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Assessing Reading Strategy Training 
based on CALLA model in EFL and ESL 

Context*1

Alireza Karbalaei**

Reading strategies instruction is currently gaining much attention as an effective means of 
enhancing reading comprehension. In this research, we examined the effect of Underlining 
Strategy Intervention, based on the CALLA model in EFL and ESL contexts. A group of 189 
college students were randomly selected from different universities in Iran and India. Based 
on a proficiency test, students were grouped into high, moderate, and low level. Then, the 
underlining strategy was taught during the treatment sessions. The results suggest  that 
intervention or explicit instruction was effective in increasing the reading comprehension 
of both Iranian and Indian students although Indian ESL students were able to perform 
better in comparison to their Iranian EFL counterparts. There was no significant difference 
between proficiency level and students’ performance in reading comprehension in EFL and 
ESL contexts. In addition, there was no significant difference between males and females 
in both contexts.

Key words: reading strategies, underlining strategy, reading strategy training, English as a 
Foreign Language (EFL), English as a Second Language (ESL)

En la actualidad, la enseñanza de estrategias de lectura genera significativa atención como 
un medio efectivo para mejorar la comprensión de lectura. El objetivo es examinar el efecto 
de la intervención de la estrategia de subrayado, basado en el modelo CALLA, en con-
textos EFL y ESL. Se seleccionaron al azar 189 estudiantes universitarios de diferentes 
universidades de Irán e India. Basados en un examen de competencias, se agrupó a los 
estudiantes en niveles alto, medio y bajo. Después se les enseñó la estrategia de subra-
yado durante sesiones de capacitación. Los resultados indican que la intervención o la 
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instrucción explícita fue efectiva en el mejoramiento de la comprensión de lectura tanto de 
los estudiantes iraníes como indios, aunque los estudiantes indios de ESL obtuvieron un 
mejor resultado en comparación con la contraparte de estudiantes iraníes de EFL. No hubo 
diferencia significativa entre el nivel de competencia y el desempeño de los estudiantes en 
la comprensión de lectura en contextos EFL y ESL. Además, no hubo diferencia significati-
va entre hombres y mujeres en ambos contextos.

Palabras clave: estrategias de lectura, estrategia de subrayado, capacitación de estrate-
gias de lectura, inglés como lengua extranjera (EFL), inglés como segunda lengua (ESL)

Actuellement, l’enseignent de stratégies de lecture génère attention significative comme 
moyen efficace pour améliorer la compréhension de lecture. L’objectif étant d’examiner 
l’effet de l’Intervention de la Stratégie de Souligné basée sur le modèle CALLA dans des 
contextes EFL et ESL. 189 étudiants universitaires de différentes universités d’Iran et 
d’Inde ont été choisis au hasard. Basés sur un examen de compétences on a regroupé 
les étudiants dans des niveaux haut, moyen et bas. Apres, on leur a appris la stratégie de 
souligné pendant des séances de formation. Les résultats ont montré que l’intervention ou 
l’instruction explicite a été efficace pour l’amélioration de la compréhension de lecture tant 
des étudiants iraniens comme des indiens, mémé si ceux-ci, d’ESL ont mieux réussi en 
comparaison avec la contrepartie des iraniens d’EFL. Il n’y a pas eu de différence significa-
tive entre le niveau de compréhension et la performance des étudiants dans l’épreuve de 
lecture dans des contextes EFL et ESL. Par ailleurs, il n’y a pas eu de différences significa-
tives entre hommes et femmes dans les deux contextes.

Mots clé: stratégies de lecture, stratégies de souligné, formation dans de stratégies de 
lecture, anglais comme langue étranger (EFL), anglais comme seconde langue (ESL)

