Participant FCE Tasks CAE Task Mean Result 
1 48,81 33,33 41,07 NR 

2 89,28 100,00 94,64 R 

3 92,86 100,00 96,43 R 

4 59,52 83,33 71,43 NR 

5 92,86 66,66 79,76 R 

6 96,43 83,33 89,88 R 

7 85,71 66,66 76,19 R 

8 72,62 83,33 77,98 R 

9 77,38 66,66 72,02 NR 

10 76,19 100,00 88,10 R 

11 77,38 83,33 80,36 R 

12 100,00 100,00 100,00 R 

13 51,19 66,66 58,93 NR 
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As the data in Table shows, only nine out of the 13 prospective participants from 

group 1 were considered apt to take part in the data collection process. 

 As to the advanced EFL readers not familiar with the CAE examination, group 

2, from the 19 prospective participants only seven were considered ready to take part in 

the data collection in the present study, as shown in Table 2 below. 

Table 2: Results of the Readiness Test for Group 2
Participant FCE Tasks CAE Task Mean Result 

14 71,43 83,33 77,38 R 

15 88,10 66,66 77,38 R 

16 41,66 16,66 29,16 NR 

17 50,00 66,66 58,33 NR 

18 52,38 50,00 51,19 NR 

19 55,95 16,66 36,31 NR 

20 82,14 33,33 57,74 NR 

21 89,28 100,00 94,64 R 

22 76,19 66,66 71,43 NR 

23 64,28 66,66 65,47 NR 

24 48,81 33,33 41,07 NR 

25 51,19 66,66 58,93 NR 

26 89,28 66,66 77,97 R 

27 92,85 50,00 71,43 NR 

28 96,43 83,33 89,88 R 

29 71,43 83,33 77,38 R 

30 89,28 83,33 86,31 R 

31 52,38 83,33 67,86 NR 

32 45,24 66,66 55,95 NR 
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The following table presents the results of the readiness test for group 3, which 

was composed of EFL students taking an MA course in English language and literature. 

From the data displayed in the table, it is possible to visualize what was briefly 

commented in sub-section 3.1.3, when I explain that fourteen out of the eighteen readers 

from group 3, who took the readiness test, were considered ready to participate in the 

data collection phase of this study.

Table 3: Results of the Readiness Test for Group 3 
Participant FCE Tasks CAE Task Mean Result 

33 59,52 66,66 63,09 NR 

34 100,00 83,33 91,67 R 

35 89,28 66,66 77,97 R 

36 76,19 100,00 88,10 R 

37 88,10 83,33 85,72 R 

38 84,52 66,66 75,59 R 

39 100,00 100,00 100,00 R 

40 100,00 83,33 91,67 R 

41 75,00 83,33 79,17 R 

42 72,61 50,00 61,31 NR 

43 47,62 33,33 40,48 NR 

44 100,00 66,66 83,33 R 

45 84,52 83,33 83,93 R 

46 85,71 100,00 92,86 R 

47 69,05 50,00 59,53 NR 

48 96,43 83,33 89,88 R 

49 92,85 83,33 88,09 R 

50 92,85 66,66 79,76 R 
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Finally, the results of the readiness test for group 4, the readers of English as 

their native language, are presented in Table 4. It was already commented, in sub-

section 3.1.4, that 3 out of the 13 readers of English as their native language were not 

considered ready for the data collection according to the purposes of this study. 

Therefore, group four was composed of 10 participants in the data collection phase. 

Table 4: Results of the Readiness Test for Group 4
Participant FCE Tasks CAE Task Mean Result 

51 92,85 100,00 96,43 R 

52 79,76 83,33 81,55 R 

53 96,43 100,00 98,22 R 

54 100,00 100,00 100,00 R 

55 40,48 66,66 53,57 NR 

56 89,28 100,00 94,64 R 

57 96,43 100,00 98,22 R 

58 71,43 66,66 69,05 NR 

59 79,76 83,33 81,55 R 

60 100,00 100,00 100,00 R 

61 92,85 66,66 79,76 R 

62 100,00 100,00 100,00 R 

63 48,81 33,33 41,07 NR 

 Now that the purposes and the results of the readiness test used in this study 

were presented and discussed, it is time to explain in detail how the actual data for this 

study was collected. Therefore, in the next sub-section, I will present information about 

the two different conditions in which the readers who were considered ready to 

participate in the data collection process of this study took the CAE reading test. 
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3.3.3- Taking the CAE Reading Paper 

In the second part of the study, participants took a complete reading paper 

from a past application of the CAE examination. Given that the CAE reading paper is 

the actual instrument of data collection in this study, each of the four groups of 

participants was divided into two sub-groups to suit the purposes of this investigation. 

In this way, the EFL students preparing to take the CAE examination, group 1 in this 

study, were divided into subgroups 1.1 and 1.2. The group of advanced EFL readers not 

familiar with the CAE examination was divided into subgroups 2.1 and 2.2. In the same 

way, group 3, the ELF students taking an MA course in English language and literature 

were divided into subgroups 3.1 and 3.2. Finally, the readers of English as their native 

language, group four in this study, were also divided into two subgroups, namely 

subgroups 4.1 and 4.2. At this point, it is worth reiterating that besides comparing the 

performance of the different groups of participants, I also intended to make some intra-

group comparisons.  I would like to observe how participants from the same group 

would perform in two different conditions, namely in a time limit condition, henceforth 

also referred to as condition 1, and in a no time limit condition, that is, condition 2.

Therefore, in order to control for test method effects and maximise the internal validity 

of the study (Howell, 1992), the participants in each group (1, 2, 3, and 4) were 

randomly assigned to each of the conditions (e.g., participants from group 1 were 

randomly assigned to be part of either subgroup 1.1 or 1.2, and so forth). 

 Participants in condition 1 worked in as similar a manner as possible to test 

takers in actual examination conditions. They worked individually and had a maximum 

time of 1hr and 15 min to conclude their tests, which also included the transferring of 

the answers to a separate answer sheet. This time of 1 hr and 15 min was chosen 

because it is the time limit test takers are allowed in the actual examination conditions. 
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A timer was used both to control for the maximum time limit and also to record the time 

that each participant actually spent to accomplish the whole test.  

 In condition 2, participants worked individually, too, but they could spend as 

long as they needed to conclude their tests. Oral instruction was given to ask the 

participants in this condition to disregard the instruction, in the test sheet, that told them 

to spend a maximum time of 1hr and 15 min. As in condition 1, again, a timer was used 

to register the total time spent by each participant who, as the ones in the other 

condition, also had to transfer their answers to a separate answer sheet. In this condition, 

the time for the transferring of the answers to the answer sheet was also counted in the 

total time spent by each participant on the test, as in condition 1. 

