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Útdráttur  

Markmið þessarar rannsóknar var að bera saman lesskilning á 

móðurmálinu íslensku og erlenda málinu ensku meðal framhaldsskólanemenda á 

Íslandi. Einnig var rannsakað hvað það er sem gerir sumum íslenskum nemendum 

erfitt fyrir við lestur á ensku  og hve nákvæmt sjálfsmat þeirra á lestri á ensku er. 

Geta tveggja nemendahópa, slakari og sterkari hópa samkvæmt 2006 PISA 

mælingu á lesskilningi, var borin saman 18 mánuðum seinna þegar sama efni var 

lagt fyrir á ensku. Nemendur svöruðu einnig könnun varðandi viðhorf þeirra til 

lesturs á ensku og sjálfsmat á vandamálum þeirra við lestur á ensku. Niðurstöður 

lesskilningskannananna voru greindar og bornar saman og fylgni við 

viðhorfskönnunina mæld. Lesskilningur þeirra sem voru sterkari í lestri á íslensku 

var lægri í lestri á ensku en enginn marktækur munur var á getu slakari hópsins í 

lestri á íslensku og ensku. Þessar niðurstöður voru ekki í samræmi við þá 

kenningu sem sett var fram í rannsókninni. Þáttagreining sýndi að slakari lesendur 

á íslensku höfðu réttara sjálfsmat á lesskilningi sínum á ensku en sterkari 

lesendur. Lesskilningsfærni í ensku virðist endurspegla almennt vandamál við 

lestur frekar en vankunnáttu í erlenda málinu. 
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Abstract  

This study focuses on a comparison of reading comprehension in the first 

language, Icelandic, and the foreign language, English, among upper-secondary 

school students in Iceland. It also seeks to consider what makes reading in English 

difficult for some Icelandic students and to investigate the accuracy of students‟ 

perception of their reading ability in English. Two groups of students, scoring 

higher and lower respectively in the PISA assessment of reading comprehension 

in March 2006, were tested on the same material in English 18 months later. 

Students also completed a questionnaire on their attitudes towards reading in 

English and a self-assessment of their difficulties when reading in English. Test 

scores were analysed, compared and correlated with the questionnaire. Higher-

ability readers in Icelandic scored lower for reading comprehension in English 

than in Icelandic but no significant difference was observed in scores for reading 

in English and Icelandic among lower-ability readers in Icelandic. These results 

did not support the tentative theory proposed in the study. Factor analysis showed 

poorer readers in Icelandic evaluating their reading comprehension in English 

more accurately than better readers. Reading comprehension proficiency in 

English appears to reflect a general reading problem rather than a problem of 

knowledge of the foreign language. 
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1  Introduction 

This study focuses on English reading proficiency among students at 

upper-secondary school students in Iceland and the problems that poor readers 

encounter.  

The thesis consists of six chapters. The first chapter discusses the 

importance of good reading comprehension in English and explores the 

background and aims of the study. In the following chapter I move on to explore 

the principal components of reading and the position of English in Iceland today, 

and conclude by proposing a theory on Icelandic students‟ reading difficulties in 

English Chapters 3 and 4 describe how I went about comparing reading 

proficiency in English and Icelandic, and cover the results obtained. In the fifth 

chapter I discuss the implications of these results with reference to the theory 

proposed earlier and to possible further research. The conclusion comments on the 

relevance of the study for teachers in Iceland. 

1.1 Focus of the study 

English is today “the world‟s first genuinely global language” (Crystal, 

2006, p. 3) and a good reading ability in English has become not the achievement 

of an academic élite but a necessary life-skill for Icelanders in a global society. It 

is essential for the workplace, for travel and pleasure, and for accessing 

information off the Internet, where so much material is in English. Students 

continuing to further education, whether abroad or in Iceland, must be able to 

cope with textbooks and scholarly articles in English:  

 

English plays a key role for Icelanders in international relations in fields 

such as politics and business, higher education, tourism and computers. 

[Fyrir Íslendinga gegnir enskan lykilhlutverki í alþjóðlegum samskiptum á 

sviði stjórnmála og viðskipta, æðri menntunar, ferðaþjónustu og 

tölvusamskipta svo aðeins fá dæmi séu nefnd.] (Menntamálaráðuneytið, 

1999a, p. 19). 
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Reading difficulties in English or any foreign language are closely 

connected both to language competence in the foreign language (Alderson, 1984) 

and to first-language reading ability, as I will discuss at greater length in Chapter 

2. Decoding of words, comprehension and memory are all factors contributing to 

competent reading in the first language. Compounded with difficulties students 

may have in one or more of these areas is a possibly deficient knowledge of the 

foreign language, its grammar, syntax and vocabulary.  

After two or three terms at upper-secondary school in Iceland students are 

expected to have reached a competence in English equivalent to Cambridge First 

Certificate (Menntamálaráðuneytið 1999), implying command of “everyday 

written and spoken English at an upper-intermediate level” (Cambridge, 2008a) 

and an ability to “‟read between the lines‟” (Cambridge, 2007). Students not 

reaching this level may find the increasing complexity and the sheer amount of 

material in English that they are expected to cover beyond their capabilities. 

As far as first-language reading is concerned, in the PISA 2006 study 

(OECD, 2007a) Iceland scored marginally below the average for first-language 

reading comprehension, with 23 countries placing better (from a total of 56 

countries) and with reading ability lying on a continuous curve ranging from poor 

to excellent (below Level 1 to Level 5). Research carried out in an Icelandic 

secondary school in 1992-1994 revealed that approximately one-fifth of the high-

school student population has reading problems (Ásbjörnsson, 1997). Other 

studies have shown deficits both in vocabulary knowledge (Torfadóttir, 2003) and 

reading comprehension (Torfadóttir, 1991) in English. Poor mother-tongue 

reading skills will limit students‟ access to knowledge, may discourage them from 

taking an active part in their studies, and may even in turn result in some quitting 

school.  

What I sought to do in this study was to delve into upper-secondary school 

students‟ reading competence in English in the light of their reading ability in 

Icelandic. I was concerned that students were not reaching an appropriate level of 

reading competence in English and were leaving school inadequately prepared for 

the workplace or for further education. I wondered if the problem lay in reading 

per se, i.e. decoding written material in any language, in the comprehension of 

written material, in insufficient linguistic ability in English, in lack of motivation 

or simply of practice, or in a combination of these factors and other elements. The 



   

   9 

central questions I sought to answer were whether reading ability was poorer in 

English than in Icelandic, what students found difficult about reading in English 

and what their attitude towards reading in English was. 

The seeming disparity between students‟ oral and reading ability disturbed 

me. It seemed possible that Icelanders‟ often good understanding of the spoken 

language might give them a false sense of security about the extent of their 

vocabulary. Stanovich (2000) comments on “how lexically impoverished is most 

speech, as compared to written language” (K.E. Stanovich, 2000, p. 255). On the 

other hand, it was also possible that students were insufficiently acquainted with 

the grammar and syntax of written texts, as opposed to oral grammar and syntax, 

and that this might contribute to weaker reading skills. 

The question of students‟ and society‟s attitudes took on more significance 

as the study progressed, with student motivation, goals and metacognitive skills 

obviously playing an important role in reading comprehension in English. 

Brown‟s (1980) claim that the “goal of reading is to achieve understanding of the 

text” (Brown, 1980, p. 454) seemed to be an oversimplification. 

Although this research focuses on exploring the field of reading 

competence in English through a comparison with reading in Icelandic it is my 

hope that further studies will centre on ways to help both students who are 

struggling with reading in English or who are not reaching their potential. 

One group of students who have serious and chronic problems with 

reading in English are those with dyslexia. It is not my intention to discuss 

dyslexia specifically here, and schools normally provide necessary and 

appreciated services for students with dyslexia, such as access to audio-books and 

audio-recorded examinations. However, in my experience, there are many 

students without a formal label of dyslexia who are poor readers in English. For 

these students finding help at school with their reading difficulties is hard. My 

hope is that this study may be a starting-point for providing them with appropriate 

support. 

Alderson (1984) maintains that in order to compare reading ability in two 

languages “it is necessary to know in considerable detail the nature of the subjects' 

proficiencies in both languages, their attitudes (and the attitudes of their society), 

and a host of other social, cultural, economic, educational and political variables 
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that may have a bearing on learning and processing language." (Alderson, 1984, p. 

21). It is my hope that this study goes some way towards doing this. 

1.2 Background to the study 

During the 20 years I have been teaching English in Iceland I have often 

been impressed by young Icelanders‟ ability to speak English. Grammatically 

correct and authentic-sounding sentences, clear pronunciation and confident 

delivery characterise many teenage (and younger) Icelanders. Faced with a short 

story, on the other hand, a passage in a textbook or the first chapter of a novel, the 

confidence of some seems to drain away. Cries of “So many pages?”, “What, 

now?” or “It‟s boring” imply that superhuman demands are being made. 

The catalyst for this study was a series of interviews that I took with 

students during the autumn of 2006. These students, who all achieved lower 

grades in English than in other subjects, were happy to discuss their difficulties in 

reading English. Some felt they had poor reading skills in Icelandic as well, or 

read slower than their peers. One said he worked hard but invariably did worse in 

English than in other subjects, and simply didn‟t understand why. When asked to 

be more specific about reading problems students made comments such as 

“...some long words. I choke on them” and “I have problems reading whole 

books.” Problem areas these students discussed with me, their interests, learning 

strategies and a whole range of other points they mentioned formed the basis of 

the questionnaire I compiled and attached to the reading test taken by the 

participants in this study. 

One thing that the students I interviewed had in common was that they had 

little understanding of why they were struggling with English. By taking a closer 

look at the reading competence in Icelandic of two groups of students, one more 

proficient and the other less, by comparing that competence with their reading 

ability in English and by obtaining information through a questionnaire, I hoped 

to move towards a better understanding of the difficulties facing some students. 

1.3 Possible problems 

In order to examine reading ability between the two languages I planned 

on using weaker and stronger readers‟ scores in Icelandic from the PISA 2006 

study. Testing the same students on the same reading material (only this time in 
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English) would give me a direct comparison of scores in first- and foreign 

language. In an exploratory study of this kind lack of participation is a problem. 

Of the two ability groups that would be taking part I envisaged better participation 

from the more proficient students than from the weaker ones. If few students in 

the weaker group took part the data would be inconclusive. Data would also be 

less comprehensive if students did not complete the whole assessment. During 

analysis of data certain hitches were possible. Firstly, no clear difference between 

reading ability in Icelandic and English might emerge. Secondly, my assumption 

that students would perform worse on the English assessment than on the 

Icelandic might prove false, and isolating reading difficulties specific to English 

might be difficult. Interviewing students subsequent to evaluation of the 

assessments became a possibility in order to obtain a clearer picture of what 

causes reading difficulties in English. 

1.4 Goals 

My aim in this study was to attempt to lay the foundations for a theory on 

comparative reading ability in English from the perspective of reading in 

Icelandic, through exploration of “data collected during the study” (Robson, 2002, 

p. 90). 

The main objectives of this study are a) to explore the connection between 

reading ability in Icelandic and reading ability in English among Icelandic high-

school students, and b) to attempt to understand better the difficulties facing 

students of English with poor reading skills. I have also sought to investigate 

students‟ own perception of their reading skills in English and their experience of 

reading English in class and at home. 

Data considered was not only students‟ assessment scores in Icelandic and 

English but also their questionnaire responses. In this way I hoped to gain insight 

into students‟ attitudes towards reading in English, their own perceived ability and 

their actual ability. 

I will now turn to a consideration of the theoretical framework of my 

research. 
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2  Theoretical framework 

In the previous chapter I discussed the importance of English in Iceland 

and the need for students to attain good reading skills in English. I established the 

focus and goals of this study, and explained the reasons for my interest in the 

problems facing young Icelanders with poor reading proficiency in English.  

I will now turn to a description of the theoretical framework of this 

research. I will begin by defining the principal components of the reading process 

and will discuss the differences between spoken and written language and the 

transfer of reading skills between first- and foreign language. I will then explore 

the specific field of English in Iceland, reading research in Iceland, social aspects 

of secondary-school English students and possible causes of their difficulties with 

reading in English.  The chapter concludes with a proposed theory concerning 

Icelandic high-school students‟ reading in English. 