1. introduCtion

Over the last 2 decades, most research on L1, L2, and foreign language 
(FL) reading has focused on the strategies readers employ in processing 
written input. According to Cohen, reading strategies are “those mental 
processes that readers consciously choose to use in accomplishing reading 
tasks” (1990: 83). Hudson (2007) regarded these strategies as a series of ac-
tions that a reader utilizes in order to construct meaning in the reading pro-
cess. Hence, the analysis of using reading strategies indicates how readers 
conceive a task, what they do to gather meaning from texts, and what they 
do when comprehension breaks down (Block, 1986, 1992; Macaro, 2001; 
Macaro & Erler, 2008; Zhang, 2001). Furthermore, Mokhtari and Reichard 
believe that “increasing students’ awareness of their comprehension proces-
ses while reading is an important first step toward their becoming construc-
tively responsive, strategic and thoughtful readers” (2002: 256).
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On the other hand, when students are asked to read a text for comprehension, 
some cannot focus their attention on the text during reading and, unfortu-
nately, many are not aware of how to read in order to meet the academic 
expectations. Regarding this fact, Clump, Bauer and Bradley (2004) found 
that only 27.46% of students read their reading assignments before class. 
Yip and Chung (2005) mention that study strategies and academic perfor-
mance are closely interrelated, especially in the first year of university edu-
cation, in which learning strategies training, including reading strategies, 
and supporting students should be part of university policy in order to help 
students adapt to a new environment (Lindblom-Ylänne, 2004; Simpson & 
Nist, 2000, 2002).

In addition, results of studies on successful versus less successful learners’ 
strategies indicated that the frequency of language learning strategies used 
by successful language learners appeared to be higher than those employed 
by less successful language learners (x). However, the findings of the lan-
guage learning strategy survey studies failed to meet many language educa-
tors’ expectations. They highlighted the importance of teaching the langua-
ge learning strategies used by successful learners to less successful learners. 
With respect to these conclusions, in the mid-eighties, researchers (e.g. 
Chamot & O’Malley, 1987) began to promote learning strategy training in 
language instruction. At the outset, not all the second language strategy trai-
ning studies drew successful conclusions and some studies indicated mixed 
results (see Oxford, 1993). After the mid-eighties, with the development of 
language learning strategy studies, methods utilized for strategy training 
have become more organized and systematic than before (e.g. Chamot & 
Kupper, 1989; Chamot, 1998), paving the way for more strategy studies 
with positive results (e.g. Thompson & Rubin, 1996).

One of the crucial factors for reading a text successfully is the identification 
of key information. To become more aware of a text, readers use strategies 
like underlining and note-taking (Brown & Smiley, 1978; Pressley, 2002; 
Yüksel & Kosar, 2001). Most college or university readers use the underli-
ning (or highlighting) strategy often even though they are not usually aware 
of how and when to use the strategy. The purpose of using the strategy is to 
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structure the text in way that helps the reader to focus (Derry, 1988-1989). 
In addition, as Blanchard and Mikkelson (1987) state, students frequently 
use underlining while studying the texts because of its practicality, popula-
rity, non-existent training requirement, and the need for reducing the text.

Like underlining, Subtopic signaling, a device authors use to help readers 
identify points in a text, such as headings, previews, and enumeration, has 
mixed results in reading research. Readers who are skillful at looking for 
signals or who have been instructed extensively on finding the main points 
to underline are the only ones who benefit from engaging in either process 
(Golding & Fowler, 1992; Wade & Adams, 1990). Readers’ goals and tea-
cher expectations also have a significant effect on readers’ use of underli-
ning and signaling strategies in comprehending a text (Brown & Day, 1983; 
Wiograd, 1984; Afflerbach, 1990; van Hout-Wolters, 1990).

Weinstein and Mayer (1986) called underlining a complex rehearsal stra-
tegy. This involves selecting important ideas and marking them for subse-
quent review. They state that students feel a sense of security while under-
lining because they believe they are selecting a text’s most important ideas, 
monitoring their understanding while reading, and preparing the text for 
later review.

1.1 Variables affecting underlining strategy

Students who scored higher on academic aptitude test tended to perform 
better on reading tests regardless of the study-reading strategy they were 
asked to use (Hakstain, 1971; Klare, Mabry & Gustafson, 1955; Stordahl 
& Christensen, 1956). For example, Marxen’s (1996) study took students 
who were better than average readers and required them to use underlining 
in an experimental study. It was found that underlining tended to interfere 
with their existing study-reading strategies and reading performance was 
actually hindered.

In addition, student background knowledge seems to have a positive effect 
on underlining. Five studies chose to control for background knowledge by 
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using it as a covariate (Brady & Rickards, 1979; Fass & Schumacher, 1978). 
This technique served to factor out the consistent positive effect of back-
ground knowledge on comprehension (Anderson & Pearson, 1984) and 
consequently reduced the chances that students using underlining would 
show any increase in performance scores. Therefore, the weak performance 
found in these studies could be due to weak background knowledge rather 
than the limited effect of underlining.