3.3.4- Framework for Data Analysis 

 Thinking of the research questions that I asked in the introductory chapter of 

this thesis, I analysed the data from this research in three main ways. There were two 

types of inter-group comparisons and one of intra-group comparisons. The inter-group 

comparisons were made with the purpose of comparing the mean scores in the CAE 

reading paper of the participants in group 1, with the mean scores of each of the other 

groups in the same test. Therefore, the mean scores of subgroup 1.1 were compared to 

the mean scores of each subgroup in condition 1, and the mean scores of subgroup 1.2 

were compared to the mean scores of each subgroup in condition 2. One of the mean 

scores compared refers to the participants’ marks in the test, and the other score refers to 

the mean time spent by each subgroup to conclude their tests. The intra-group 

comparison aimed at observing whether it was in condition 1 or in condition 2 that each 

of the four main groups of participants had higher mean marks in the CAE reading 

paper. As to statistical methods, since the t test is considered appropriate for verifying 
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whether there is statistical significance between two means (see Howell, 1992; and 

Woods, Fletcher & Hughes, 1986) , I opted for this statistical test.
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CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

In this chapter, I will present and discuss the results of this study. The first and 

foremost objective of this chapter is, certainly, to answer the research questions that 

were posed in chapter 1. However, as each of the research questions is answered, the 

discussion will be also extended to include some comments about the general tendencies 

that were observed during the data analysis. Still while discussing the results of this 

study, I will try to relate them to those of some of the studies that were reviewed in 

previous chapters. After the research questions have been discussed and the observed 

tendencies have been commented, a section will be included with two purposes. The 

first one is to tackle the issue of the readiness test. Although it was not the main concern 

in this study, it was surely an important part prior to the data collection process. I will 

therefore discuss the implications of the readiness test used in this study, an issue that I 

understand as relevant for research in language testing, more precisely, in the testing of 

reading. The other purpose is to make a general concluding discussion trying to put 

together all the issues that will be discussed in this chapter. According to the 

aforementioned overview of this chapter, and in the hope to make it as clear as possible 

to the reader, it is divided into four sections. In an attempt to minimise any complexities 

that may be related to the design of this study, in the first section I will briefly restate 

the objectives of the study and how I actually collected and analysed the data to achieve 

each of them. In the second section, I will present and discuss the results of the study 

that are pertinent to research question 1. The third section is dedicated to answering 

research question 2. Finally, in the fourth section, I will briefly discuss the implications 

of the readiness test in this study in one sub-section, as well as I will try to make a final 

general discussion including all the issues tackled in this chapter in the final sub-section.
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4.1- Summarising the Objectives and the Design of the Study 

 In this section, I shall elaborate more on each of the research questions that I 

posed in the first chapter before I actually answer them in the subsequent sections. 

Given that the research questions are obviously related to the objectives of the study, I 

will also reemphasise the objectives as well as I will briefly refer to some of the 

underlying theoretical background that supports this study. This section is divided into 

two sub-sections, each one approaching the objective related to one of the two research 

questions, and also clarifying how I collected and analysed the data to answer each of 

the two questions.

4.1.1- Objective and Design Concerning Research Question 1 

The first objective of this study relates to the issue of time allocation in tests of 

reading comprehension. As I discussed in chapters 1 and 2, there are many researchers 

who found evidence to say that fast reading strongly correlates with ease of text 

comprehension (e.g., Gagné, Yekovich & Yekovich, 1993), and conversely, that slow 

reading would indicate unskilled reading, that is, more difficulty in the process of text 

comprehension (e.g., Jones, 1995). However, there are those who claim that not always 

does fast reading indicate good text comprehension (e.g., Rankin, 1970), or that slow 

reading cannot always be related to unskilled reading (e.g., Block, 1992).

Based on my readings of what some research outcomes have indicated 

concerning the related issues of reading speed and time allocation in reading tests, I 

found pertinent to ask the following research question: Do advanced EFL readers and 

proficient readers of English as their native language have higher marks when taking a 

reading test within a given time limit or when they take the same test in a no time limit 

condition? That was the first question, which I will approach more deeply in the next 
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section. For the moment, I shall just elaborate a little more on what exactly I meant with 

such a question, and on how I collected and analysed the data to answer it. 

As to the issue of time allocation, as I mentioned in the first chapter, it is known 

that many test takers complain, at least informally, about the time they are allowed to 

spend on the reading papers of examinations such as the CAE. The usual complaint is 

that those test takers usually find that they have too strict a time limit to be able to 

perform all the test tasks and to fill in their respective answer sheets. Therefore, I 

thought it could be enlightening to conduct an experiment with the reading paper of one 

such examination in two different conditions. In the study I am reporting, the 

participants in condition 1 had exactly the same time limit as they would have in actual 

examination conditions, that is, 1 hr and 15 min. The participants in condition 2, on the 

other hand, did not have any time limit at all.  

The procedure applied in condition 2, of having no time limit to conclude the 

test, is the proposal of power tests. Power tests intend to measure the ability for which 

they are designed, not taking into account the time test takers spend to demonstrate such 

ability, that is, allowing test takers to spend as long as they need to conclude their tests 

(see Allison, 1999; Bachman, 1990).  

As I have informed in the method chapter, there were four different groups of 

participants in this study. Therefore, in order to compare the performance of the 

participants in each of the two conditions, I divided each of the four groups into two 

subgroups. That is why I had subgroups 1.1 and 1.2, 2.1 and 2.2, 3.1 and 3.2, and 4.1 

and 4.2. I shall mention thus, that the comparisons that were made with the purpose of 

answering research question 1 were intra-group comparisons, that is, I compared the 

scores of the participants in a same group in the two different conditions. For instance, 

the mean score of subgroup 1.1, in terms of the participants’ marks in the test, were 

compared to that of subgroup 1.2; subgroup 2.1 was compared to subgroup 2.2 and so 
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on. In this way, I could verify whether the participants in each of the four groups had 

higher marks when ample time was given or whether allowing them to spend as much 

time as they needed did not make any difference in the outcomes of their tests.  

4.1.2- Objective and Design Concerning Research Question 2 

As a second objective of this study, I intended to investigate the implications of 

test-wiseness in a reading comprehension test. I am using the term test-wiseness just as 

Allison (1999) presents it, that is, relating it to task familiarity effects, in the sense that 

being very familiar with task types may help test takers to approach such tasks more 

strategically. In order to achieve this second purpose, I could either give special 

treatment, in terms of task familiarity, to one of the groups of participants, or include a 

group of participants known to possess test-wiseness for they were very familiar with 

the task types included in the test I would use. The latter option was chosen. At this 

point, it is worth reinforcing the assumption that one or two exposures to a given test 

task will not normally be enough to make a test taker become test-wise in the sense that 

test-wiseness has been defined in this study. 