2.1 Principal components of reading 

The activity we know as reading is a combination of various elements, including 

decoding, comprehension, metacognition, memory, purpose and motivation. Let 

us consider each of these in turn. 

2.1.1 Decoding 

Reflecting upon what constitutes reading bring us first to a definition of 

reading as being “look[ing] at and understand[ing] the meaning of written or 

printed matter by interpreting its characters or symbols” (Oxford). Decoding 

words as we read involves giving written characters sound and meaning. Reading 

is not a natural activity (Reid, 1993; Beard, 1995) along the lines of breathing or 

eating, but is nonetheless something that many people regard as unremarkable as 

going for a walk or phoning a friend. What differentiates between these everyday 

activities, however, is that walking and talking are natural stages in a normal 

child‟s development. Reading, on the other hand, has to be learned, and no 

amount of looking at an unlearnt written script will unlock its meaning. 
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Goodman (1967) described reading as a “psycholinguistic guessing game” 

during which the reader makes conjectures from written language cues on paper. 

This view of reading was refuted by Gough and Tunmer‟s (1986) “simple model 

of reading” in which “reading equals the product of decoding and 

comprehension.” (Gough & Tunmer, 1986, p. 6). Accurate and fast decoding of 

letters into sounds is an essential stepping-stone to fluent reading (K.E. Stanovich, 

2000). 

It seems likely that “for the beginning reader, the meaning of a word 

(lexical and grammatical) is totally bound up with its oral form.” (Reid, 1993, p. 

34). The first words that children read are often single, short word representations 

of objects the child is familiar with. It is generally accepted that children “should 

already know the words they are being asked to read” (Crystal, 1995, p. 432). 

Children progress from recognising a few words on sight to learning letter and 

letter-string/sound correspondence and accurate decoding of written language 

(Ehri, 1999; Magnúsdóttir, 1987).  

Acquiring reading in English through a strict phoneme-letter based 

approach is complicated by the fact that many English words are spelt irregularly. 

Irregular spellings must be learnt individually (NLS, 1998) and will therefore not 

be decoded but rather recognized at sight. Notwithstanding this, the ability to 

decode written words accurately remains a fundamental necessity (Perfetti, 1999; 

K. E. Stanovich & Stanovich, 1999).  

Children with good phonological skills are usually more successful in 

learning to read (Stuart, 1995), implying that aural proficiency aids the decoding 

of written language. However, deafness does not appear to preclude learning to 

read (Gibson & Levin, 1975).  

Sight recognition of common, or irregular, words without decoding but 

rather “automatically without the influence of intention or choice” (Ehri, 2005, p. 

135) must be developed for efficient reading. Once more words are recognised 

and understood without decoding the reader can advance quicker through a text, 

thereby making fewer demands on short-term memory. The Dale-Chall 

Readability Grade Score, based on a 3000-word vocabulary known to (and 

understood by) most 4th-graders in the United States, gives an idea of the 

vocabulary necessary for school students (Chall, Bissex, Conard, & Harris-

Sharples, 1996). 
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Readers need the back-up of extensive reading in order to develop reading 

fluency (K.E. Stanovich, 1986; K.E.  Stanovich, 2000).  The “Matthew effect” 

(K.E. Stanovich, 1986) means that readers‟ avoidance of reading creates a vicious 

circle in which “reading for meaning is hindered, unrewarding reading 

experiences multiply, and practice is avoided or merely tolerated without real 

cognitive involvment” (K.E. Stanovich, 2000, p. 163). 

For reading at a basic level, however, high frequency words are of greatest 

importance (Alderson, 2007). Low-proficiency students are more focused on 

reading at word level than at text level and until automatic decoding has been 

perfected readers have to consider each word, or at least longer and less familiar 

words, individually (Upton, 1997). 

2.1.2 Context and language 

Moving on from what decoding of words involves it is considered that 

understanding words in context is essential because “most words have multiple 

general senses rather than specific meanings” (Perfetti, 1999, p. 45). Although 

decoding, with lots of exposure to seeing words is the basis of reading (Clay, 

1993) beginners must be exposed to substantial quantities of different types of 

written text (Curtis, 2006; Kuhn & Stahl, 1998) in order to broaden vocabulary 

and to move towards reading fluency in different contexts.  

Apart from essential vocabulary knowledge from written and spoken 

sources (Perfetti, Landi, & Oakhill, 2005), linguistic knowledge is also a factor in 

reading (Donaldson, 1993) along with familiarity with collocations and larger 

phrasal units (Zimmerman, 1997). A study of Japanese students of English 

showed, in fact,  that “syntactic knowledge was a better predictor of text reading 

comprehension than vocabulary knowledge” (Shiotsu & Weir, 2007, p. 21). Other 

research has suggested that syntax and world knowledge are both tools in text 

comprehension (Garnham & Oakhill, 1996; Graesser, Swamer, Baggett, & Sell, 

1996). 

2.1.3 Comprehension 

I have described briefly the roles decoding and vocabulary in context play 

in reading and will move on to discuss the importance of comprehension. 

Comprehension is the process of increasing our understanding, either in the form 
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of new knowledge or adding to previous knowledge. It has many aspects, such as 

language, gestures and visual images. When we succeed in understanding 

something, comprehension becomes “the absence of confusion” (Smith, 1994, p. 

19). 

Dewey‟s view that “methods of inquiry and reasoning” should be taught 

because they “are not a gift of nature" (Dewey, 1910, p. 28), implies that all that 

prevents us from moving from incomprehension to comprehension is the 

development of adequate mental tools. Piagetian theory sees humans limited by 

their biological heritage and maturity the only key to the highest level of 

intellectual development, that of formal operations and the capacity to make 

hypotheses and judgements and to think in abstract terms. New facets of 

comprehension are added through assimilation of similar items and 

accommodation of new ones. While Piaget saw comprehension in terms of 

thought alone or “knowledge that can dispense with action” (Piaget, 1978, p. 222) 

constructivism claims that knowing necessitates doing.  

The constructivist theory of cognition borrows not only from Piaget and 

Dewey but also from Piaget‟s contemporary, Vygotsky, and from Jerome S. 

Bruner. Vygotsky‟s “zone of proximal development” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86) 

removes people from the mercy of biological development and means they can be 

helped toward higher level comprehension, giving them a pro-active role in 

comprehension. Learners construct their own comprehension, autonomously 

building on prior knowledge and experience (Bransford, 1979; Bransford, Brown, 

& Cocking, 1999; Bruner, 1987) and accommodating and assimilating new 

information. Recent theories (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 2005; Johnson-Laird, 

1983) return to Dewey‟s idea of comprehension involving the ability to explain or 

do something. 

Classifying educational objectives Bloom (1965) saw comprehension as 

the ability to use information, the second of his six levels of knowing. Evaluation, 

Bloom‟s highest goal of education, resembling the Piagetian level of formal 

operations, may only be attainable in certain areas of expertise, just as an expert 

chess player will evaluate two chess configurations at a glance but may have no 

understanding of the relative difficulty of floor exercises in acrobatics. Although 

Bloom emphasises the thinking processes involved in evaluation, other scholars 

(Bereiter & Scardamalia, 2005; Bruner, 1960; Johnson-Laird, 1983) see expert 
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knowledge as a prerequisite for higher-level thinking involving the ability to 

explain to others and the self-confidence to make guesses.  

As Vygotsky (1994) states, the level at which we comprehend depends on 

the matter in hand and our level of expertise in the field: 

 

…even an adult does not always think in concepts. Quite commonly, his 

thinking is carried out on the level of complexes, and sometimes it even 

descends to more elementary and more primitive forms. (Vygotsky, 1994, p. 

252) 

 

Dewey believed that all thought presupposed understanding but that 

mankind is involved in a constant search for answers to the blind spots in 

understanding (Dewey, 1910). Piaget‟s view was that total comprehension is an 

unattainable state since solving one problem leads to new areas of lack of 

understanding (Piaget, 1978).  More recently, Gardner‟s theory of multiple 

intelligences allows for different levels of understanding, dependent on a person‟s 

areas of strength (Gardner, 1999). 

2.1.4 Reading comprehension  

Comprehension, as we have seen, can be attained through many different 

media, such as spoken language or pictures. Reading comprehension involves 

obtaining meaning from written texts, meaning that reading and comprehension 

are not coterminous. Knowing the letter-sound correspondences of a language 

enables readers to read a text aloud accurately but not “to accurately redescribe 

that topic in one‟s own words” (Foertsch & Gernsbacher, 1994, p. 271). If reading 

is the decoding of written symbols into spoken language and comprehension is the 

attaining of new knowledge, then reading comprehension is the acquisition of 

knowledge through the medium of reading. This is Gough and Tunmer‟s „simple 

model of reading‟ in which  “reading equals the product of decoding and 

comprehension” (Gough & Tunmer, 1986, p. 6).  

Building up good reading comprehension involves practice in reading 

texts of different types and complexity. Levels of reading comprehension are 

dependent on material. Some things we understand and others not, dependent on 

our prior knowledge and the level of syntactic difficulty and vocabulary. Purpose 
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in reading is an important element in comprehension monitoring, as is selecting 

the appropriate reading technique, for example, skimming, scanning or reading 

deeply (Brown, 1980).  

As readers become more fluent decoders their “competence to abstract the 

higher-order information” (Gibson & Levin, 1975, p. 538) from written language 

increases. In Perfetti‟s (1985) “verbal efficiency theory” the factors affecting 

reading comprehension are working memory and lexical processes. Good 

phonological processing, ability to activate word meanings and parse, and a 

working memory able to hold meaning and sentence structure are all necessary for 

accurate reading comprehension (Bransford, 1979; Graesser et al., 1996; Perfetti, 

Marron, & Foltz, 1996; Yuill & Oakhill, 1991). 

A constructivist approach to reading comprehension involves readers 

themselves as an integral part of the comprehension process. Meaning is 

constructed from readers‟ previous knowledge of the topic and their linguistic 

knowledge working together to create a new level of knowledge (Lundberg & 

Linnakylä, 1993). In Gernsbacher‟s (1990) Structure Building Framework readers 

map new information onto a previously-constructed framework of understanding 

or make a shift to construct a new substructure. Comprehension is either boosted 

or dampened as new information either fits the structure or has to initiate a new 

structure.  

Adequate text exposure is essential to build up world knowledge, 

metalinguistic knowledge and vocabulary (Gaines, 1993; Perfetti et al., 2005; K. 

E. Stanovich, West, Cunningham, Cipielewski, & Siddiqui, 1996). The “Matthew 

effect” (K.E. Stanovich, 1986) affects reading comprehension as well as the 

technicalities of reading. As with many skills “proficiency comes, of course, with 

meaningful practice” (Gaines, 1993, p. 147). 

Decoding of words and reading comprehension are closely connected. 

Stanovich‟s view is that “lack of skill at recognizing words is almost always a 

reasonable predictor of difficulties in developing reading comprehension ability” 

(K.E. Stanovich & Stanovich, 1999, p. 28) with reading by conjectures the last 

resort of poor readers who do it “out of necessity because their decoding skills are 

so weak” (ibid, p. 19). 

Texts can be understood on several levels. Kintsch and Rawson (Kintsch, 

1988; 2005; Kintsch & van Dijk, 1978) discuss various levels of processing of 
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text comprehension. At the surface level are individual word meanings, whereas 

text base understanding involves text content. The situation level encompasses 

meaning that the reader brings to the text, enabling the reader to make a depiction 

of the text information. Readers do not operate at all times at this highest level of 

comprehension or “mental model” (Johnson-Laird, 1983). Goodman claims that 

“any reader's proficiency is variable depending on the semantic background 

brought by the reader to any given reading task” (1988, p. 12). Comprehension 

levels denoted by the British National Literacy Strategy (1998) include 

evaluation, or expressing an opinion on the effectiveness of a text.  

Inferential comprehension is used when meaning is implied: “people must 

also frequently ‟fill in the gaps‟ in messages” (Bransford, 1979, p. 145). World 

knowledge is an important factor in making inferences, as is syntactical 

knowledge such as the assumptions implied in connectives. A study by Cain and 

Oakhill (1999) suggested that poor inference skills lead to poor comprehension.  