Hartley, Bartlett, and Branthwaite (1980) draw three conclusions about the 
variables affecting underlining strategy: First, teaching the use of underli-
ning to students who have a low level of reading ability is not appropriate. 
Students must first learn how to find main ideas before they learn how to 
underline them. Second, the relationship between reading ability and un-
derlining is curvilinear. Good readers seem to have their own study-reading 
strategies that are effective and tend to be hindered by imposing the un-
derlining strategy on them. On the other hand, underlining also gives false 
hope to poorer readers as they randomly underline ideas. Finally, underli-
ning cannot overcome weak background knowledge or lack of strategies for 
engaging this kind of knowledge.

It is also important to take instructional variables into consideration. Tea-
ching students to review what they have underlined before giving them a 
test markedly improves their performance, especially if the test happens to 
measure what they have underlined. Providing students with even a limited 
amount of instruction in how to underline important main ideas and the 
need to review those ideas is essential for enhanced performance. Finally, 
underlining is more effective if used as a strategy for marking where impor-
tant ideas lie in the text and if those ideas are subsequently converted into a 
marginal note (Hartley et al., 1980).

1.2 Previous research on the effectiveness of underlining

Di vesta and Gray (1973) report that underlining, as a learning scheme, can 
be understood as a coding function or external memory function for pro-
moting cognitive processing of the instructional context. When underlining 
is regarded as a coding function, it is thought to be a process of search/
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selection where the reader searches out information in the instructional ma-
terials that he believes to be important (Glynn, 1978).On the other hand, 
considering underlining strategy as an external memory device, it is only 
effective when the segment text is reviewed, and if the underlined part of 
the text at hand is not reviewed, it is not as effective as a memory device 
for understanding or reproducing the text content (Blanchard & Mikkelson, 
1987). In another study, Seki (1997) suggested that highlighting important 
concepts beforehand in self-study instructional materials by using prompts 
such as arrows, underlining or bold characters enhances understanding of 
the indicated parts on the part of the reader. However, as Johnson & Wen 
(1976) contend, prompts like underlining important parts of the instruc-
tion materials clearly increase understanding of content while underlining 
at non-target parts of the text impedes the understanding of content. Finally, 
selective attention must be paid to the instructional materials in the recor-
ding activity of doing underlining while judging which parts are important, 
and which are not, and thus this method is thought to be more effective 
for understanding content of instructional materials than the approach of 
emphasizing key concepts in the textbook beforehand as prompts and gi-
ving the information passively (Uosaki et al., 2003).

In addition, research has repeatedly shown that strategies such as highlighting, 
note-taking, and underlining help with the encoding process. Peterson (1992) 
concluded that students were more likely to answer a question correctly if 
they had highlighted the relevant word or phrase than if they had not. Also, 
Nist and Hogrebe (1987) proved that student generated underlining enables 
him/her to process information at a deeper level. Johnson and Von Hoff 
Johnson (1986) claimed that highlighting or underlining involves making 
an inference while reading. Inferences play an active role in reading infor-
mation by allowing the reader to encode important, relevant information.

When taken as a whole, the existing body of literature on the effects of 
underlining does not reach a consensus even though underlining is perhaps 
the most widely used of all reading and study strategies, as observed by 
Anderson and Armbruster (1985). This points to the fact that it still nend 
to b investigated more extensively (Ahmad & Asraf, 2004). Several resear-
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chers found a significant relationship between underlining and the recall 
of information (Cashen & Leicht, 1970; Hartley, Bartlett & Branthwaite, 
1980; Rickards & August, 1975; Vianty, 2007). Yet, there are several stu-
dies which failed to find any positive results with respect to the underlining 
strategy during reading. For example, regarding the effectiveness of un-
derlining, Hartley et al. (1980) analyzed 41 studies that compared an un-
derlining condition with a central condition and found that underlining is 
not more effective than other more passive methods, such as reading-only 
or repetitive reading. One of the main purposes of the present study is thus 
to investigate the applicability of this strategy in both Iranian EFL and In-
dian ESL context by focusing on three variables (background knowledge or 
proficiency level, gender, and the context in which learning is taking place) 
with respect to the effect of underlining on reading comprehension.