Once test takers know how best to perform the tasks in a test, such test takers 

might be expected to finish their tests faster and perhaps to achieve better results than 

test takers who do not possess such test-wiseness. Therefore, the implications I 

attempted to investigate with research question 2 relate to the mean marks and to the 

mean time spent by the participants in the CAE reading paper. Thus, the second 

research question in this study reads as follows: Do advanced EFL readers under the 

effects of test-wiseness have higher marks and finish their tests faster than advanced 

EFL readers and/or proficient readers of English as their native language who are both 

being exposed to the test for the first time? 
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 Given that I intended to compare the scores of the participants under the effect of 

test-wiseness to those of the participants in the other three groups, who were not so 

influenced, the comparisons established in order to answer research question 2 were 

inter-group comparisons. Therefore, the mean scores, both in terms of the participants’ 

marks, and of the total time they spent on the CAE reading paper, of subgroup 1.1 were 

compared to those of subgroups 2.1, 3.1, and 4.1. In the same way, the mean scores of 

subgroup 1.2 were compared to those of each of the other subgroups in condition 2, that 

is, subgroups 2.2, 3.2, and 4.2. 

 I shall reiterate at this point, that every participant in this study was timed, even 

the ones in condition 1, in which the participants were only allowed a maximum time 

limit of l hr and 15 min. This timing procedure was a necessary one if the 

aforementioned comparisons were to be established. Besides that, there was also the 

intention to verify whether the participants in condition 1 in this study would actually be 

able to finish their tests within the established time limit. In addition, another intention 

was to observe whether any of the subgroups would spend a mean time which was 

shorter than the 75 min that they would be allowed in actual examination conditions. 

Since all the comparisons made in this study were comparisons between two means, a t-

test was used as a statistical tool to verify whether any of the differences between the 

means that were compared was statistically significant. 

4.2- Results and Discussion for Research Question 1 

In this section, I will first explicitly answer research question 1. After that, I will 

extend the discussion to include comments on the general tendencies that can be 

observed from the analysed data. This section is thus divided into two sub-sections. In 

the first sub-section, which I will call Answering research question 1, as the title 



56

suggests, I will answer that question based on the statistical analyses that were made 

with the collected data. In sub-section 4.2.2, which I will call Observed tendencies in 

relation to time allocation, I will still refer to research question 1, but this time with the 

purpose of focusing on the general tendencies observed in this study. The comments 

made in this sub-section may shed some light on the general discussion of the issue of 

time allocation in tests of reading comprehension. 

4.2.1- Answering Research Question 1 

It is now time to answer research question 1, which asked: Do advanced EFL 

readers and proficient readers of English as their native language have higher marks 

when taking a reading test within a given time limit or when they take the same test in a 

no time limit condition? As I stated in chapter 3, and reiterated in the previous section, 

all the comparisons that were made in this study refer to the mean scores of each 

subgroup of participants. Therefore, in order to present the relevant data to answer 

research question 1, I will display a table that presents the following information: a) the 

number of participants (N) in each subgroup; b) the mean score (M) of each subgroup in 

terms of the participants’ marks in the CAE reading paper; the standard deviation (SD)

of each mean; and the coefficient of variance (CV) for each subgroup. This information 

is presented in Table 5 on the next page.
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   Table 5: Mean Mark of each Subgroup in the CAE Reading Paper
Subgroup N M SD CV (%)

1.1 5 55,52 15,55 28,01 

1.2 4 65,09 24,82 38,13 

2.1 3 53,44 5,08 9,50 

2.2 4 56,90 14,68 25,80 

3.1 8 70,90 14,77 20,83 

3.2 6 71,55 14,59 20,39 

4.1 6 81,03 6,30 7,77 

4.2 4 86,21 9,04 10,49 

From the information presented in Table 5, one aspect which may call the 

reader’s attention first, is the fact that all subgroups in condition 2 had higher marks 

than their counterparts, that is, the subgroups in condition 1. This might have indicated 

that, having had plenty of time to perform all the tasks in the CAE reading paper used in 

this study, may have really contributed for the participants with such an advantage to 

achieve higher marks than their counterparts. That would mean that the answer to 

research question 1 would be “yes”. However, when it comes to analysing those results 

to verify whether the differences found are statistically significant, we have to accept 

that the answer may be just the opposite. I said “may be” because the precise answer to 

the question involves the establishment of a level of significance. In this study a 

significance level of .05 (p <.05) was set. I shall next present the precise results of the t-

tests for the comparison between the mean marks of each subgroup in the CAE reading 

paper.

The first comparison verified whether there was any statistically significant 

difference between the mean marks of the participants in group 1, that is, the EFL 

students who were then preparing to take the CAE examination, in the two different 
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conditions. If we look at Table 5, we find the following numbers related to subgroup 1.1 

(i.e., the participants in group 1 who took the test in condition 1, within the time limit) 

(M = 55.52, SD = 15.55), and (M = 65.09, SD = 24.82) are the figures for subgroup 1.2 

(i.e., the participants in group 1 who took the test without a specified time limit, that is, 

in condition 2). Accordingly, the results of the t-test for this comparison is t(7) = .62, p

= .27. Having found a p value higher than the .05 which was set indicates that the 

difference in the comparison of these scores did not reach statistical significance. 

As to group 2, which included the advanced EFL readers not familiar with the 

CAE examination, the t-test showed that the difference between the mean marks of the 

participants in the two conditions was even less statistically significant than that found 

between subgroups 1.1 (related to condition 1) and 1.2 (participants in condition 2). The 

data displayed in Table 5 reveals that, again, it was in condition 1 that the participants, 

now from group 2, had lower marks (M = 53.44, SD = 5.08). Obviously then, subgroup 

2.2 had a higher mean mark (M = 56.90, SD = 14.68), t(5) = .33, p = .37.

The difference that was least statistically significant was that found for group 3, 

the Brazilian students taking an MA course in English language and literature. The 

participants in this group achieved the following numbers when taking the CAE reading 

paper in condition 1 (M = 70.90, SD = 14.77). Their counterparts, that is, subgroup 3.2 

(i.e., the ones in condition 2) obtained similar results (M = 71.55, SD = 14.59). The t-

test comparing the performance of these two subgroups, as expressed by their mean 

marks in the CAE reading paper, presents the following result:  t(12) = .08, p = .47. 

Finally, a comparison was established with the mean marks of the participants in 

group 4, that is, the readers of English as their native language. We can clearly observe 

that the difference between the mean marks of subgroups 4.1 and 4.2 in the CAE 

reading paper was the least distant from .05. Although in both conditions (condition 1= 

time limit; condition 2= no time limit) the participants in group 4 had higher marks than 
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any of the other subgroups, again, in condition 1, their mean mark was lower (M = 

81.03, SD = 6.30) than that of subgroup 4.2 (M = 86.21, SD = 9.04). Therefore, the 

result of the t-test for the comparison between the mean marks in the CAE reading 

paper of subgroups 4.1 and 4.2 are as follows: t(8) = .95, p = .18. 

As can be observed from the results of the t-tests presented above, the better 

scores that we can observe for each of the subgroups in condition 2, the no-time limit 

condition, were not statistically different from the scores of their counterparts, that is, 

the subgroups in condition 1. This means that, even though we can observe in Table 5, 

that all subgroups in condition 2 apparently outperformed their counterparts in terms of 

their mean marks in the CAE reading paper, the precise answer to research question 1 in 

this study is no. That is, it is not statistically confirmed that either advanced EFL readers 

or proficient readers of English as their native language have higher marks on a reading 

test when they are allowed to spend as much time as they need on such a test, than when 

they are not so allowed.