In order to achieve deeper levels of understanding time and effort must be 

expended (Kintsch & Rawson, 2005). Readers need to build up fluent decoding 

and a comprehensive sight vocabulary through extensive reading of varied texts 

(K. E. Stanovich et al., 1996) to enable automatic textbase comprehension. Deep 

understanding involves readers‟ personal construction of meaning rather than 

“just passive absorption of information” (Kintsch & Rawson, 2005, p. 221). 

Comprehension of a written text is a moveable feast and depends on the 

type of material being read. This explains why readers who read accurately at one 

level may fail to comprehend when they attempt more difficult material:  

 

 ...the critical difference is not between experienced and beginning reading, 

or even “good reading” and “poor reading”, but between fluent reading, 

which even beginners can do in the right circumstances, and difficult 

reading, a situation in which even experienced readers can sometimes find 

themselves.   (Smith, 1994, p. 178) 

 

Comprehension levels utilised depend not only on ability but also on 

familiarity of the material being read and on world knowledge. Capable readers 

do not operate at deep levels of comprehension all the time but select a level 

appropriate to the text (Perfetti et al., 2005). 
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2.1.5 Metacognition  

Comprehending a written text may be fairly straightforward if the text is 

short. Television subtitles, newspaper headlines or shopping lists are examples of 

short texts that most proficient decoders will not have difficulty understanding. 

Longer texts can require careful monitoring of comprehension and metacognitive 

skills. 

Metacognition in reading involves keeping track of understanding and 

taking steps to remedy gaps in comprehension. Research points towards skilled 

readers making more use of metacognitive skills (e.g. checking for 

inconsistencies, re-reading, comparing with previous knowledge) than less-skilled 

readers (Perfetti et al., 2005). In this way the reader becomes an active participant 

in the learning process, in control of “the flexible use of strategies to foster, 

regulate and maintain comprehension.” (Lundberg & Linnakylä, 1993, p. 3). 

In broader terms of learning metacognitive skills are empowering, giving 

the learner the autonomy of realisation that some things are harder to learn than 

others, and of the possibility of developing a unique learning style. Having a 

reason and purpose in learning is closely connected to metacognition (Brown, 

1980).   

Vygotsky viewed thinking as a developmental process by which people 

move from concrete thinking to complex and, finally, concept thinking. Central to 

thinking in concepts are memory, comparison and differentiation (Vygotsky, 

1994). Implied in Vygotsky‟s theory of thought is the idea of “active conscious 

control over […] knowledge” or metacognition (Wray, 1992, p. 59). 

Comprehension monitoring is then one aspect of learners‟ metacognition 

and represents their ability to judge how well they understand a text. It is 

measured by readers‟ ability to see inconsistencies in text or unfamiliar concepts 

due possibly to lack of domain knowledge (Perfetti, 1985). Although in an ideal 

world readers would always monitor their comprehension, “all readers find 

themselves relaxing their standards for coherence occasionally” (Perfetti et al., 

2005, p. 247). This means that the reader‟s attention will wander and material is 

read without meaning „sinking in‟. 
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The competent reader must use “active strategies … to enhance 

understanding and retention, and to circumvent comprehension failures” 

(Palincsar & Brown, 1984, p. 118).  

2.1.6 Memory 

Another essential factor in reading comprehension is memory: “Reading 

must employ memory; it must hold an image, briefly store information, retain 

knowledge and understanding” (Goodman, 1988, p. 15). 

Short-term memory is needed for decoding unknown words and its linked 

phonological loop for remembering on a short-term basis the sound of unfamiliar 

words (Baddeley, Gathercole, & Papagno, 1998; Jónasson, 1987). Acquisition of 

new vocabulary is therefore hampered by poor short-term memory. 

Short-term memory and processing of information is often referred to as 

working memory (van Dijk & Kintsch, 1983). Working memory is used by 

emergent readers to remember the beginning of a word, for example, while 

decoding the remainder of the word. It is also essential in comprehension so that 

the beginning of a sentence can be remembered while the rest of the sentence is 

being read (Oakhill & Garnham, 1988; Perfetti et al., 1996; Yuill & Oakhill, 

1991).  

Working memory becomes especially important when reading complex 

material where sentences tend to be long. Perfetti, Marron and Foltz claim that 

“skilled comprehenders had better working memories than less skilled 

comprehenders” (Perfetti et al., 1996, p. 140). Studies by Gathercole and others 

show that working memory is not completely developed until adulthood 

(Gathercole & Baddeley, 1993; Gathercole, Pickering, Ambridge, & Wearing, 

2004). The limitations of working memory are such that by the time a complex 

sentence has been read in its entirety the reader may have forgotten the beginning, 

and its sense will be lost (Jónasson, 1987). 

Long-term memory is necessary for calling up already-learned vocabulary 

and comparing with new and unfamiliar words, and for comprehending longer 

passages of text where meaning must be retained from the beginning to the end 

(Birch, 2007; Kintsch & van Dijk, 1978). 

Comprehension failure is closely linked to lexical difficulties and working 

memory capacity; the “verbal efficiency theory” (Perfetti, 1985). It would seem 
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that however good readers‟ lexical competence is, their comprehension will be 

governed by “the bottleneck of a limited-capacity working memory” (Graesser & 

Britton, 1996, p. 350). 

2.1.7 Purpose in reading 

We saw above that one aspect of metacognition in learning is having a 

purpose. Reading may have a variety of purposes, each calling for a different 

combination of skills. Clarke and Silberstein denote skimming, scanning, deep 

comprehension and critical reading as the four main purposes of reading (Clarke 

& Silberstein, 1979). A reader may skim over a text to get the gist of its content or 

scan it for specific information, for example, a name or a telephone number. 

Whether he or she gets the correct gist or finds the correct information is 

dependent on reading ability and metacognitive skills used to judge when purpose 

has been attained (Brown, 1980). Reading a textbook is an example of deep 

comprehension while critical reading calls for an evaluation of a written text. 

Learning is a by-product of purpose, since learning involves broadening 

one‟s knowledge base (Bransford, 1979). Children‟s purposes in learning are not 

bound up entirely with attaining more knowledge. Social elements, such as 

pleasing parents and teachers and fitting-in with peers are also important (Bruner, 

1960). 

Dewey describes purpose as “an end view” (Dewey, 1951, p. 78), 

emphasising the product of study rather than the process. Some forms of reading, 

on the other hand, are more dependent on the process of reading and give the 

reader the freedom to create his or her own meaning (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 

1987). Research into adolescent reading has shown that young people view 

reading as product-linked (i.e. what happens in the story) and fail to realize that it 

can be process-linked (i.e. how it impinges on the reader‟s experience and what 

the reader‟s interpretation is) (Reeves, 2004). Emphasis on the process of reading 

holds good for both fiction and non-fiction. 

The ability to read and comprehend opens up a world of knowledge which 

would otherwise remain inaccessible (K.E. Stanovich, Cunningham, & West, 

1998; K. E. Stanovich et al., 1996), regardless of the wealth of informational 

material available through television broadcasting. 
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2.1.8 Motivation 

Having a purpose for reading is therefore essential, whether it be to catch 

the subtitles to a foreign-language film or to grasp the method for making a 

Béarnaise sauce. In reading connected with academic study motivation becomes 

another important factor (Bruner, 1966).  

For learning to take place, there must be rewards, taking the form of 

extrinsic or intrinsic motivation (Dornyei, 1994). Extrinsic, or instrumental, 

motivation, such as wanting to succeed at school in order to pass an exam, get a 

job or impress peers (R. Ellis, 1997; Noels, Clement, & Pelletier, 1999) may be 

sufficient if students feel they are likely to be successful. Amotivated students, on 

the other hand, lack confidence and see their grades as beyond their control. 

Believing they are unable to have any effect on the outcome of their studies, they 

may become nervous in class; neglect homework and revision; fail to complete 

assignments and tests, and inevitably, perform at a low level. Intrinsic interest in 

doing well may be outweighed by fear of doing badly. 

Although it may be that we “get interested in what we get good at” 

(Bruner, 1966, p. 118) it is students who study because they are interested who are 

more likely to attain high levels of proficiency (Noels et al., 1999). Enjoying the 

intellectual stimulation or, in the case of language students, wanting to interact 

with the foreign culture are other forms of intrinsic motivation but the confidence 

that one is capable is essential for such motivation. Amotivated learners tend to 

lack self-confidence and feel anxious in class. Consequently they make little 

effort, and suffer from “learned helplessness”, believing that they have no control 

over the grades they achieve (Noels et al., 1999). Foreign language based self-

confidence necessitates a certain degree of competence, but it is the risk-takers 

who get most out of classroom activities and who are motivated to extend their 

studies outside school. The metacognitive aspect of self-confidence is students‟ 

need to evaluate their language proficiency accurately.  

Self-confidence increases if students are encouraged to acknowledge their 

own learning goals (Dörnyei, 2005). Active participation in learning and 

individually-based learning strategies will empower students and increase their 

feelings of control over their own education (Bandura, 1997; Graham, 1997). An 

emphasis on creative and flexible thinking will help students, and especially 
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students lacking motivation, to construct their own learning process (Bransford et 

al., 1999; Sternberg, 2002) in which they will develop the confidence to progress 

in manageable and motivational Vygotskian steps (Vygotsky, 1978).  

Ultimately, motivation needs to be developed with a view to the future, 

since formal schooling will end when most people are in their twenties, whereas a 

“fundamental goal of education is to equip students with self-regulatory 

capabilities that enable them to educate themselves” (Bandura, 1997, p. 174). 

2.2 Characteristics of good and poor readers  

In the previous sections I introduced several factors which combine to 

make the phenomenon of reading. We saw that reading is the decoding of written 

symbols and combinations of symbols into sounds and comprehension. Reading 

of any language is possible so far as the reader knows what sounds letters or letter 

combinations represent. To achieve fluency the reader must be exposed to a wide 

range of texts in order to build up rapid, automatic decoding, a large sight 

vocabulary, an understanding of words in context, linguistic knowledge and an 

efficient working memory. Metacognitive skills, such as comprehension-

monitoring, along with purpose and motivation are necessary for readers to get the 

most out of their ability to read. 

Because of variation in people‟s circumstances and their abilities in 

different fields, some children will become more capable readers than others. A 

characteristic of good readers is that they tend not to guess at words since they 

recognise many at sight, using the bottom-up approach to reading (Oakhill, 1993). 

Poor readers are more dependent on words and context, even at the expense of 

comprehension (Oakhill, 1993; K.E. Stanovich & Stanovich, 1999). 

Good readers also have a strong command of syntax and lexis which 

means that they are able to make inferences and comprehend on a higher level 

without skipping over complex sentences or unknown words (Perfetti et al., 

2005). Poor comprehenders are likely to be restricted to interpreting texts on a 

literal level.  

Another factor characterising good readers is that they enjoy reading. The 

“Matthew effect” (K.E. Stanovich, 1986) comes into effect as they read more, 

gain more knowledge and more reading facility. They use reading techniques 

appropriate to the task in hand and have effective comprehension monitoring 
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skills. Those who struggle with reading, read less, attain lower levels of 

competence and continue to find reading a chore. 

Weaker readers, however, have poor phonological processing and a poor 

working memory. Their comprehension is limited by poor identification of words 

and inability to construct meaning. Because their general domain knowledge is 

likely to be poorer (through less reading and therefore less access to information) 

their ability to process additional knowledge is less developed. 

In fact, when contemplating the difference in reading ability between good and 

bad readers it seems true to say that “the possibilities for comprehension failure 

seem to be endless” (Perfetti et al., 1996, p. 137). 

Social factors also influence reading ability, such as family attitudes, 

parental level of education and the number of books in the home (Brooker, 2002; 

Halldórsson, Ólafsson, & Björnsson, 2007; Moore, Bean, Birdyshaw, & Rycik, 

1999; OECD, 2007b). These factors have been widely researched but remain 

outside the scope of this study. 

2.3 Difference between spoken and written language 

Turning from a discussion of the constituent parts of reading and the 

characteristics of stronger and weaker readers, I would like to consider the 

differences between the language of speech and of writing and their significance 

for the development of competent reading comprehension. 