As far as English language learning and teaching exists in the above-men-
tioned contexts, English is taught as a foreign language in Iran and reading 
comprehension is the main objective in Iranian ELT contexts; however, most 
of the Iranian EFL learners show serious problems in reading and compre-
hending a foreign language. Regarding Indian students, this problem is not 
as challenging as that of Iranian context because they have more access to 
the English language outside of their classes. At the same time, most of the 
Indian students still had difficulties when taking the reading comprehen-
sion test. Unfortunately, all of the students in the study were neither well 
informed of reading strategies nor able to use them in a particular context. 
Taking this problem into account, the researcher focused his attention in one 
of the while-reading strategies, underlining strategy.

2. researCH HyPotHeses

Due to a lack of evidence with regard to underlining strategy training at the 
college level, this study limits itself to the effect of underlining intervention 
on the reading comprehension performance of undergraduate students in 
both the EFL and ESL context. The present study was designed to examine 
the following hypotheses:
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H1: Underlining strategy training affects Iranian EFL and Indian ESL stu-
dents’ performance in reading comprehension significantly.

H2: There is a significant difference between Iranian EFL learners and In-
dian ESL learners in using the underlining strategy (S2).

H3: Proficiency level of learners can facilitate underling strategy training in 
both Iranian and Indian contexts.

H4: There is an observable relationship between gender and reading com-
prehension after the reading strategy intervention in both Iranian and Indian 
contexts.

3. metHod

3.1. Participants

189 English learners participated in the study, as shown in Table 1. Ninety 
six of the learners were studying English as a foreign language at three dif-
ferent universities including both private and public universities in Tehran, 
Iran. The remaining 93 learners were studying in an ESL environment in 
three colleges, including private and public, in Mysore, India. All of the 
subjects were majoring in English and were enrolled in the first or second 
year of their undergraduate degree program. Demographic information 
about the subjects was collected through a background questionnaire. There 
were 80 males and 109 females students in the sample. Their ages ranged 
from 18 to 30, with a mean of 24. All of them had completed 12 years of 
schooling and had graduated from high school prior to their enrollment in 
college. The subjects took a TOEFL proficiency test that included 40 multi-
ple-choice questions. Based on their scores, the subjects were divided into 
low, moderate, and high groups as shown in Table 1.
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Table 1 Classification of students according to 
proficiency level and gender

Level of proficiency/ Gender EFL ESL Total
Male 30 50 80
Female 66 43 109
Low 25 8 33
Intermediate 59 62 121
High 12 23 35

3.2. Materials

The following three instruments were used for the purpose of this study:

Language proficiency test (TOFEL). This test comprised of multiple-choice 
reading passages, vocabulary, and grammar sections. In order to test the re-
liability of the proficiency test, a pilot study was carried out on 20 students 
in both Iranian and Indian contexts. Its reliability through the K-R21 formu-
la turned out to be .70 and .75, respectively, which were significant enough 
results to merit taking the next step.

Test of reading comprehension in English. The test of reading compre-
hension in English was from Kit of Reading Comprehension (Rajinder S., 
2008). The time allowed was 20 minutes as determined at the piloting stage. 
The reading passages used in this study contained a general content, which 
were of interest to the students. Going through K-R21 formula, it was indi-
cated that the reading comprehension test was reliable enough (.72) for the 
respective goal in the present study. After calculating the correlation coeffi-
cient (.70) between the TOEFL proficiency test and the reading test in the 
piloting stage, the reading test also turned out to be suitable for this study.

Background questionnaire. This questionnaire was developed by the resear-
chers. Its main purpose was to elicit background information about the par-
ticipants. It covered issues such as the subjects’ age, gender, place of living, 
years of studying English, name of college, and medium of instruction.
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3.3. Procedure

Twenty students randomly selected from three different colleges participa-
ted in a pilot study of the comprehension pretest and TOEFL proficiency 
test in both Iran and India. During this pilot test, some tests were revised 
and prepared for the main subjects. Then, after filling out the background 
questionnaire, the proficiency of 189 participants was determined by TO-
EFL proficiency test (Mean= 17 & SD= 5.60). Based on the result of this 
test, subjects were divided into three groups in both EFL and ESL contexts 
as mentioned in Table 1. Then, all subjects were given three multiple-choice 
reading comprehension texts including 12 multiple-choice questions.