This first look at the collected data was with the sole purpose of answering 

research question 1. However, I would like to extend the discussion on the issue of time 

allocation to include some informed considerations with reference to the collected data. 

This discussion is presented in the next sub-section. 

4.2.2- Observed Tendencies in Relation to Time Allocation  

 In this sub-section, I will comment on the general tendencies that were observed 

in relation to the results of the data analysed in this study. I will also try to relate the 

results of this study, in what refers to time allocation, to some of the research that was 

reviewed in chapters 1 and 2. The discussion in this sub-section will refer to the data 

displayed in Table 5, and also to the data presented in Table 6. The data in Table 6 

summarises the mean marks of all the participants in the CAE reading paper in 
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Condition 1 and in Condition 2, irrespectively of the subgroup to which each participant 

belongs.

As it is already possible to observe in Table 5, but perhaps more clearly in Table 

6, in general terms, the participants in this study achieved higher marks in the CAE 

reading paper when they took it in Condition 2. As it was discussed in the previous sub-

section, however, the difference in the participants’ mean scores in terms of their marks 

in the test was not statistically significant for the purposes of this study.

 Perhaps the factor which is responsible for the lack of statistical significance of 

the results obtained with the data collected in this study was a lack of statistical power 

due to the small number of participants in each group and, in turn, in each condition. 

However, if we leave that statistical significance (p < .05) aside for the moment, it 

seems that we are still left with a clear tendency in favour of having plenty of time to 

perform all the tasks in a reading test. I will next attempt to relate the results of this 

study, in terms of time allocation, to other studies that were previously reviewed in 

chapters 1 and 2.

 I shall start by saying that the reading test used in the data collection of this 

study was not meant to distinguish between “good readers” and “less-skilled readers”, 

as it seems to have been the case of the reading proficiency measure in the study by 

Block (1992). Nor did this study investigate how the different participants behaved as 

they approached each of the different tasks, so as the issue of task complexity could be 

Table 6: Mean Mark from  All the Participants in the CAE Reading Paper  in Each  
Condition
  N   M   SD   CV(%)  

 Condition 1 (Time Limit)  22 67,79 16,19 23,89 

Condition 2 (No Time Limit) 18 70,11 19,40 27,68 
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discussed in some detail, as it was discussed by Jones (1995). This study also did not 

control for how many instances of rereading of a single passage each participant may 

have attempted (see discussion by Jones, 1995). Notwithstanding, I shall reiterate that 

the precise reason why I decided to include the no time limit condition, condition 2 in 

this study, was because I did take into account the issues related to reading speed and 

time allocation discussed by authors such as Block (1992) and Jones (1995).  

As I have already discussed, there seems to be in the literature in reading 

comprehension, and also in language testing, different views of what it means to read 

fast or slowly. Thus, as to the issue of time allocation, this study was actually an attempt 

to verify whether the results obtained from the data analyses would corroborate any of 

the current views in some way.    

 In general terms, the results of the data analysed in this study, in relation to time 

allocation, seem to demonstrate a tendency that would perhaps reinforce the claim of 

those researchers who argue in favour of ample time for text processing. Especially the 

ones who suggest that more time may be needed depending on the demands of the 

reading passages or tasks (e.g., Murray, 1995; Rankin, 1970), and on reading purposes 

(e.g., Davies, 1995; Nuttall, 2004).  Thus, were these results statistically significant, it 

would be safe to say that they corroborate the results of previous research that show that 

when having ample time to read their texts, readers may achieve better results in terms 

of comprehension. However, the results in the present study only showed a “tendency”. 

According to Davies (1995), and also to Nuttall (2004), a main factor that may 

influence the amount of time that any reader spends on a text is their reading purposes. 

For those authors, when a text is read for study purposes, readers may decide to spend 

more time in such a text than they would for other purposes, for example when they 

read for entertainment. To my understanding, in a reading test situation the purposes of 

readers may be similar to those of reading for study purposes. I believe the purposes are 
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similar to the extent that both situations, that is, reading for study purposes and reading 

in test situations, involve a reader reading at least one text for the purpose of 

demonstrating comprehension of that text in some way. Therefore, at least in the case of 

the participants involved in this study, we can notice this tendency for better results 

when readers have as much time as they need to process their texts, and in this case, to 

answer the test questions, as opposed to when they have only a set limited time. I shall 

again reiterate that it is a tendency only, thus not statistically confirmed. 

In what concerns the complexity of the texts present in the CAE reading paper 

used in this study, no analysis was conduced to inspect whether one text was more 

demanding than any of the others in any way. Nor was this an objective in this study. As 

to task demands, however, although again, no analysis of task demands was carried out, 

it may be enlightening to mention one more time that only one group of participants was 

very familiar with all the tasks used in this study. To be more precise, some of the 

participants in the other three groups had their first contact with gapped-text and

multiple matching tasks when they took part in this study. Therefore, at least for these 

participants, who may have considered such tasks more demanding than the multiple-

choice task, with which they were all very familiar, having had plenty of time to 

perform all the tasks may have been of some help. 

Given that the results reported so far did not reach statistical significance, all 

aspects related to time allocation that I have discussed in this study need more empirical 

investigation to be confirmed. As the title in this sub-section suggests, for the moment it 

is all about tendencies.
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4.3- Results and Discussion for Research Question 2 

In this section, I will discuss the results of this study in relation to the issue of 

test-wiseness. Therefore, I will explicitly answer research question 2 in this section. 

While discussing the data in order to answer research question 2, I will also refer to 

some of the theoretical background reviewed in chapter 2 in order to help me to explain 

the results. Also, as I did in the section related to research question 1, I will extend the 

discussion in the present section to make some comparisons that do not directly relate to 

research question 2, but that may be pertinent for discussions of test-wiseness related 

issues. As I make these comparisons, I will also comment on an observed tendency in 

relation to the groups which had the highest and lowest marks. Therefore, the present 

section is divided into two sub-sections. In the first one, I will explicitly answer research 

question 2 and discuss possible explanations for it, in light of the literature reviewed in 

chapter 2. In sub-section 4.3.2, I will go a step further and make a few more 

comparisons, as well as I will also comment on an observed tendency. 

4.3.1- Answering Research Question 2 

As I discussed again at the beginning of this chapter, research question 2 was 

asked with the intention to investigate whether test-wiseness would affect test takers’ 

results in a given reading test. The idea was first to compare the mean marks of the 

subgroups of participants known to be under test-wiseness effects to the mean marks of 

their counterparts. This was with the intention to verify whether the participants under 

test-wiseness effects would have higher marks in the CAE reading paper than the other 

participants. Also, the mean times spent by subgroups 1.1 and 1.2 were compared to the 

mean time spent by each of the other subgroups, according to the time condition in 

which they took the test. The objective was then to verify whether the participants in 

group 1 (the ones who were preparing to take the CAE examination) would be faster 
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than the other participants. Therefore, the following research question was posed: Do 

advanced EFL readers under the effects of test-wiseness have higher marks and finish 

their tests faster than advanced EFL readers and/or proficient readers of English as 

their native language who are being exposed to the test for the first time? 