In first-language learning most children will normally have spoken 

language competence before they learn to read (Gibson & Levin, 1975). Gough 

and Tunmer (1986) assume that when a child has attained competence in decoding 

reading comprehension will follow as naturally as understanding of spoken 

language was gained. 

Reading may be more accessible insofar as a text can be re-read whereas 

the possibility of having speech repeated may not exist, for example when 

listening to an announcement, a lecture or a television programme. On the other 

hand, comprehension of spoken language is aided by facial expressions, gestures 

and tone of voice, meaning that understanding of written text demands a higher 

level of inference. 

Orthography may present particular problems to readers of English. The 

historical reasons for silent letters such as “gh” (night), “b” (debt), and “e” (love, 
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time) (Crystal, 1995) do not lessen the difficulties of decoding, with the result that 

words may be understood in spoken English but not in a written text. However, 

Gibson and Levin (1975) refute this view, claiming that “reading comprehension 

is little affected by the writing system or the orthography” (Gibson & Levin, 

1975, p. 538). 

Usage of both syntax and vocabulary differ between written and spoken 

English. Spoken language is almost never in a formal register (speeches are an 

exception), although written language can be formal or informal. A more formal 

style is seen in reports, academic articles, business letters and legal proceedings 

than in advertisements and personal letters (Leech & Svartvik, 1994). Weblogs 

also fit into this category. Spoken utterances will contain more repetitions and 

hesitations, and looser construction (Crystal, 1995). Although the grammar will 

not be different its usage will be. Conventions dictate, for example, that spoken 

and written salutations differ, and “Bye” to end a telephone conversation with a 

friend cannot be used to conclude a letter to a bank. Competent reading 

comprehension in English involves familiarity with different registers and their 

vocabularies.  

Concerning breadth of vocabulary,  a study done by Hayes and Ahrens 

(1988) showed that the range of vocabulary used in prime-time adult television 

shows is similar to that of pre-school books (94% of words within the 5000-word 

Basic Lexicon), compared to the vocabulary of newspapers (84% of words within 

the 5000-word Basic Lexicon) and scientific abstracts (74% of words within the 

5000-word Basic Lexicon). Hayes and Ahrens concluded that: 

 

Unless children have extensive experience with written language sources, by 

having been read to and by reading on their own, their knowledge of 

vocabulary beyond the 5,000-type Basic Lexicon will grow slowly, for there 

is no other way for this kind of knowledge to be acquired but through 

contextually rich lexical experiences (Hayes & Ahrens, 1988, p. 408). 

 

The measuring of lexical accessibility initiated by Hayes continues to 

show the wide difference in difficulty between written and spoken English. 

Average sentence length in adult-to-child speech and television show 

conversations is 6.6 words per sentence, compared to11.3 words per sentence in 



   

   26 

books read by elementary school children and 22 words per sentence in 

newspapers (Hayes, 2003). The limitations of spoken language are discussed 

further by Stanovich and other scholars (Krashen, 1995; K.E.  Stanovich, 2000; K. 

E. Stanovich et al., 1996). 

Although readers will not increase their comprehended vocabulary unless 

they read demanding material, they will be discouraged if they read far beyond 

their present level of comprehension. The complexity of written texts lies on a 

continuum from beginners‟ books containing only a few words to academic, legal 

or technical texts, which the lay-man may find almost impossible to understand. 

Allowing students to select reading material that they find enjoyable is likely to 

ensure that they will widen their vocabulary at the same time as consolidating 

known vocabulary (Krashen, 1995). 

2.4 First-language and foreign-language reading  

We have looked at the differences between hearing and reading language, 

but what about the difference between reading in the mother-tongue and in a 

foreign language? In what ways is foreign-language reading special, or does the 

ability to read (and understand) in one language presuppose a similar ability in 

other languages? 

The same processes of decoding, building up sight vocabulary and making mental 

representations of text (comprehension) are involved in foreign language reading 

as in first-language reading. Background knowledge and memory are both needed 

for second-language reading (Goodman, 1988).  

Reading in a foreign language differs intrinsically, however, from first-language 

reading since “the L2 reader has prior reading experience” (Koda, 1994, p. 2) and 

is not learning a new skill. Because second or foreign language learners may have 

more world knowledge than beginning (and therefore younger) first-language 

learners they may experience difficulties of comprehension if a text contains new 

or unexpected information. They may tend to depend on their own previous 

knowledge rather than read closely to find out what the text actually says (Birch, 

2007; Laufer, 1997). 

Foreign-language reading obviously necessitates some knowledge of the foreign 

language, which could be expressed as “L2 Reading = L1 Reading + L2 Language 

Proficiency”  (Carrell, 1991). Since Alderson‟s seminal paper in 1984 on whether 
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reading in a foreign language is a reading or a language problem, it has been 

generally accepted that foreign-language learners need to attain a certain threshold 

of language ability before they are able to transfer their first-language reading 

skills (Alderson, 1984; Berman, 1984; Krashen, 1995). Both poor first-language 

reading skills and poor foreign-language proficiency will cause problems with 

foreign-language reading.  

Research by Walter (2007) showed that competent readers in the first 

language with a lower level of proficiency in the foreign language performed 

significantly worse in foreign-language reading tasks than competent readers in 

the first language with a higher level of proficiency in the foreign language. This 

suggests that linguistic knowledge of the foreign language is central to reading 

comprehension and that without it reading skills cannot be accessed between 

languages. 

Apart from reading skills, the habit of reading also transfers between 

languages, meaning that “readers in the primary language will become readers in 

the second language” (Krashen, 1995). A difficulty when readers move on to a 

foreign language is that the skills they will have developed to comprehend 

specific first-language linguistic features may be redundant in second language 

while new skills will have to be learnt (Koda, 1994). Words which contrast 

strongly with first-language orthographic patterns or “features not exploited in the 

native language" may cause particular difficulties (N. Ellis & Beaton, 1993, p. 

561). An example of a difficulty of this kind between Icelandic and English is 

sleep - slept where interference from Icelandic may lead to the p being read as f 

(as in sleppa - sleppti - sleppt). If slept is read as sleft the reader may not 

recognize the word as the past tense of sleep. 

Students with good first-language reading skills and good foreign-

language proficiency can reach a high level of reading comprehension in the 

foreign or second language (Alderson, 1984; Coady, 1979). On the other hand, 

poor first-language readers may not become good readers in a second language 

whatever their level of language proficiency (Alderson, 1984) since “literacy 

developed in the first language transfers to the second language” (Krashen, 1995, 

p. 196).  

Reaching native-speaker ability may be out of the question because of 

limited second or foreign language vocabulary. Students may not realize the 
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breadth of vocabulary in the foreign language if they are only exposed to certain 

types of texts. Word associations (for example, seeing a connection between man, 

manly, manhood, mankind) may be poor and foreign language readers 

misconstrue unknown words that resemble known words, like cute and acute, or 

quiet and quite (Laufer, 1997; Schmitt & Meara, 1997). 

Recent research in foreign-language reading comprehension focuses on the 

correlation between first-language reading skills and second-language language 

skills (Coady, 1979; Lee & Schallert, 1997) and on the transfer, or “access” 

(Walter, 2007), of first-language reading skills. Freeing working memory for 

higher-level comprehension is essential and is only possible if language 

proficiency ensures automatised parsing of language (Walter, 2007), meaning that 

grammatical and syntactical knowledge must be at an advanced level. Testing 

English-speaking learners of Spanish, Bernhardt and Kamil (1995) concluded that 

30% of reading comprehension in the foreign language is dependent on foreign-

language linguistic knowledge and 20% on first-language reading comprehension, 

the remaining 50% being a mixture of social factors. Vocabulary-building, 

including an understanding of spelling likely patterns and of polysemy and 

homophony (Birch, 2007; Lennon, 1996) is essential for foreign-language reading 

comprehension, together with an ability to retrieve “larger phrasal units from 

memory” (Zimmerman, 1997, p. 17). Extensive reading inside and outside school 

is seen as the path to such understanding (Krashen, 1995). 

To sum up, it would appear that although the technicalities of reading 

appear similar between languages there are many features that distinguish reading 

in a foreign language from reading in the mother-tongue. 

2.5 English in Iceland 

Having now looked at various factors affecting reading, both in the first-

language and in foreign languages, let us now direct our attention to the specific 

situation of the English language in Iceland. In this section I will discuss English 

in Icelandic schools and in everyday life in Iceland and research into reading in 

English. I will then move on to consider social aspects affecting students‟ reading 

in English and possible causes of their reading difficulties. 
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2.5.1 English at school 

English is taught in elementary schools in Iceland from 4
th

 grade (age 9) to 

10
th

 grade (Ministry of Education, 2007). Post-compulsory matriculation courses 

(university entrance level) mandate a further two years of English (three to four 

years for students specialising in languages). The International School of Iceland 

("International School of Iceland,") is the only Icelandic primary school where 

teaching is conducted in English, and serves ages 5 to 13. At secondary level, 

students may take the International Baccalaureate in English at Menntaskólinn við 

Hamrahlið (Hamrahlíð). In May 2007, eighteen students graduated from this 

programme. 

Within the state education system, English is taught as a foreign language, 

not as a second language. Foreign national moving to Iceland (or any other 

country) after acquisition of a first language, will learn the language of the host 

country as a second language, a language which they will need to use for daily 

communication. Similarly, Welsh is taught in areas of Wales as a second 

language, having equal status to English in Wales. Although English is widely 

understood and used in Iceland, it is not an official language of Iceland. It has the 

status therefore of a foreign language. 

In the early years of learning English at school emphasis, according to the 

National Curriculum, is on listening and speaking skills, with reading and writing 

taking more prominence in 8th grade. At the end of compulsory education 

emphasis in reading in English is on scanning for information and grasping the 

narrative of simple stories (Ministry of Education, 2007).  

At post-compulsory level specific reading skills in English continue to be 

taught. The National Curriculum Guide (Ministry of Education, 1999) stipulates 

that at the end of the first year or one and a half years students should be able to 

pass the Cambridge First Certificate in English (Cambridge, 2007). This means 

that they will have learnt skimming and scanning skills and will be able to 

understand a long text and make inferences. Cambridge First Certificate is at 

Level B2 of the European Portfolio (Europe, 2006), at which level students should 

be ready to “do office work or take a course of study in the medium of the 

language” (Cambridge, 2008b, p. 4). In September 2007 a total of 28,340 students 
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were registered in post-compulsory education, approximately 9% of the total 

population of Iceland (Iceland, 2007). 

2.5.2 English in everyday life 

The majority of Icelanders live and work through the medium of Icelandic. 

However, in some fields of work English is used as a lingua franca, perhaps 

because of the presence of foreign workers or clients with no knowledge of 

Icelandic, or because much of the terminology used is English, for example, 

airlines and the tourist industry. Government, most business and cultural websites 

are maintained in Icelandic and English (and frequently a third or fourth European 

language). For university study, many textbooks, and some entire courses, are in 

English. 

Much of the access to material in English in Iceland is through the 

medium of television. Of a total of 248 hours‟ broadcasting on the two main 

television channels during the week this is written 132 hours (26 hours on 

Icelandic National Broadcasting Service and 106 on Channel 2) are in English 

with Icelandic subtitles, the majority of this being TV shows and feature films. 

According to the Hayes Lexical Analysis adult television shows have a LexD 

(lexical demand) level of – 40, meaning that Icelanders are exposed to material 

which makes fewer demands on their knowledge of English than teenage 

magazines (LexD -20) or 6th -grade readers (LexD – 7) (Hayes, 2006). Cable and 

satellite television is also widely available, with a vast range of material from 

Europe and the U.S.A. 

The dominance of English lyrics in popular music means that many 

Icelanders listen daily to bands and singers performing in English. 

2.5.3 Past research into reading in English in Iceland 

Although much has been written about literacy acquisition in Iceland, 

reading difficulties and dyslexia (Eggertsdóttir & Jónsdóttir, 2006; Einarsdóttir, 

1987; Jónasson, 1987; Kristmundsson, 1987; Magnúsdóttir, 1987; Sigurðardóttir, 

1987), less research has been carried out into reading ability in English. 