Upon the completion of these tests, the next phase of the experiment started 
with some treatment sessions that included a demonstration of the under-
lining strategy. In these sessions, underlining strategy was demonstrated 
and modeled after the Cognitive Academic Language Learning Approach, 
developed by Chamot and O’Malley (1994). This model included five ins-
tructional phases. First, the teacher defined the underlining strategy in con-
text while reading. Second, the teacher modeled and practiced the strategy 
for an entire session. In this instructional phase, the students were given 
explicit, direct instruction in the use of the underlining strategy. Third, the 
students practiced the underlining strategy with familiar contexts and fa-
miliar tasks which were provided for them by the instructor; in subsequent 
strategy practice, the researcher encouraged independent strategy use. Also, 
the teacher provided scaffolding until they became independent. Fourth, the 
students evaluated their own strategy use immediately after each practice 
session by checking the strategy they had used and monitoring their unders-
tanding. Fifth, to develop a larger repertoire of strategies, the students were 
asked to apply this strategy to new tasks.

In addition, a self-made pamphlet was given to the subjects for the purpose 
of practicing this strategy. It included the steps to be followed when under-
lining important information while reading a text. These steps, taken from 
Smith (1985: 102) are: First, read the whole passage thoroughly; Second, do 
not underline words or sentences as they are first read; underlining should 
be done after recognizing the main theme of the passage; Third, re-read the 
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passage and finally, underline the key words, main ideas in each paragraph, 
and their supporting details.

Next, students were given a passage and were allowed to read and underline 
important information within the text following the given steps. This was 
followed by a class discussion in order to check the students’ underlining 
procedure.

After the treatment sessions, which lasted about 2 months, the subjects did 
a post-test, which included the same reading comprehension texts as the 
pre-test. Directions were printed for the students to read silently while the 
instructor read out loud. All subjects were instructed to underline the main 
ideas in the passage while reading these texts. When the reading and under-
lining were completed, they were asked to answer the questions. Finally, the 
results of both pretest and posttest were compared for data analysis.

4. results and disCussion

The purpose of this study was to determine the effectiveness of teaching 
underlining strategy as a reading strategy to EFL and ESL students from 
Iran and India. To achieve this, the instructor gathered both quantitative 
and qualitative data on changes in the students’ reading behavior thanks to 
learning how, when, and why to use underlining strategy during reading.

In order to find out whether the strategy had an impact on the reading com-
prehension of the Iranian EFL and Indian ESL learners, a paired T-test was 
carried out to evaluate the differences between the scores obtained by the 
students in both the pre-test and posttest administered in the study as shown 
in Table 2.

Table 2 Paired Sample Statistics for Iranian and Indian Subjects
Group N Mean S.D T Sig

Iran
Pretest 96 1.52 .754

13.390 .000Posttest 96 2.82 .754
Total 96 1.302 .953

India
Pretest 93 1.82 .943

16.016 .000Posttest 93 3.41 .695
Total 93 1.591 .958

Note * p < .01, ** p < .005
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As presented in Table 2, there is a statistically significant difference between 
Iranian students in reading comprehension performance before treatment 
(pretest) and after the instruction (posttest) (t= 13.390; p< 001). In other 
words, Iranian subjects scored higher in posttest (M=2.82, SD= .754) than 
pretest (M=1.52, SD= .754). Regarding the results of Indian students, they 
also performed better in reading comprehension after the strategy instruc-
tion (t=16.016; p<001). In fact, they scored higher in posttest (M= 3.41, 
SD= .695) than pretest (M= 1.82, SD= .943). Therefore, the hypothesis H1 
is accepted. That is, underlining strategy training had a positive effect on 
the performance of Iranian and Indian students in reading comprehension.

To measure the difference between Iranian and Indian undergraduate stu-
dents with respect to underlining strategy instruction, an ANCOVA was cal-
culated using the posttest scores as the dependant variable and scores from 
the pretest as a covariate one. Mean and standard deviations of the three 
groups including low, moderate, and high in both EFL and ESL contexts are 
displayed in Table 3.