Before I actually present and discuss the results for research question 2, I would 

like to reiterate two points once again. The first is that the participants considered to be 

under test-wiseness effects in this study are those belonging to group 1 (i.e., the EFL 

students preparing to take the CAE examination). The second point is that the mean 

scores of the participants in group 1 were compared to those of the participants in the 

other groups according to the condition in which they took the test. That is, the mean 

scores of the participants in subgroup 1.1 (the participants in group 1 who took the test 

in the time limit condition) were compared to those of all other subgroups in condition 

1. In the same way, the mean scores of subgroup 1.2 (the participants in group 1 who 

took the test in condition 2, the no time limit condition) were compared to those of all 

the other subgroups in condition 2. 

Since research question 2 relates to two different issues, I will approach each of 

them separately. I will first approach the inter-group comparisons in relation to the 

mean marks that each subgroup got in the CAE reading paper. Then, I will tackle the 

inter-group comparisons in relation to the mean time spent by each subgroup on the test. 

4.3.1.1- Comparing the mean marks of group 1 to those of the other groups 

To answer research question 2, in what concerns the comparisons of the mean 

marks of the participants in group 1 to those of the other groups of participants, we shall 

inspect Table 5 once again. We can clearly see that subgroup 1.1 only outperformed 

subgroup 2.1, in terms of their mean marks in the CAE reading paper. Group 2 included 

the advanced EFL readers not familiar with the CAE examination.  
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Given that subgroup 1.1 did not outperform any of the other subgroups in 

condition 1, in terms of their mean marks, the difference between the mean marks of 

subgroups 1.1 and 2.1 was the only one which required statistical analysis to verify its 

significance at the .05 level. In other words, subgroup 1.1 was actually outperformed by 

the other two subgroups in condition 1, namely subgroups 3.1 and 4.1, which included 

the Brazilian students taking an MA course in English language and literature, and the 

readers of English as their native language, respectively. 

A t-test was performed computing the values for subgroup 1.1 (M = 55.52, SD =

15.55) and those for subgroup 2.1 (M = 53.44, SD = 5.08), and thus presenting the 

following result: t(6) = .19, p = .42. Therefore the difference between the mean mark of 

subgroup 1.1 and that of subgroup 2.1 was not statistically significant for the purposes 

of this study. 

As to subgroup 1.2, it only outperformed one of the other subgroups in condition 

2, namely, subgroup 2.2. In other words, subgroup 1.2 was then outperformed by the 

other two subgroups, that is, subgroups 3.2 and 4.2. Thus, again, the only inter-group 

comparison which required statistical analysis to verify its significance was that 

involving groups 1 and 2, more precisely, between subgroups 1.2 and 2.2.

The numbers related to the mean mark of subgroup 1.2 (M = 65.09, SD = 24.82) 

and those related to subgroup 2.2 (M = 56.90, SD = 14.68) were computed by the 

statistical program which performed the t-test. This is the result of the t-test: t(6) = .49, 

p = .32. Therefore, the difference observed between the mean mark of subgroup 1.2 and 

that of subgroup 2.2 is not statistically significant for the purposes of this study.

At this point, after having discussed the data presented in Table 5, and also in 

light of the results calculated by the aforementioned t-tests, it is possible to give a partial 

answer to research question 2. I say partial because, up to this moment, I have been 

discussing the results for research question 2 only in what refers to the comparison 
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between the mean marks of group 1 in the CAE reading paper to the mean marks of the 

other groups in the same test. The discussion related to the comparison between the time 

spent by these groups in the test will be presented in the subsequent sub-section.

For the purpose of answering research question 2 only partially at the moment, I 

will break that question so as the answer given matches only the proper part of research 

question 2, that is, the part to which the answer is actually addressed. Thus,  the 

question being answered here should read only: Do advanced EFL readers under the 

effects of test-wiseness have higher marks in a reading test than advanced EFL readers 

and/or proficient readers of English as their native language who are both being 

exposed to the test for the first time? Not surprisingly at this point, the answer is “no”. 

In this study, the participants known to possess test-wiseness due to task familiarity 

effects did not achieve statistically significant higher scores in the reading test used, 

than the other participants, who were not familiar with the test tasks.  

Instead of looking for possible explanations for the fact that test-wiseness did 

not seem to be a factor affecting test takers performance, at least in what relates to their 

marks in the test, I prefer to discuss it the other way around. To my understanding, the 

point here is what may have helped the participants in groups 3 and 4 to compensate for 

not possessing test-wiseness. However, since this discussion will also involve the other 

half of the question, I will wait to discuss it together with the issue of “reading speed” at 

the end of the next sub-section. 

4.3.1.2- Comparing the mean times spent by group 1 to those spent by the other groups 

Having answered the first part of research question 2, it is now time to answer 

the other half of the question: Do advanced EFL readers under the effects of test-

wiseness finish a reading test faster than advanced EFL readers and/or proficient 
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readers of English as their native language who are both being exposed to the test for 

the first time?  

While to answer the first part of the question we referred back to the data 

displayed in Table 5, the other part of the answer requires information other than what is 

presented in Table 5. The missing information refers to the mean time spent in the CAE 

reading paper by each subgroup of participants, and it is presented in Table 7 below. 

Table 7: Mean Time of Each Subgroup in the CAE Reading Paper
Subgroup N M (min) SD CV (%)

1.1 5 71,80 6,40 8,91 

1.2 4 65,00 7,95 7,61 

2.1 3 75,00 0,00 0,00 

2.2 4 94,25 13,05 13,84 

3.1 8 69,50 5,61 8,08 

3.2 6 82,83 18,84 22,74 

4.1 6 64,83 6,52 10,05 

4.2 4 74,50 16,29 21,86 

The comparisons performed to verify whether the participants under test-

wiseness conditions were faster than the participants in the other groups were, 

obviously, inter-group comparisons. However, I shall mention again that some of the 

participants were taking their tests in condition 1, that is, under time pressure, and some 

were allowed to spend as much time as they needed, namely the ones in condition 2. 

Therefore, the mean time spent by subgroup 1.1 will be compared only to the mean time 

spent by each of the subgroups in condition 1. In a similar way, the mean time of 

subgroup 1.2 will be compared only to the mean time of each subgroup in condition 2. It 
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might not be fair to compare the mean scores of subgroup 1.2 to the mean scores of any 

of those subgroups in condition 1, given that the latter performed their tests within a 

time limit, while the former had no time constraints. 

Similarly to what happened in relation to the comparisons between the mean 

marks, in terms of reading speed, we can clearly observe that the participants in 

subgroup 1.1 had a lower mean time only than that of subgroup 2.1. The students taking 

the MA course in English, and the native readers were not at all slower than the 

participants under test-wiseness effects. Therefore, up to this point, the comparison 

between the mean times of subgroups 1.1 and 2.1 was the only one which required 

statistical analysis to prove or not the significance of the difference between the two 

means. 