Torfadóttir  (2003), testing vocabulary knowledge in English of high-school 

students, found that students scored between 62% and 81%, for knowledge of 

words within the 2000 most common words. Furthermore, in a study of English 
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proficiency of first-year students at the Iceland University of Education, she found 

that 25% of those tested had difficulties with the course material they were 

expected to read (Torfadóttir, 1991). That students are interested in learning 

English does not appear to be in question (Lefever, 2006) but questions are raised 

about teaching methods and materials (Ingvarsdóttir, 2004; Jónasson, 1990; 

Lefever, 2006; Ólafsdóttir, 2003). Arnbjörnsdóttir (2007) suggests that Icelanders 

“may overestimate their actual language proficiency” (Arnbjörnsdóttir, 2007, p. 

54) since their exposure to English is largely colloquial and comprehension of 

visual material may be aided by visual clues and sub-titles. Both Arnbjörnsdóttir 

(2007) and Kristjánsson (2007), however, concern themselves largely with 

academic English at university level. 

2.5.4 Other elements affecting Icelandic students’ reading in English 

The amount of reading in English that students do seems to vary widely 

and depends on social factors as well as individual ones. Many students “chat” 

with English-speaking friends on the Internet or read magazines and popular 

novels.  

Reading comprehension is affected by cognitive factors, such as working 

memory, phonological competence and general comprehension ability, and 

individual differences like personality, motivation, metacognitive skills, self-

confidence and creativity. It is also likely that students who enjoy reading in 

Icelandic will read in English and in other languages (Krashen, 1995). They thus 

build up more subject knowledge in a wide area and will be better prepared for 

reading on a variety of topics (Ridgway, 1997). 

It seems likely that students are positively or negatively affected by the 

material and textbooks used at school. It seems equally likely that teachers‟ own 

interests will to a certain extent influence their choice of material. In upper-

secondary schools in Iceland, the preponderance of female language teachers at 

secondary schools in Iceland may mean that more reading material appropriate for 

girls is provided than for boys. Looking at the numbers of foreign language 

teachers in a random ten schools in Iceland in spring 2008, I discovered that 23% 

were male and 77% female, whereas in the same schools 46% of the student 

population was male and 54% female. It has been shown that girls in the Nordic 

countries read more fiction than boys (Knain & Turmo, 2003). In Iceland, for 
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example, girls say they read fiction 30 times a month as opposed to 13 times a 

month for boys (Linnakylä & Malin, 2003). The serious gender gap in reading in 

Scandinavia as a whole means that it is essential “to change boys‟ negative 

attitudes towards reading, so that boys, too, find reading an enjoyable hobby, not 

just a waste of time or merely a means of searching for information” (Linnakylä & 

Malin, 2003, p. 48). 

If Icelandic students are not reading extensively, or are limiting their 

reading to teenage magazines, weblogs and Internet chat sites they are not 

accessing the rich vocabulary that most native speakers acquire. It would be 

unfortunate if the role models they admire are the superficial, cliché-bound 

characters of television dramas rather than the often highly-educated actors who 

portray them. 

Significant differences will be found between individuals, and it is 

possible that superior competence in one area will negate the effects of a lack of 

competence in another area. Thus motivation may counterbalance poor language 

aptitude. However, certain combinations of factors will undoubtedly lead to low 

levels of English reading proficiency. It is my belief that low-level students with 

poor language aptitude and poor self-efficacy are at most risk of lacking the skills 

necessary to cope with complex texts. 

Students need the hard and fast knowledge of extensive vocabulary in 

order to read a wide variety of English texts. However, if they believe they do 

understand they will not feel the need to check their understanding. Nor will they 

if they lack faith in their comprehension skills and perceive themselves as 

frequently failing. The problem for both groups may not be one of performance 

but of perceived performance. Students must develop the ability to evaluate their 

comprehension and look beyond the first interpretation of an unknown word or 

phrase. They must, in other words, use better comprehension monitoring 

techniques and adopt an attitude of linguistic flexibility that allows them to see the 

possibility of alternative meanings.  

2.5.5 Possible causes of reading difficulties in English 

The difficulties some Icelandic students experience in reading in English 

may be linked to problems with reading, or with linguistic knowledge of English, 

or may be a broader problem connected with motivation, self-evaluation and self-
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esteem. Average reading competence in Icelandic has decreased, with more 

OECD countries performing better than Iceland in 2006 than in 2003 (Halldórsson 

et al., 2007). Reading competence is tested in primary schools in Iceland, although 

“it is much harder to establish what causes poor reading and what measures 

should be taken to improve reading ability” [öllu erfiðara [er] að ákvarða hvað 

veldur lélegum lestri og til hvaða ráða skuli grípa í því skyni að lagfæra 

lestrargetuna] (Einarsdóttir, 1987, p. 20). 

Poor reading skills in Icelandic may be the main source of difficulties of 

reading in English for some Icelandic readers. Opinions are divided over the exact 

role of transfer of reading ability from first to foreign language, although studies 

point to greater comprehension in foreign-language reading among more 

competent first-language readers (Goodman, 1988; Koda, 1994).  

Lack of linguistic knowledge could also be a main cause of reading 

problems in English (Alderson, 1984), with scholars accepting the view that 

foreign-language linguistic knowledge accounts for 30% of foreign-language 

reading comprehension (Bernhardt, 2003). However, results from 10th-grade 

standardised tests in English show that, generally speaking, Icelandic students 

aged 15 have an adequate competence in English. The average grade in English 

over the past five years (2003-2007) is 7.0, with the average grade in Icelandic 

over the same period of time 6.6. It would not appear that lack of knowledge of 

English is the root of some students‟ difficulties with reading in English. 

Nevertheless, syntax may slow down reading and hamper comprehension, since 

“even advanced ESL readers may have difficulty interpreting syntactic structures 

and this may influence their ability to comprehend what they are reading” (Birch, 

2007, p. 163). Students‟ knowledge of formal language may not be sufficient to 

cope with the reading demands in English made of them in post-compulsory 

education. Reading itself contributes to a large extent to knowledge of formal 

language syntax (Krashen, 1995) so that a vicious circle may arise of students 

avoiding demanding reading material and never achieving reading fluency. 

It seems likely to surmise that poor, or limited, vocabulary knowledge is 

responsible for a large part of some Icelanders‟ poor reading skills in English 

(Alderson, 1984; Brisbois, 1995). Goodman‟s (1976) view that words are 

“guessed” from context would appear to refer to hasty, and therefore inefficient, 

decoding rather than to misinterpretation of meaning. Correcting misprints or 
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misreading nice for mice does not demonstrate lack of word knowledge, whereas 

reading penguin for pigeon or letter for latter may do. 

Hayes and Ahren (1988), Krashen (1995) and Stanovich (1996) confirm 

the view that for students to move beyond a basic 5000-word vocabulary they 

must read widely, rather than watch television. Even children‟s books “have 50% 

more rare words in them than does adult prime-time television and the 

conversation of college graduates” (K.E. Stanovich, 2000, p. 256). A study of 

levels of vocabulary in English needed by Dutch 1
st
-year university students 

suggests that 10,000 base words is a minimum requirement benchmark 

(Hazenberg & Hulstijn, 1996). 

Vocabulary problems connected with phonology also cause 

misunderstanding, among both higher- and lower-scoring students, particularly 

where unvoiced t and voiced d are represented by the same grapheme in Icelandic. 

Thus swede may be interpreted at sweet, although made and mate (both within the 

basic 3000-word spoken vocabulary) may not be confused.  

Other problematic areas for Icelandic students when reading in English 

may be phonological processing and decoding, working memory and inaccurate 

self-evaluation.  

Seymour (2005a), in his discussion of the relative depth of European 

languages, concludes that although Icelandic and English both have complex 

syllabic structure, ortho-graphical depth will make English a harder language in 

which to develop literacy.  The opaqueness of spelling affects students‟ ability to 

decode and many have difficulty recognising written words that they understand 

when heard. However, although orthography does present problems to both 

native-speakers and learners of English, it seems likely that Icelanders develop a 

flexibility of understanding when reading due to the depth of Icelandic 

orthography (Lund, Sigurðsson, & Þráinsdóttir, 2005; Seymour, 2005b) and to 

inflexions in the language which may cause significant changes in the 

orthographic form of words. 

With regard to the role played by memory, the average sentence length in 

conversational English in seven words, whereas in research articles it is 27 words 

or more (Hayes, 2003). This means that more demands may be made of working 

memory because of the length of sentences in formal written English, even though 
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students may be comfortable with reading formal language and long sentences in 

their first language.  

Working memory will also be strained by long words, and by words that 

have similar, and partly familiar, elements, such as except, expect, exceed, and 

succeed, or those which have letter patterns not encountered in students‟ first 

language (N. Ellis & Beaton, 1993), for example guardian or sinewy. Homonyms 

(bear and refuse) and polysemes (wake and match) are also recognised as causing 

reading problems (Birch, 2007; Nippold, 1998). Vocabulary of Greek or Latin 

origin, such as thermometer or pedestrian, may cause problems for Icelanders 

who are more accustomed to transparency of meaning. 

Students in Iceland may have an unrealistic evaluation of their own 

competence in English. Understanding as they do most of what they hear on 

television they, not unreasonably, assume understanding of what they read. 

However, they may “rate[d] words as known that they do not have competent 

associative knowledge for” (Schmitt & Meara, 1997, p. 29) just as Japanese 

students tested did. Over-estimating lexical knowledge has been shown to be more 

common among cultures that value confidence and risk-taking (Laufer & Yano, 

2001).  

Some students, however, under-estimate their ability in English due to 

poor self-esteem and unrealistic peer comparison. These students claim they know 

little, give up easily, and their insecurity even causes them to alter test responses 

from correct to incorrect. They consequently tend to perform badly. What 

handicaps this group of learners is not their ability but social and metacognitive 

issues such as motivation, self-image and self-monitoring. If material studied was 

pitched at a challenging but not too-challenging level (Vygotsky‟s “zone of 

proximal development” (Covington & Roberts, 1994; Vygotsky, 1978) these 

students might feel more confident about their own competence. 

Results from the PISA 2000 student questionnaire show a strong 

correlation between students‟ believing they do well at school and their reading 

literacy (r = ,47) whereas average OECD correlation is ,30. Correlation of self-

efficacy (the ability to understand the most difficult material on the test) with 

reading literacy are the highest in Iceland (r = ,40) of all OECD countries, 

suggesting that higher-achievers who enjoy competing do better than low-

achievers who prefer to work in cooperation with others. A similar strong 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zone_of_proximal_development
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zone_of_proximal_development
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correlation in Iceland between achievement and confidence in ability is shown in 

the findings of PISA 2006 on performance in science (Halldórsson et al., 2007). 

The reasons for low self-confidence and lack of motivation among some 

Icelandic students studying English may be linked to poor ability as well as 

personality, interests, and other factors concerning school and home life 

(Bransford, 1979). These are not areas that I am able to explore in this study. 

It seems, therefore, that there are a plethora of possible causes of reading 

difficulties in English, ranging from a lack of reading competence in Icelandic to 

inadequate vocabulary to low self-confidence. My intention in this research was to 

put forward a possible theory of why some Icelandic students seem to find reading 

in English so difficult, and to follow this up with an empirical study of reading 

test scores in the two languages. I will now turn to my own ideas about what 

causes Icelandic students to flounder when reading in English. 

2.6 A two-faceted theory on reading difficulties in English 

On the basis of the discussion above, I will suggest the following 

theoretical framework for accounting for the variability in English reading 

competence, which I hope to explore in my empirical study. 

I propose a two-faceted theory on the problems facing Icelandic high-

school readers of English.  I believe that students who demonstrate good reading 

proficiency in Icelandic perform less well in reading comprehension in English 

because of vocabulary problems. Their known vocabulary consists largely of 

spoken vocabulary and they lack more formal, written vocabulary. They also have 

a tendency to over-estimate their understanding of unknown words, assuming 

meanings and seeing no need to verify their guesses by using a dictionary. They 

lack efficient comprehension-monitoring in English and may substitute known 

words for unknown, sometimes by assuming misprints in a text or by failing to 

recognise polysemes.  