Table 3 Mean Post S1 Scores (Underlining Strategy) of 
Samples in Different Levels of Proficiency in Iran and India

Country Group Mean S.D

Iran

Low 2.36 .57
Moderate 2.97 .74
High 3.08 .79
Total 2.82 .75

India

Low 3.25 .46
Moderate 3.31 .74
High 3.74 .54
Total 3.41 .70

Total

Low 2.58 .66
Moderate 3.14 .76
High 3.51 .70
Total 3.11 .78

The ANCOVA shows a significant effect for country as an independent va-
riable as the obtained F value of 23.124 was significant at .05 level (F= 
23.124, P< .000). In other words, Indian students (M= 3.41, SD=.70) per-
formed better in reading comprehension in comparison to Iranian counter-
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parts (M=2.82, SD= .75) after underlining strategy instruction. Therefore, 
the hypothesis H2 is also accepted.

The next step is to see if the third hypothesis is true or not. As is evident 
from Table 4, there is no significant difference between proficiency level 
and students’ performance in reading comprehension after underlining stra-
tegy instruction in Iranian and Indian contexts. The interaction effects bet-
ween country and group (low, moderate, and high) (F=2.605; P<. 077) are 
non-significant.

Table 4 Results of ANCOVA for Mean Post S2 Scores (Underlining 
Strategy) of Sample in Different Levels of Proficiency in Iran and India

Source of Variation Sum of Squares Df Mean Square F Sig.
S2 3.803 1 3.803 8.248 .005
Country 10.662 1 10.662 23.124 .000
Group 1.938 2 .969 2.102 .125
Country * Group 2.402 2 1.201 2.605 .077
Error 83.918 182 .461
Total 1944.000 189
Corrected Total 114.667 188

The results of data analysis (ANCOVA) in Table 5 indicate that there is a 
statistically significant interaction between gender and country once the un-
derlining strategy intervention is considered in relation to the fourth hypo-
thesis (F=4.282 ; P<. 040). In other words, Indian males and females perfor-
med better than their Iranian counterparts in reading comprehension after 
the underlining strategy instruction as it is observed from the means of both 
groups in Table 6 (3.20 vs. 2.87 for males and 3.14 vs. 2.80 for females). 
However, the analysis of gender within the same country group shows that, 
in general, gender does not have a significant impact on Iranian or Indian 
learners as F value is reported to be 1.226 (p<.27).
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Table 5 Results of ANCOVA for Mean Post S2 Scores (Underlining 
Strategy) of Males and Females in Iran and India

Source of Variation Sum of Squares Df Mean Square F Sig.
S2 5.372 1 5.372 11.194 .001
Country 11.273 1 11.273 23.491 .000
Sex .588 1 .588 1.226 .270
Country * Sex 2.055 1 2.055 4.282 .040
Error 88.301 184 .480
Total 1944.000 189
Corrected Total 114.667 188

Table 6 Mean Post S2 Scores (Underlining 
Strategy) of Males and Females in Iran and India
Country Gender Mean S.D

Iran
Male 2.87 .730
Female 2.80 .769
Total 2.82 .754

India
Male 3.20 .670
Female 3.65 .650
Total 3.41 .695

Total

Male 3.08 .708
Female 3.14 .833

Total 3.11 .781

5. ConClusions

Our research investigated the effect of underling strategies on the perfor-
mance of undergraduate Iranian EFL and Indian ESL students in multiple-
choice reading comprehension tests. As it has been indicated in Table 2, 
both Iranian and Indian undergraduate students had better performance in 
multiple-choice reading comprehension tests after they were instructed in 
how , when, and why to underline information in a given text. Thus, this 
study claims that underlining improves retention of passage material becau-
se it motivates students to focus on identifying ideas of high structural im-
portance. High level sentences (main idea or topic sentences) help readers 
integrate more specific lower level sentence ideas (supporting sentences). 
This effect could be justified by connectionist models which “attempt to 
achieve theoretical generalizations by explaining reading in terms of basic 
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principles of learning, knowledge representation, and information proces-
sing that govern many aspects of language and cognition” (Rayner et al., 
2001: 53).