The numbers related do subgroup 1.1 (the EFL students preparing to take the 

reading test, in condition 1) (M = 71.80, SD = 6.40) were computed in a t-test, together 

with the numbers related to subgroup 2.1 (the advanced EFL readers not familiar with 

the CAE examination, in condition 1) (M = 75.00, SD = .00). The result of the test for 

this comparison was t(6) = .75, p > .05. Therefore, we cannot say that the participants in 

subgroup 1.1 were faster than those in subgroup 2.1 because the difference between 

their mean times was not statistically significant, according to the level of significance 

established for this study. 

As to the subgroups in condition 2, the no time limit condition, looking at the 

data in Table 7 we can notice that, this time, group 1 apparently outperformed all the 

other groups in this condition. That is, the raw data show that the mean time spent by 

the participants in subgroup 1.2 was lower than that of each of the other subgroups in 

condition 2. We shall next see if any of these differences are statistically significant for 

the purposes of this study. 
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Computing the numbers for subgroup 1.2 (M = 65.00, SD = 7.95) and those for 

subgroup 2.2 (M = 94.24, SD = 13.05), we have a t-test result indicating t(6) = 2.10, p <

.05. Therefore, in this case, the difference between the mean time spent by subgroup 1.2 

(i.e., the participants in group 1 who took the test in condition 2, the no time limit 

condition) and that spent by subgroup 2.2 (the participants in group 2 who took their 

tests in the no time limit condition, too) was statistically significant. We can say, thus, 

with 95% of confidence, that in this study, the participants under test-wiseness effects 

were faster than those of group 2, when both groups took their tests in condition 2, that 

is, with no time limit. 

Comparing the mean time of subgroup 1.2 with that of subgroup 3.2 (M = 82.83, 

SD = 18.84), we have t(8) = 1.66, and p > .05. The result of the t-test for this 

comparison showed that the difference between the two means is not statistically 

significant. This means that the participants under test-wiseness effects were not faster 

than the students taking the MA course in English and literature, when both groups were 

in the no time limit condition. That is, subgroup 1.2 was not faster than subgroup 3.2 in 

the sense that the difference between the mean time spent by each subgroup was not 

statistically significant.  

 Finally, when the mean time of subgroup 4.2 (M = 74.50, SD = 16.29) was 

computed, the t-test showed the following result:  t(6) = .56, p > .05. Again, although 

we see different numbers expressing the mean time spent by subgroups 1.2 and 4.2, the 

difference between these two means did not reach statistical significance. Therefore, we 

cannot say, at least not with 95% of confidence, that the participants under test-wiseness 

influence were faster than the readers of English as their native language, when both 

groups took a reading test in a no time limit condition (i.e., condition 2 in this study).  
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4.3.2- Issues Relating Generally to Research Question 2 

 In this sub-section, I will discuss a few points that may relate to research 

question 2 as a whole, thus involving the issue of test-wiseness and its implications in a 

reading test. 

 First of all, according to what was already reviewed about test-wiseness (see 

Aebersold & Field, 1997; Allison, 1999), to my understanding, the biggest threat of test-

wiseness can be best understood as twofold. One main concern is that, in testing 

situations, test takers under the effect of test-wiseness may be better able to demonstrate 

their ability in taking tests of a given format than the ability that the test was designed to 

measure. However, a second threat is that knowing how to best tackle the tasks in a test, 

test takers might be able to better allocate the time to perform the different test tasks. 

This in turn might contribute for the test takers with test-wiseness advantages to finish 

their tests faster than the test takers who are not so advantaged. Overall, it seems that in 

this study, the fact that one group of participants possessed test-wiseness did not affect 

the results of this group, neither in terms of reading speed, nor in terms of the marks the 

participants in this group got in the test they took.

 I shall mention at this point that the idea to include groups 3 and 4 in this study, 

the MA students and the native speakers, respectively, had the very purpose of verifying 

to what extent test-wiseness would be an advantage to the test takers in condition 1. As 

it was reviewed in the section about individual differences in reading comprehension, if 

L2 readers are to be compared to proficient readers of a given language, we should 

include L2 readers at a very high level of reading proficiency in the L2.

 Despite the fact that all participants in this study took the readiness test, whose 

results indicated whether the participants were ready or not to take the CAE reading 

paper, I now believe that some of the participants in this study might be beyond CAE 

level. For instance, most of the participants in group 3 were or had been EFL teachers 
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by the time the data was collected. Moreover, they were all regularly taking an MA 

course in English language and literature, reading a great deal of academic articles 

written either in EFL or in English as an L1. As to the natives, most of them were or had 

been teachers of EFL, too. Most of those who were teachers had already taught English 

at advanced levels in different language schools.

 As it was reviewed in chapter 2, even readers at an advanced level of proficiency 

in a foreign language may not read as fast and as accurate as they do in their mother 

tongues (see Alderson, 2001). That perhaps explains why the participants in group four 

(the natives) achieved the highest marks in the test in both conditions, though they were 

only the fastest in condition 1.

 In summary, it might be the case that, despite the readiness test, the participants 

in this study were not actually at the same level of reading proficiency in English. If on 

the one hand all participants were ready to take the CAE reading paper, on the other 

hand, I believe that only the participants in groups 1 and 2 were at the advanced level of 

proficiency required for the CAE examination. The other two groups were probably 

beyond CAE level.  The fact that none of the groups achieved a mean mark of 95% or 

above in the CAE reading paper, what might be an indication that they were beyond 

CAE level, according to the parameters discussed for the readiness test in this study, is 

another issue. For the moment, the point is that ability in reading in the target language 

seems to have compensated for lack of familiarity with task types, at least in the case of 

the participants in groups 3 and 4.   

Having answered the research questions that were asked in this study, there are 

still some comments that I would like to make before I can close this chapter.   I will 

discuss the final issues in the next section. 
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4.4- Final Discussion 

 In this section, I will make the final comments in order to close this chapter. 

However, before I do this, I shall tackle, in the next sub-section, the implications of the 

readiness test used in this study. Thus, this section is divided into two sub-sections. In 

the first one, I will discuss some issues concerning the readiness test, and in the second 

one, I will make some final remarks. 

4.4.1- Implications of the Readiness Test 

 As it was discussed before, the purpose of the readiness test used in this study 

was to verify whether the prospective participants, the ones who participated in the first 

part of the study, prior to the data collection, were “ready” to take the CAE reading 

paper. The test that was selected, as it was explained in chapter 3, served the purpose to 

which it was intended, and can therefore be considered valid. However, now that the 

data for this study was collected and analysed, I see that things could have been 

different.

 I borrowed the concept of a readiness test from Bachman (1990), according to 

whom, when a test intends to verify whether students are ready for instruction at a 

certain level, this test can be called a ‘readiness test’. I proposed to extend the definition 

so as I could say that, if a test has the purpose of verifying whether individuals are 

‘ready’ to take a given test, this test can be called a ‘readiness test’, too.