They are therefore in a self-perpetuating circle of limited understanding 

and limited vocabulary, which only diligent checking of precise meaning in 

context will break. Their metacognitive skills are such that they have a tendency 

to overestimate their reading proficiency in English due to a lack of awareness of 

the breadth of the language and especially its vocabulary. 
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Students with poor first-language reading skills are hampered in foreign-

language reading by problems connected to memory capacity, motivation and 

metacognition. Their probable poor foreign-language decoding ability means that 

working memory is overloaded by the process of decoding, forcing 

comprehension to take second place. Insufficient foreign-language vocabulary, 

due to little exposure to texts and poor ability to memorise words, is more of a 

problem than for good first-language readers and has the added dimension of lack 

of syntactic comprehension. In a society in which successful risk-taking is valued 

poor readers lack the self-confidence to attack unknown vocabulary or difficult 

syntax. What students need to keep in mind is that it is not their grades that matter 

but their ability to make progress through study and practice.  

In contrast to the good first-language readers, these students under-

estimate their comprehension as experience has proved their limited 

understanding to them again and again. They have become hardened to non-

comprehension and give up easily. They lack efficient comprehension-monitoring 

skills and work on a basis of word-meanings rather than of whole text. Whereas 

the good first-language readers are motivated by good grades and by their intrinsic 

enjoyment of academic study, poor readers are unsure of their scholastic goals. 

Thus extrinsic motivation has very little significance for them since they enjoy 

little standing with their more successful classmates and attain small rewards, in 

terms of poor grades, from their teachers. A similar situation is described by 

Macaro (2003) who, writing about schoolboys in England, says “a vicious circle 

seems to have built up which comprises of lack of self-efficacy, group dynamics 

(particularly linked to peer pressure), lack of knowing how to learn and lack of 

effort” (Macaro, 2003, p. 115). However, these students have little self-esteem 

and probably underestimate their ability. Certainly with respect to boys, schools 

need to make them realize “that even 'a real man' reads books, including fiction” 

(Linnakylä & Malin, 2003, p. 52). 

I believe that these factors combine to produce a significantly lower level 

of reading comprehension in English than in Icelandic. Figure 1 shows the 

anticipated performance of the two groups of stronger and weaker readers in 

Icelandic in reading in English on the basis of this theory. 
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Anticipated performance based on proposed theory

Icelandic English

Reading in Icelandic and English

S
co

re Stronger readers

Weaker readers 

 

Figure 1. Anticipated performance of stronger and weaker readers based on proposed theory 

 

It is generally accepted that people differ in their linguistic aptitude and 

some people will find foreign-language learning more difficult than others 

(Alderson, Clapham, & Steel, 1997; Cody, 1995; Dörnyei, 2005; Gardner, 1999). 

Those with poor phonological memory are at a disadvantage as they will have 

limited recall of stored phonological correspondence rules (Gathercole & 

Baddeley, 1993). However, since reading stimulates phonological abilities and 

better phonological abilities aid reading, these students need to read diligently. 

Short-term memory is a factor in reading comprehension (Kintsch & van Dijk, 

1978). Text phrases are stored in short-term memory until larger pieces of text 

have been read. If short-term memory ability is poor, readers will have difficulty 

with comprehension of long sentences or whole texts. Working memory is also 

used to ensure that parsing will be correct (Gathercole & Baddeley, 1993) so that 

words such as can and like, which have different grammatical roles, can be 

assessed correctly. Comprehension must be suspended until the meaning of the 

word is clear.  

Research has shown that foreign-language reading comprehension 

comprises 20% first-language reading ability and 30% foreign-language linguistic 

knowledge (Bernhardt, 2003; Bernhardt & Kamil, 1995; Brisbois, 1995), the 

remaining 50% being an undefined combination of  the effect  of  the status  of  

the foreign language  in  society,  peer  pressure (Cody, 1995),  anxiety, 

motivation (Dornyei, 1994), and self-efficacy (Knain & Turmo, 2003; Pintrich & 
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Schrauben, 1992). Poor phonological awareness will hamper students‟ reading in 

the first-language (Gathercole & Baddeley, 1993) and even more so in a foreign 

language. Words like food and foot will be confused if the reader is unable to 

distinguish between phonemes, which in Icelandic are a single phoneme. Limited 

working memory will also mean that long words in particular will be problematic, 

especially those that have similar, and already known, elements, such as except, 

expect, exceed, succeed.  

It is also thought that motivation and interest can compensate for a lack of 

aptitude. It is not a question of ability, but of perception of ability (Assor & 

Connell, 1992; Macaro, 2003). Both groups need more efficient metacognitive 

skills, especially in comprehension-monitoring. Good students are unaware of 

their limited vocabulary and inaccurate comprehension while poor readers with 

inadequate working memory capacity lack vocabulary knowledge and linguistic 

ability, including automatic parsing and the flexibility to consider a seemingly 

incomprehensible sentence from different angles. “However, in addition to the 

phenomenon of noncomprehension, the learner will often experience 

miscomprehension of certain words that look familiar even though they are 

unknown” (Laufer, 1997, p. 21). 

What is also important to bear in mind is that neither group appears to 

realize they could do something about it. Better readers do not realize that their 

comprehension is faulty while weaker readers may have given up trying. With 

individualized goal-setting and accurate self-assessment both groups could make 

progress. The factors affecting students‟ perception of their own academic ability 

are various and are closely linked to individual learning differences (Brantmeier, 

2003; Braten, Lie, & Andreassen, 1998; Dörnyei, 2005).   

What remains is the fact that, because of “the all-encompassing relevance of 

World English in a globalized world” (Dörnyei, 2005, p. 119) poor reading 

comprehension in English can have serious implications for students, who need to 

be aware of steps they can take to minimise it. Students who have a secure 

classroom environment centred on developing metacognitive skills, self-efficacy, 

risk-taking and student-centred learning, should develop self-confidence and self-

assessment skills. This is particularly relevant to formal written language to which 

they have little exposure, especially outside of school. Reading is a necessary part 

of life in the 21st century, and employers expect high standards of literacy: 
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 …a stark fact about modern technological societies: they are providing 

lucrative employment only for those who acquire increasingly complex 

verbal skills and vocabulary (K.E. Stanovich, 2000, p. 258). 

 

It was on the basis of this theory that I looked at reading comprehension in 

English, comparing it to reading comprehension in Icelandic and incorporating 

other aspects of reading, such as motivation, purpose and self-evaluation, into the 

picture. 

My ultimate aim is that this study will mean that reading in English at 

upper-secondary school level will be viewed from a new perspective, allowing the 

development of ways to help struggling students make progress and stronger 

students do even better. In the next chapter I will explain better how I carried out 

my research. 
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3  Method 

Having outlined the framework of this study and put forward a tentative 

theory on how reading comprehension difficulties in English are manifested 

among stronger and weaker readers I will now move on describe the design of my 

empirical study. I will explain how data were collected, and briefly outline the 

characteristics of PISA assessment. Following this I will explain how data were 

evaluated and analyzed. 

3.1 Design 

This study aims at exploring reading comprehension skills in English 

among first-year high-school students in Iceland from the perspective of two 

different levels of reading in Icelandic. I hoped the data obtained would support 

my tentative theory on what makes reading in English difficult for some Icelandic 

students. I also intended to investigate students‟ perceptions of their own reading 

skills in English and their experience of reading English in class and at home. I 

hoped that this would throw light on the situation of students who are not reaching 

the expected level of reading competence and might lead to a re-appraisal of 

reading difficulties and of classroom teaching.  The quantitative study to obtain 

information from testing and surveys was done as a follow-up to student 

interviews and observations carried out in the autumn of 2006: “Quantitative and 

qualitative inquiry can support and inform each other” (Miles & Huberman, 2002, 

p. 311). This approach of initial exploratory work leading to more detailed study 

is supported by Robson, who says that observation “is commonly used in an 

exploratory phase, typically in an unstructured form, to seek to find out what is 

going on in a situation as a precursor to subsequent testing out of the insights 

obtained” (Robson, 2002, p. 311). 

In the course of these interviews and observations it became clear to me 

that there were students who were having difficulties with reading in English and 

who were at a loss both as to why and as to how to improve. This led me to 

contemplate whether students were struggling because of an inability to decode, 

or because of lack of comprehension of decoded words or of syntax. Was it the 
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words themselves that were the problem and, if so, decoding them or 

understanding them? If the problem lay in decoding then was it decoding in any 

language that was the stumbling block or uniquely decoding in English? If it was 

a comprehension problem, was it connected to comprehension of any material or 

was it limited to reading comprehension in English? Why did so many students 

seem confident in speaking English, watching films in English and playing 

computer games in English but not in reading English? Questions being many and 

answers few, it seemed that one way to approach the matter would be to compare 

reading comprehension in Icelandic and in English, at a higher and a lower level. 

This is thus a comparative quantitative study focusing on the relationship 

between reading comprehension in two languages. Figure 2 illustrates the design 

and the unknown relationship between the two languages that I hoped to explore. 

Two groups of participants are used “and the main focus is on analysing 

differences between the groups” (Robson, 2002, p. 156). As well as a comparison 

between each group as a whole,  students‟ individual performances would also be 

considered.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 2.  Anticipated comparison of reading scores in Icelandic and English 

 

In addition to comparing reading scores in Icelandic and English I also 

wanted to collate information on student self-assessment, attitude and motivation 

towards reading. Attached to the reading test was a questionnaire in Icelandic that 

I put together containing 11 questions, some open questions and others on a 4-

point Likert scale (to avoid a non-committal medial answer) and a self-assessment 
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also in Icelandic of how much effort students had put in to completing the reading 

tasks. Figure 3 shows the range of information I hoped to obtain from the 

questionnaire and its bearing on reading proficiency in English. 

 

 

 
Figure 3. Factors affecting reading in English 

 

Data sources are thus reading assessment material in English from the 

OECD Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) Science 

Competencies for Tomorrow’s World (OECD, 2006) and a written questionnaire 

in Icelandic. One of PISA‟s key features is its: 

 

Innovative approach to “literacy”, which is concerned with the capacity of 

students to extrapolate from what they have learned and to analyse and 

reason as they pose, solve and interpret problems in a variety of situations. 

The relevance of the knowledge and skills measured by PISA is confirmed 

by recent studies tracking young people in the years after they have been 

assessed by PISA.  (OECD, 2007a, p. 9) 

 

Before I began data collection I notified the Icelandic Data Protection 

Authority (Persónuvernd) about the study and obtained permission  from the 

OECD for use of their assessment material. In order to contact students and their 

parents (for their consent) I approached Statistics Iceland and, after being granted 

the go-ahead by their Ethics Committee, was provided with the addresses and 
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schools of prospective participants. I subsequently sought written permission from 

the principals or vice-principals of schools involved, parents or guardians of 

students, and students themselves, together with a guarantee from the schools that 

students would not be penalised for missing class to take the assessment. I wrote 

to the students requesting their participation and asking them to contact me. 

Anonymity of participating institutions and students was assured. Students 

received no remuneration for taking part in the study. 

3.2 Data collection 

In March 2006, a total of 3500 Icelandic students born in 1990 took part in 

the PISA assessment, with testing taking place in primary schools throughout the 

country. Countries participating in PISA must ensure that 95% of the student 

population is included in assessment. Only students who are functionally or 

intellectually disabled or whose mother-tongue is not the language of assessment 

(if the student has had less than one year of instruction in the language) are 

excluded from the sample. Allowing for illness and no-shows, 80% of the student 

population is expected to take part. Regulations sent out to organising bodies in 

participating countries emphasis “the need for careful, rigorous, standardised, and 

documented sampling” (OECD, 2005, p. 3). 

In PISA students are classified into one of five levels of reading 

proficiency based on their scores (five being the highest level). The student 

sample in my study is from reading levels four and two. 

PISA reading assessment is overseen by a group of reading experts from 

eight countries (OECD, 2006). Material is not curricular-based but is chosen from 

a variety of sources. Translation into the languages of participating countries and 

evaluation are under strict controls to ensure “superior levels of validity and 

reliability” (OECD, 2006, p. 7).  

Material for the 2006 PISA assessment was compiled into 13 test booklets 

containing overlapping test items in the three assessment areas (mathematics, 

science and reading). Of these, only eight test booklets contained test items on 

reading and one (test booklet 6) contained all 28 reading questions.  