The second finding elicited from this study is that Indian ESL students were 
able to perform better in comparison to Iranian EFL counterparts. Two fac-
tors which should be considered here are reading ability and background 
knowledge. One clear conclusion from the literature is that teaching the 
use of underlining to students below or above a certain level of reading 
ability is not appropriate given that there is a consistent finding that reading 
ability correlates highly with underlining (Blanchard & Mikkelson, 1987; 
Zanias, 1996). Theoretically, if there is appropriate background knowledge 
available and it is engaged effectively, background knowledge should serve 
to reduce the amount of text underlined as students focus only on marking 
the most important concepts (Caverly, Orlando & Mullen, 2000). However, 
our has not found this to be the case. ESL learners, in comparison to EFL 
learners, have more contact with English and receive more input whether in 
or out of classes. They are able to acquire more background knowledge and 
experience better reading performance while underlining. This may explain 
why Indian learners performed better than the Iranian students in both pre- 
and posttest. In addition, generally learners in a second language learning 
environment use strategies more frequently than those in foreign language 
learning situations (Green & Oxford, 1995; Oh, 1992) resulting in better 
performance on the part of ESL learners in employing those strategies.

Regarding proficiency level as a variable in the study, no significant diffe-
rence was found between students’ proficiency level and students’ perfor-
mance in reading comprehension after underlining strategy instruction in 
EFL and ESL contexts. Of course, it should be emphasized that students 
with high degree of proficiency reported a better mean than those of mode-
rate and low proficiency in both contexts. This difference cannot be related 
to the effect of underlining strategy training because, as Hakstain (1971) 
states, students who scored higher on academic proficiency tests tended to 
perform better on reading tests regardless of the study-reading strategy they 
were asked to use.
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With respect to gender as another variable considered in this study, there 
was no significant difference between males and females in both contexts. 
At the same time many research findings show that males and females use 
different strategies in language learning particularly in reading compre-
hension (Chavez, 2001; Sheorey, 1999; Kaylani, 1996). Oxford (1994), for 
example, states that males tend to be more analytic while females tend to 
be more global in their approach to language learning. Furthermore, males 
and females may use the same number of strategies in language learning but 
females are more skillful at applying these strategies qualitatively.

6. PedagogiCal imPliCations

The results of this study are important for language teachers trying to enhan-
ce their students’ awareness of the benefits of using underlining strategies 
during reading and for teaching their student’s how to use those strategies 
(Salataci & Akyel, 2002). Most research indicates that

[…] in the first place, teachers themselves need to be aware of the strategies 
underlying their classroom practices; secondly, in addition to making these 
strategies explicit to the students, they need to create opportunities for stu-
dents to apply them in class (Nunan, 1997: 72; Bang & Zhao, 2007).

The following are some recommendations that will help students use under-
lining as an effective study strategy. First it is important to poijnt out that 
teachers are in charge of explaining to students that they need to acquire a 
repertoire of study strategies and learn when to apply what strategy for best 
retention. Obviously, knowing when and how to apply a particular strategy 
implies that students have developed standards and criteria for using each 
one - a major step toward successful study experiences. Thus, teachers must 
provide specific instruction on how, when, and why to use a particular stra-
tegy; this would include teacher demonstration and modeling of various 
study strategies, like underlining, to the students.

In addition, underlining should not be taught to students who are not deve-
lopmentally ready to use it (e.g., those who are unable to recognize main 
ideas); underlining cannot overcome poor reading ability. Underlining also 
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seems to help only if what the student underlined was on the test. If the 
test measures concepts not underlined or inferred from the text, underlining 
does not help. Underlining is not effective unless the student is taught to 
regularly review what they have underlined.

One of the goals of this study was to know whether underlining is effective 
when learners are answering a multiple-choice reading comprehension test 
and the result do in fact confirm this hypothesis. Even so, the underlining 
strategy might not always be effective when participants answer fill-in-the-
blank questions because the vocabularies in the text might be too difficult 
for the participants to memorize and recall. This implies that we can expect 
the effectiveness of underlining when we choose an appropriate test mate-
rial for future.

Schumacher (1987) hypothesized that the difficulty of the material (i.e., 
readability level, length of the passage, explicitness of the structure, and 
relevance for the student) determines the effectiveness of underlining, par-
ticularly because reading ability seems to be a factor in the effectiveness of 
underlining. It was reasoned that if the demands of the material are great, 
underlining should allow external storage of the ideas gathered, thus faci-
litating later review and reducing the processing demands (e.g., Rickards, 
1980, as cited in Hartley et al.,1980). Therefore, it would be prudent to 
manipulate the interaction between the subject and the material variables 
when attempting to determine the effectiveness of the underlining strategy.
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