 I still think that a readiness test is a valid type of test for the purpose of this 

study. However, perhaps the way I selected the test should have been different. At the 

time I selected the tasks to include in the readiness test used in this study, I asked the 

help of experienced EFL teachers who worked with proficiency examinations. We all 

agreed, then, that the test as it is (see appendix E, p. 101) would be a valid test for the 

purposes of this study. A closer look at the test, in light of the results discussed in this 
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chapter, make me think that the way I decided to assemble the tasks to form this 

readiness test would better serve the original purpose discussed by Bachman (1990).  

That is, I now believe it would be more appropriate to identify individuals who are 

ready to enter a preparatory course to take the CAE reading paper, than to identify test 

takers who are ready to take the CAE reading paper itself. This is mainly because in the 

readiness test I ‘selected’ there was only one task at the CAE level, the other two were 

one level lower than that, as explained in chapter 3. 

 The readiness test in this study was applied as a power test, therefore allowing 

test takers to spend as long as they needed to perform all the tasks in it. Thus, perhaps a 

better option of a readiness test for this study would have been the use of a complete 

reading paper from a past application of the CAE examination, different, of course, 

from the CAE reading paper used to collect the data. The reasoning would be that, any 

participant who got a mark equal or above 60 in the CAE reading paper used as a 

readiness test, would be considered apt to take a CAE reading paper, since 60 is a 

passing grade, according to the examination specifications.  

We would still be left with the problem that some of the participants might be 

beyond CAE level. A way out could be, perhaps, to work with an average mark, 

between the lowest passing grade and the highest one, with anyone getting a mark lower 

than 60, or above the average between 60 and the highest mark, not being included as 

participants in the study. Then, perhaps one single readiness test would serve two 

different purposes, the one which was already discussed and a second one, aiming also 

at identifying test takers who might be beyond the desired level of proficiency. 

I surely understand that having this kind of test used for research purposes is a 

delicate issue, as are many issues in language testing. For instance, in sub-section 3.2.2, 

I reported the fact some of the prospective participants who took the readiness test in 

this study got higher marks in the task that was meant to be testing comprehension at a 
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higher level than their marks in the tasks at a supposedly lower level. Would this 

indicate that the candidates were ready to take a reading test at an advanced level of 

proficiency but were not ready for a test at intermediate level? Probably not. Perhaps 

such a fact has to do with the level of complexity of the tasks included in the readiness 

test used in this study.  What I can suggest at this point is that more research on the 

topic is needed before we can have a better position in relation to the application of 

readiness tests.  

The discussion is not closed, but I will stop right here, since this chapter needs to 

be concluded, what I will do next. 

4.4.2- Final Remarks 

 Investigating the assessment of reading comprehension is not at all a simple 

endeavour. Perhaps one of the most difficult tasks related to the testing of reading is to 

isolate the construct to be measured. The difficulty is in ascertaining that reading ability 

only is being measured and not other types of ability that may help a reader to process a 

text but which do not by themselves constitute reading ability. In this study, the 

implications of test-wiseness and time allocation were investigated in a test of reading 

comprehension at an advanced level of proficiency. 

 According to the results discussed in this chapter, test-wiseness did not prove to 

be a factor affecting testing performance. That is, the participants in this study who 

possessed test-wiseness (i.e., group 1) did not achieve higher marks in the test used in 

this study, in comparison to the participants who were not under test-wiseness effects. 

In one instance, though, the participants in group 1 were faster than the participants in 

group 2, but that does not seem to be a tendency, it was rather an exception. 

 As to the issue of time allocation, again, not only did the fact that not having a 

set time limit to complete their tests not helped test takers, but also, some test takers 
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finished their tests before the time limit given in the actual application of the test used in 

this study.

 More empirical investigation is certainly needed to find out more about the 

issues of test-wiseness and time allocation in reading tests. I hope the discussion carried 

out in this chapter may have contributed in some way to a better understanding of some 

aspects related to those issues, namely the establishment of a time limit to do a reading 

test as opposed to doing the same test in a no time limit condition, and the implications 

of being highly familiar with the tasks present in a given reading test. 
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUDING REMARKS, LIMITATIONS, AND  

SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

In this chapter, I will present some concluding remarks in order to highlight the 

main findings of the present study. I will also discuss some limitations of the study and, 

based on the main findings and on the limitations presented, I will as well suggest future 

research directions. 

5.1- Concluding Remarks 

As I have mentioned in chapter 1, from my personal experience in taking 

proficiency examinations in EFL, and from having been in contact with professionals 

who are involved in such examinations, I have noticed that examinees usually complain 

about the time limits that they are given to take the reading papers. Moreover, research 

has suggested that some people may have been labelled poor readers due to their longer 

reading times (Block, 1992). 

 The knowledge of those facts motivated me to carry out research in this field, 

and the present study is the outcome of my endeavours in the area. However, as I have 

discussed in chapter 4, a fact is that in this study, the proposed time limit of 75 min for 

the taking of the CAE reading paper seems to have been enough for all the groups of 

participants. That is, the only two groups that used more time, namely subgroups 2.2 

and 3.2, did not have higher marks than their counterparts (i.e., 2.1 and 3.1), I mean, 

there was no statistical significance between the mean marks of subgroup 2.1 and 2.2, 

nor between the mean marks of subgroups 2.1 and 3.2. 
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 Thinking of possible explanations for the results obtained in this study, one fact 

is that although the procedures used in the study were similar to the ones used in the 

actual examination conditions, the two situations certainly cannot be equated. 

Therefore, despite all the instructions and the formal atmosphere that I attempted to 

create, the participants surely knew that they were taking part in an experiment only. 

 In real-life situations, test takers may feel pressured not only by the time limit 

itself, but by other factors. For instance, they may feel pressured due to financial 

reasons, since they themselves or someone else has to pay in order for them to take the 

examinations, and therefore, failure might be faced as wasting of money. Another factor 

that is true for actual examination conditions, but was not the case of this study is that 

actual test takers usually have to handle self-expectations as well as others’ 

expectations. For instance, in the case of EFL teachers or prospective EFL teachers 

taking a proficiency examination, the outcome might have implications as to those test 

takers getting or keeping a job. 

 Bearing in mind that any research could not control for all factors that might 

exert psychological influence over test takers’ performance, nor was it my intention in 

this study, I shall concentrate on what I attempted to investigate in this research, that is, 

the implications of time allocation and test-wiseness. 

 Research has indicated that testing performance under time pressure cannot rival 

nonpressured performance (see Goodie & Crooks, 2004, for a review). However, given 

the results of this study, I am tempted to conclude that one of the main factors why the 

participants under time pressure were not negatively influenced was that they did not 

face that time pressure in the same way that test takers in actual examination conditions 

may do.  