For this study the sample I used was students who took examination 

booklet 6 in March 2006, which meant that data would be available on their 

performance in Iceland and in English for all the reading questions. A total of 356 
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students was expected to be tested on this booklet, of which 296 (83%) sat the 

test.  

Assessment scoring for the reading section of PISA is grouped into 5 

bands. 6.5% of those who were assessed on test booklet 6 in Icelandic scored at 

the highest level, 26% at Level 4, 30.5% at Level 3, 21% at Level 2 and 16% at 

Level 1 or below. At this level students‟ lack of reading comprehension mean that 

they “are likely to face difficulty using reading materials to fulfil their goals and 

to acquire knowledge” (OECD, 2007a, p. 46). After consultation with statisticians 

at Námsmatsstofnun it was decided that assessing students who scored at Levels 4 

and 2 in Icelandic would provide the most satisfactory results as they would have 

leeway to perform at a higher or lower level in English.  

Out of 139 students scoring at Levels 4 and 2, whose names were given 

me by Námsmatsstofnun and whose parents I hoped to contact, details of 28 were 

unavailable from Statistics Iceland. I contacted the parents of 111 students in the 

Greater Reykjavík area and south, west and north-east Iceland. Parents were asked 

to notify me if they did not consent to their children taking part. Students were 

also given the option to refuse participation.  

A final total of 57 students took the reading assessment and questionnaire. 

Of these 32 scored at Level 4 in the Icelandic assessment and 25 at Level 2. 

Fourteen students failed to complete the whole reading assessment, but all 

completed the questionnaire. 

Preparation for this study was done in close cooperation with 

Námsmatsstofnun, which is a professional independent scientific institution 

overseeing standardised assessment in Icelandic primary and secondary schools 

on a national and international basis. Assessment material for the testing in 

English was provided by Námsmatsstofnun as were the names of students selected 

to take part.  

Schools provided a classroom where the assessment took place. The 

assessments were carried out during school hours during the period 30
th

 August – 

14
th

 September 2007 at a total of 16 schools in the greater Reykjavík area and in 

south, west and north-east Iceland. In two cases I made a second visit to the 

school as some students were unavailable on my first visit. I scheduled my first 

school visit several days before the others, to allow me time to sort out any 

possible problems in the assessment procedure.  
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After permission had been granted by school principals, I contacted 

students and their parents. Some schools instigated a “gatekeeper” who contacted 

students and arranged a place and time for the assessment. If not, I telephoned or 

emailed students and arranged a time that suited them. I reminded students of the 

PISA assessment that they had taken part in and explained that this was a follow-

up study involving a small number of students from several schools.  

On each occasion I read the assessment instructions aloud and took care 

that the same procedure was always followed. The assessment itself took one 

hour, with extra time for reading through the instructions. None of the students 

commented on remembering the content of the texts from the Icelandic PISA 

assessment. All the students observed a no-talking code. At the end of the test 

they evaluated their level of application. Most said that they would have expended 

more effort if the test grade were to appear on their grades sheet. If students had 

not finished the reading passages during the time allowed, I asked them to move 

on to the self-assessment and survey questions. All students completed these. 

3.3 Characteristics of the PISA assessment 

The following definition was agreed on by reading experts selected by the 

countries taking part in PISA: 

 

Reading literacy is understanding, using and reflecting on written texts, in 

order to achieve one‟s goals, to develop one‟s knowledge and potential and 

to participate in society.  (OECD, 2006, p. 46) 

 

PISA does not measure reading fluency as it is assumed that by age 15 few 

students will not have mastered the mechanics of word recognition, decoding, and 

spelling. Students scoring below Level 1 in mother-tongue reading “are unlikely 

to be able to use reading independently as a tool to assist them in acquiring 

knowledge and skills in other areas” (OECD, 2006, p. 63). 

At Level 4 students can “use a high level of text-based inference”, “show 

accurate understanding of long or complex texts” and “ follow linguistic or 

thematic links over several paragraphs, often in the absence of clear discouse 

markers….to infer psychological or metaphysical meaning” (OECD, 2007b, p. 

292). 
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At Level 2 students can make use of low-level inferences, “construe 

meaning within a limited part of the text” and “follow logical and linguistic 

connections within a paragraph in order to locate or interpret information” 

(OECD, 2007b, p. 293). 

The reading texts used in the PISA 2006 assessment are varied and include 

continuous (composed of sentences and paragraphs) and non-continuous (charts, 

tables and diagrams) texts. No previous specialist knowledge is expected of the 

students although general background knowledge is valuable. The rationale 

behind this diversity is that: 

 

PISA measures reading literacy in terms of students‟ ability to use written 

information in situations that they encounter in their lives. This goes beyond 

the traditional notion of decoding information and literal interpretation. 

Students are shown different kinds of text, and required to retrieve 

information, to interpret the text and to reflect on and evaluate what they 

read.  (OECD, 2007a, p. 46) 

 

Of the eight texts I used for this assessment two are continuous texts and 

two are non-continuous (one a table and the other a form). Four have a continuous 

passage and non-continuous information in the form of a table, map, diagram or 

chart. Only one text (a fable by Aesop) could be described as literary. The fact 

that the texts are so varied helps to increase their interest-value, which will in turn 

increase “the chance that experimental subjects will be internally motivated to 

process those texts” (Foertsch & Gernsbacher, 1994, p. 295).  

PISA reading experts designate five processes in reading proficiency 

(OECD, 2006). Students need to be able to retrieve information (seven questions 

in the assessment used in this study), form a general understanding of a text (six 

questions), develop an interpretation (six questions), reflect on and evaluate the 

content of a text (seven questions), and reflect on and evaluate the form of a text 

(two questions). These aspects of reading are not viewed as a hierarchy, but 

students are expected to be proficient to some degree in them all. 

Different reading skills are necessary for each reading process. For 

example, retrieving specific items of information necessitates scanning a text, 

while developing an interpretation requires logical understanding and 
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comprehension of cohesive markers. Evaluating content and form involve 

knowledge of register and understanding of an author‟s purpose (OECD, 2006). 

Each aspect of reading is tested at different levels, so that easy and difficult 

questions of each type are found. 

During the first two to three terms at high-school Icelandic students are 

working towards a level of proficiency in English designated by the Ministry of 

Education, Science and Culture (Menntamálaráðuneytið, 1999a) as the equivalent 

of the University of Cambridge First Certificate of English, which is itself at 

European Portfolio level B2 (Cambridge, 2008a).  At this level, reading 

comprehension “should go beyond being able to pick out items of factual 

information, and [students] should be able to distinguish between main and 

subsidiary points and between the gist of a text and specific detail” (Cambridge, 

2008b). European Portfolio Level B2 assumes an ability to understand reviews 

and political commentary expressing opinions, as well as modern novels and 

poems (Europe, 2006).  

3.4 Data evaluation 

Data evaluation includes a comparison of students‟ scores on the reading 

tests in English and Icelandic and a factor analysis of the questionnaire. Thus this 

study follows a flexible research design, or “mixed-method design” (Robson, 

2002, p. 5), involving multiple methods of numerical data from tests plus a 

questionnaire rather than a single method. 

Through correlation of the questionnaire with students‟ test scores, I hoped 

to show a relationship between performance and self-assessment, which would in 

itself be connected to students‟ perception of ability and self-esteem. Data was 

evaluated rigorously in the tradition of critical realism (Robson, 2002), in the hope 

that the research results could be explained even though not be predicted. 

I have followed the tenets of post-positivist empiricism, drawing on 

proven data, which is likely to produce similar results through replication. My 

own background has inevitably coloured my analysis of data, although statistical 

evaluation was systematic and thorough. 

 For the test scoring I followed the coding scheme used by PISA, which 

allows for a maximum of four values (full score, partial score, no score and 



   

   49 

missing). Guidelines provide examples in case of doubt, so that reliability is 

ensured.  

On the survey questionnaire accompanying the assessment students are 

asked to rate their own ability in English. The options they can choose between 

are taken from the descriptors of European Portfolio Levels A1, B1 and C2 (levels 

one, three and six of a total of six levels). Of the 32 students assessed in English 

who scored at PISA Level 4 in Icelandic, 14 (44%) self-assessed their reading 

proficiency in English at European Portfolio Level C2, claiming that they “can 

understand a wide range of long and complex texts” (Europe, 2006, p. 89). A 

further 15 assessed themselves at Level B1, approximately the level the National 

Curriculum for Upper Secondary School expects them to be at. Three students 

placed themselves at Level A1, far below the expected level of the National 

Curriculum for Compulsory School after five years of English study. Of the 25 

students who placed at PISA Level 2 for reading in Icelandic, eight assessed 

themselves at Level C2 for reading in English, nine at level B1, and a further eight 

at the lowest level, A1. 

Other questions on the questionnaire sought to establish what students 

enjoy reading; what role they see reading in Icelandic and in English playing in 

their lives; and what they find difficult about reading in English. No questions 

required a written answer, although students were given the option of responding 

at greater length if they wished. The questionnaire is included in the appendix.  

3.5 Data analysis  

Mean scores from the reading tests in Icelandic and English were 

compared by t-tests. When comparing data from the same individuals paired 

(dependent) t-tests were used. Scores for reading competence in Icelandic and 

English were compared between the group as a whole, between the higher Level 4 

and lower Level 2 (levels as calculated for PISA), and also between Icelandic and 

English reading competence within each level. The difference in score in 

Icelandic and English was calculated for each student. Mean scores were 

calculated for both the questions students attempted in Icelandic and English, and 

over the test in its entirety. The number of questions omitted by students at each 

reading level in Icelandic and English was calculated, as well as scores for 

different types of questions (as classified by PISA.) 
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Here I have outlined my research design and data collection. I have 

explained that I tested a group of 57 Icelandic students (32 more, and 25 less, 

competent readers in Icelandic) on material in English on which they had 

previously been tested in Icelandic, in order to compare their reading 

comprehension in English in the light of their reading proficiency in their first 

language. I have discussed the characteristics of the PISA assessment and 

described how data were evaluated and analyzed. The next chapter discusses the 

findings of the study. 
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4  Results 

In this chapter I will give the results of my testing in English and report the 

comparison between these scores and student scores on the same reading material 

in Icelandic. I will compare the scores of the group in Icelandic and English, and 

the difference in scores in English between the higher-ability readers in Icelandic 

and the lower-ability readers in Icelandic. I will also give the findings of factor 

analysis of the questionnaire students answered, discuss student scores on 

different types of reading questions, and mention student self-assessment and 

metacognition. 

4.1 Student scores in Icelandic and English 

Test scores were examined in order to answer the main research question 

of how reading difficulties compare between Icelandic and English. Considering 

the scores of the group as a whole, students performed better on the reading test in 

Icelandic than they did in English. Table 1 below shows student scores for the 28 

questions of the reading tests in Icelandic and English, for the whole group of 

students together and separately for the weaker and stronger readers in Icelandic.  

Since some students did not attempt all the questions on the reading test, I 

also calculated scores based only on the questions that students attempted, for the 

whole group and for each reading proficiency level in Icelandic. As these figures 

do not alter the overall picture of comparing reading competence between the two 

languages, I will limit this discussion to scores obtained over the whole test. 

Factor analysis of the questionnaire on reading produced three factors. The 

first factor, Technical difficulties in reading English, was correlated with 

students‟ scores, using Pearson correlation. Other questions on the questionnaire 

were correlated with scores to give an indication of the effect of various factors, 

such as motivation, effort, self-assessment and purpose, on student performance. 

Comparison of reading competence in Icelandic and English on the test in 

its entirety for the whole group of 57 students showed that on average students 

performed considerably better in Icelandic (M = 6.14, SE = 0.25) than in English 
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(M = 5.37, SE = 0.31, t(56) = -3.05, p < .05, r = .37, difference between means = 

0.77). 

  

Mean scores measured over the entire test 

 

 Weaker 

readers in 

Icelandic 

Stronger 

readers in 

Icelandic 

 

All students 

 

Reading in Icelandic 4.22 7.65 

 

6.14 

 

Reading in English 3.90 6.51 

 

5.37 

 
Table 1. Scores measured over the whole test 

 

 

Students who classed as better readers in Icelandic in PISA 2006 scored 

higher on the test as a whole (M = 7.65, SE = 0.11) than they did in English (M = 

6.51, SE = 0.27, t(31) = -4.39, p < .05, r = .62, difference between means = 1.14). 