 As to the issue of test-wiseness, as I have discussed in chapter 4, it did not prove 

to be a contributing factor for test takers achieving better results in this study. Perhaps 
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this could be better explained if we looked at the profile of the participants in each 

group. Even though all participants had to reach a satisfactory score in a readiness-test 

before taking the CAE reading paper, the groups of participants considerably differed in 

their backgrounds as readers of the English language. On average, the group of native 

English readers, due to the fact of being proficient native readers, were probably more 

experienced readers of the English language than the readers in the other groups. Group 

3 (i.e., the EFL students taking an MA course in English language and literature), as I 

have discussed, may be considered the second most experienced group of readers of the 

English language in this study. Then came group 1 (the EFL students preparing to take 

the CAE examinations), and finally, group 2 (the advanced EFL readers not familiar 

with the CAE examination) was supposedly the group whose participants were the least 

experienced readers of English.

 Therefore, in the end, the results of this study lead me to conclude that test-

wiseness per se does not seem to exert much influence on the outcomes of an EFL 

reading proficiency examination. Experience with reading in the target language, what 

may make readers more strategic, seems to have been of major influence in this study. 

5.2- Limitations of the Study 

 It is common knowledge that one of the main aims of scientific research is that 

of generalising from research results. However, due to some limitations that I will try to 

discuss here, it may not be safe to generalise from the results of the present study before 

carrying out more research which could account for the limitations that I will now 

present.

 The first limitation that I notice for this study refers to the sample sizes of the 

different groups of participants on which I could count. The literature on quantitative 
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research recommends sample sizes of 30 participants or more for skewed populations so 

that the means can approximate a normal distribution (e.g., Howell, 1992). However, 

due to difficulties in finding participants to compose each of the groups, none of them 

had 30 participants. 

 Another factor which can constitute a limitation in this study is that of how I 

planned to approach the issue of test-wiseness. I had only one group under test-wiseness 

influence. Perhaps what I could have done to verify whether test-wiseness had any 

influence on the performance of the participants in the two different conditions (i.e., 

time limit vs. no time limit) was to have given a test-wiseness treatment for half of the 

participants in each group, and only then to randomly assign the participants to each of 

the conditions. 

5.3- Future Research Directions 

 To close the chapter, I would like to present some directions for further research 

concerned with the issues that I approached in this study. The first suggestion is that 

other researchers carry out research similar to the study presented here, but which can 

account for the limitations previously discussed, that is, having a larger number of 

participants in each group, and a treatment condition for test-wiseness, instead of 

selecting participants expected to possess test-wiseness. 

 It might also be interesting for research on the assessment of reading 

comprehension through proficiency tests, to verify the same issues with other 

instruments, namely, using the reading papers of other examinations, such as the 

TOEFL (Test of English as a Foreign Language) or the IELTS (International English 

Language Testing System). 
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 Finally, it might be important for a better understanding of the issue of the 

implications of time allocation and test-wiseness in an EFL reading examination, to 

conduct research with participants at different levels of reading proficiency in English. 

It may be the case that time allocation does play a role at lower stages of EFL reading 

proficiency.
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APPENDIX C 

ANSWER KEY TO THE CAE READING PAPER 

Task 1 Task 2 Task 4 

1- E  16- F  29- C 

2- C  17- D  30- E 

3- D  18- G  31- A 

4- F  19- E  32- D 

5- B  20- A  33- E 

6- D  21- C  34- D 

7- C    35- B 

8- B  Task 3  36- A 

9- D  22- C  37- C 

10- A  23- C  38- D 

11- E  24- A  39- B 

12- C  25- A  40- A 

13- F  26- D  41- E 

14- A  27- D  42- C 

15- B  28- B  43- B 

    44- E 

    45- D 
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APPENDIX D 

PARTICIPANTS’ MARKS AND TIMES  

IN THE CAE READING PAPER 

Table D1: Group 1.1-  Participants’ Marks and Times in the CAE Reading Paper
Group 1.1 Mark Time (min) 

1 74,14 75,00 

2 53,45 75,00 

3 27,59 75,00 

4 63,79 75,00 

5 58,62 59,00 

Means 55,52 71,80 

Table D2: Group 1.2 – Participants’  Marks and Times in the CAE Reading Paper
Group 1.2 Mark Time (min) 

6                    62,07                      65,00  

7                    82,76                      57,00  

8                    25,86                      68,00  

9                    89,65                      70,00  

Means                    65,09                      65,00  
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Table D3: Group 2.1 – Participants’ Marks and Times in the CAE Reading Paper
Group 2.1 Mark Time (min) 

10                    48,27                      75,00  

11                    51,72                      75,00  

12                    60,34                      75,00  

Means                    53,44                      75,00  

Table D4: Group 2.2 – Participants’  Marks and Times in the CAE Reading Paper
Group 2.2 Mark Time (min) 

13                    62,07                      83,00  

14                    60,34                    114,00  

15                    32,76                      98,00  

16                    72,41                      82,00  

Means                    56,90                      94,25  

Table D5: Group 3.1 – Participants’  Marks and Times in the CAE Reading Paper
Group 3.1 Mark Time (min) 

17                    96,55                      69,00  

18                    67,24                      75,00  

19                    60,34                      75,00  

20                    48,27                      72,00  

21                    60,34                      75,00  

22                    84,48                      59,00  

23                    82,76                      63,00  

24                    67,24                      68,00  

Means                    70,90                      69,50  
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Table D6: Group 3.2 – Participants’  Marks and Times in the CAE Reading Paper
Group 3.2 Mark Time (min) 

25                    44,83                      96,00  

26                    86,21                      84,00  

27                    74,14                      49,00  

28                    82,76                      68,00  

29                    60,34                    100,00  

30                    81,03                    100,00  

Means                    71,55                      82,83  

Table D7: Group 4.1 – Participants’  Marks and Times in the CAE Reading Paper
Group 4.1 Mark Time (min) 

31                    84,48                      55,00  

32                    79,31                      68,00  

33                    82,76                      59,00  

34                    81,03                      64,00  

35                    89,65                      75,00  

36                    68,96                      68,00  

Means                    81,03                      64,83  

Table D8: Group 4.2 – Participants’  Marks and Times in the CAE Reading Paper
Group 4.2 Mark Time (min) 

37                    70,69                      95,00  

38                    89,65                      54,00  

39                    91,38                      64,00  

40                    93,10                      85,00  

Means                    86,21                      74,50  
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APPENDIX F 

ANSWER KEY TO THE READINESS TEST

Task 1 Task 2 Task 3 

22- D  19- A  16- F 

23- A  20- B  17- A 

24- D  21- C  18- C 

25- C  22- D  19- G 

26- E  23- C  20- D 

27- B  24- D  21- E 

28- E     

29- A     

30- B     

31- C     

32- B     

33- D     

34- C     

35- D     
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APPENDIX H 

ANSWER KEY TO THE PRACTICE MATERIAL 

Task 1  Task 2  

15- H  22- C  

16- G  23- D  

17- B  24- D  

18- A  25- A  

19- F  26- B  

20- E  27- E  

21- C  28- B  

  29- A  

  30- E  

  31- E  

  32- B  

  33- C  

  34- C  

  35- D  