Performing well in Icelandic correlated strongly with performing well in English.  

The lower scores in English suggest that students‟ knowledge of English affects 

their comprehension more than their reading ability in the mother-tongue. These 

findings are supported by the literature, in particular by the work done by Hayes 

and Ahrens (1988) and subsequently by Hayes (2000, 2003, 2006) on the 

simplification of vocabulary and use of limited, basic vocabulary on prime-time 

television. That Icelandic students access a large proportion of their English 

vocabulary from visual media is documented by Arnbjörnsdóttir, who claims also 

that students need “more subject knowledge [and] better reading strategies” 

(Arnbjörnsdóttir, 2007, p. 56). Stanovich (2000) also suggests that vocabulary 

will not develop beyond a basic level unless readers tackle more advanced 

material.  Stanovich et al. (1996) maintain that poorer readers will raise their level 

of reading comprehension by reading material at a suitable level. 

The breadth of difference among the weaker readers in Icelandic is 

noticeably greater than among the stronger readers in Icelandic. For students who 

performed less well in Icelandic in PISA 2006 there was no significant difference 

between scores in Icelandic on the test in its entirety (M = 4.22, SE = 0.17) and 
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English (M = 3.90, SE = 0.46, t(24) = -.67, p = .51 (2-tailed), r = .13, difference 

between means = .31).  

It would seem that these students‟ reading skills in the first language 

transfer at almost the same level to the second language. Their level of linguistic 

ability in English per se is not measured in this reading test and remains an 

unknown factor. PISA tests reading ability, and it is reading ability in Icelandic 

which may prevent these less able students from performing well in reading in 

English. These findings support Alderson‟s “threshold theory” (Alderson, 1984) 

that poor first-language readers need to improve their reading skills in order to be 

able to make use of them in foreign-language reading. As Alderson points out, 

more research is needed into what constitutes more and less able students‟ 

linguistic competence and how it relates to reading competence in the foreign 

language. Krashen‟s view that “comprehensible input in the form of reading is the 

major source of our literacy development” (Krashen, 1995, p. 188) seems relevant 

here bearing in mind that weaker readers in Icelandic have the same competence 

in reading in the foreign language as in their first language. It seems likely that 

their literacy in both languages will improve with more reading input at a suitable 

level. Krashen (1995) and Walter (2007) both anticipate that first-language 

reading ability will transfer to the foreign language.  It remains outside the scope 

of this study to discuss the reasons for the poor mother-tongue reading skills of 

some Icelandic teenagers. Suffice it to mention the findings of the PISA 2000 

report with regard to gender difference and reading in the Scandinavian countries 

that boys read little fiction (Linnakylä & Malin, 2003). The scores achieved in 

these tests in English may be connected with students‟ willingness to test their 

knowledge and to take risks, since they were willing participants in the study. 

Testing a group of unwilling students might well have produced different results. 

The lack of disparity between poorer readers‟ mean scores in Icelandic and 

English may be connected with their lack of interest in the material, which may be 

dissimilar to text-book material used in Icelandic upper-secondary schools. 

4.2 Individual student scores 

Figures 4 and 5 below show the difference in individual scores in Icelandic 

and English for each student at the higher and lower reading ability level in 
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Icelandic separately, both for the test as a whole and for the questions that 

students attempted. 

 

Scores over the whole test
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Figure 4.  Student scores over the whole test 

Scores for questions attempted
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Figure 5. Student scores for questions attempted 
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The broad variance in difference between scores in Icelandic and English 

among the weaker readers in Icelandic suggests less reliability in their 

performance, which may lead to students performing better or worse on another 

occasion. Three students claimed on the questionnaire that they found reading 

easier in English than in Icelandic (one of the more proficient readers in Icelandic 

and two of the less proficient readers in Icelandic). Of these, two did score 

considerably higher in English than in Icelandic while the third did not. Without 

re-testing for reliability or checking students‟ backgrounds for exceptional 

circumstances (such as having been brought up in an English-speaking 

environment or having an English-speaking parent) it is impossible to draw any 

conclusions. The fact remains that these charts show clearly that many students 

performed better in English than in Icelandic. This is not a feature of reading in a 

foreign language that is mentioned in the literature and shows a clearly unusual 

aspect of Icelandic high-school students‟ reading competence and consequently of 

their reading experience.  It points to a significant number of Icelandic teenagers 

at both ends of the spectrum of ability having a better reading ability in English 

than in Icelandic, albeit that they may lack the advanced language skills and 

vocabulary needed to comprehend challenging texts. Effort, self-esteem and 

stamina may be significant here insofar as students were obliged to complete the 

PISA assessment (taking a total of two and a half hours) while they took the 

English reading test (of one hour‟s length) of their own volition. 

Comparing students‟ scores across the two levels of ability, students 

performing at the higher level in PISA 2006 in Icelandic performed significantly 

better than PISA lower level students when tested in English, both over the test as 

a whole and on the questions answered only: 

Stronger readers in Icelandic (over the test as a whole) M = 7.65, SE = 

0.11; weaker readers in Icelandic, (over the test as a whole) M = 4.21, 

SE = 0.17, t(55) = 17.62, p < .05, r = .92, difference between means = 

3.43;  

Stronger readers in Icelandic (questions attempted only) M = 7.87, SE 

= 0.12; weaker readers in Icelandic (questions attempted only) M = 

5.39, SE = 0.27, t(33) = 8.53, p < .05, r = .83, difference between 

means = 2.48. 
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Scores in English for the whole test and for the questions students 

answered show a more similar correlation than scores in Icelandic, suggesting a 

wider variation in ability among poorer readers in Icelandic than among better 

readers in Icelandic and less score reliability. These figures also imply that poorer 

readers in Icelandic take fewer risks, and are more reluctant to attempt questions 

that they think they may answer incorrectly: 

Stronger readers in Icelandic performed in English (over the test as a 

whole): M = 6.51, SE = 0.27; weaker readers in Icelandic performed 

in English (over the test as a whole): M = 3.90, SE = 0.46, t(40) = 

4.85, p < .05, r = .61, difference between means = 2.61; 

Stronger readers in Icelandic performed in English (questions 

attempted only): M = 7.26, SE = 0.24; weaker readers in Icelandic 

performed in English (questions attempted only): M = 4.97, SE = 

0.43, t(38) = 4.63, p < .05, r = .60, difference between means = 2.29. 

4.3 Questions omitted 

Moving on from students‟ actual scores on the test, it is interesting to 

consider the number of questions students omitted from the total of 28 (see Figure 

6. below). Stronger readers in Icelandic omitted significantly more questions in 

the English test (M = 3.3, SE = .59), than in the Icelandic test (M = .7, SE = .22, 

t(31) = 4,01, p < .05, r = .59, difference between means = 2.6) and there was a 

strong correlation between omitting questions in the two languages.  

On the other hand, there was no significant difference for weaker readers 

in Icelandic between the number of questions they omitted in the Icelandic test (M 

= 5.2, SE = .94) and the English test (M = 7.6, SE = 1.39, t(24) = 1.41, p = .172 

(2-tailed), r = .28, difference between means = 2.4.  
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Figure 6. Questions omitted 

 

Comparing questions omitted not between languages but between ability 

levels for reading in Icelandic, there were significant differences between how 

many questions stronger and weaker readers in Icelandic left out in Icelandic and 

in English, with a stronger correlation in Icelandic but a similar difference 

between means. The implication is that less able students do not omit 

proportionally more questions in the foreign language than they do in their first 

language: 

 

Stronger readers in Icelandic omitted questions in Icelandic: M = .7, 

SE = .22; weaker readers in Icelandic omitted questions in Icelandic:  

M = 5.2, SE = .94, t(27) = -4.66, p < .05, r = .67, difference between 

means = 4.5. 

Stronger readers in Icelandic omitted questions in English: M = 3.3, 

SE = .59; weaker readers in Icelandic omitted questions in English:  M 

= 7.6, SE = 1.39, t(33) = -2.84, p < .05, r = .44, difference between 

means = 4.3. 

 

Any discussion of questions omitted from a test should bear in mind the 

effect lack of data could have on results. In this study, scores over the whole test 



   

   58 

and over questions attempted were compared and omissions were found not to 

skew the data in any significant way. 

4.4 Types of questions 

Apart from considering student scores and how many questions they chose 

not to attempt, I was interested in looking at how well students performed on 

different types of questions.  

The PISA framework classifies literacy questions into five groups, each 

demanding that students make use of different reading skills. Analysis of how 

many questions in each category students answered correctly in Icelandic and in 

English showed no significant difference between students‟ performance in 

Icelandic and English depending on whether they were stronger or weaker readers 

in Icelandic in categories concerning “Retrieving information”(e.g. What number 

should she call?), “Reflecting on form” (e.g. Look at the style. How does the 

author show….?) or “Developing an interpretation” (e.g. Support your answer 

by…).  

For questions involving “Forming a broad understanding” (e.g. What is the 

main purpose of this material?), all of which are in multiple choice format, more 

skilled readers in Icelandic performed much better in Icelandic (M = 8.65, SE = 

0.23) than in English (M = 7.38, SE = 0.36, t(31) = -3.27, p < .05, r = .50, 

difference between means = 1.27).  

This would seem to suggest that students have the reading skills in their 

first language to cope with these questions, but lack linguistic skills and 

vocabulary to be able to answer them correctly in English. The fact that they 

attempt questions that they answer incorrectly suggests either inaccurate 

competence self-evaluation or a willingness to take risks. On the other hand, there 

is no significant difference between the performance in Icelandic and English on 

this type of question of weaker readers in Icelandic. The wide range of variance 

suggests a greater breadth of ability at the lower level than among the more able 

readers.  

Similarly, stronger readers in Icelandic performed just significantly better 

in Icelandic on questions concerning “Reflecting on content” (e.g. Why do you 

think…? Explain your answer.) (M = 8.50, SE = 0.24) than in English (M = 7.87, 

SE = 0.32, t(31) = -2.02, p  = .053 (2-tailed), r = .33, difference between means = 
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0.63). I should point out that although these questions demanded a written answer, 

students did not have to write their answers in English. Among poorer readers in 

Icelandic no significant difference was observed for performance on this type of 

question in English. 

As would be expected, comparison of the performance of the more and 

less competent Icelandic readers in English shows that stronger readers in 

Icelandic scored significantly higher than weaker readers on all five types of 

questions when tested in English, as Figure 7 and the statistics below show: 

 

“Forming a broad understanding” 

Stronger readers in Icelandic: M = 7.37, SE = .36 

Weaker readers in Icelandic: M = 5.54, SE = .55  

t(55) = 2.90, p < .05, r = .36, difference between means = 1.84. 

 

“Retrieving information” 

Stronger readers in Icelandic: M = 6.83, SE = .28 

Weaker readers in Icelandic: M = 4.76, SE = .48  

t(40) = 3.71, p < .05, r = .51, difference between means = 2.07. 

 

“Reflecting on content” 

Stronger readers in Icelandic: M = 7.87, SE = .32   

Weaker readers in Icelandic: M = 5.29, SE = .62 

t(34) = 3.71, p < .05, r = .54, difference between means = 2.59. 

 

“Reflecting on form” 

Stronger readers in Icelandic: M = 5.70, SE = .55   

Weaker readers in Icelandic: M = .318, SE = .89  

t(37) = 2.41, p < .05, r = .37, difference between means = 2.52. 

 

“Developing an interpretation” 

Stronger readers in Icelandic: M = 7.99, SE = .43   

Weaker readers in Icelandic: M = 4.89, SE = .76  

t(34) = 3.55, p < .05, r = .52, difference between means = 3.10. 
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Figure 7. Scores by type of question 

 

4.5 Factor analysis 

Factor analysis of the questionnaire (given in the Appendix), using 

orthogonal rotation, extracted three main factors with Eigen values over .04. 

KMO and Bartlett„s test of sampling adequacy gave .772. Factor 1 (Cronbach„s 

alpha = .895) comprises nine components, Factor 2 (Cronbach„s Alpha = .704) 

has six components and Factor 3 (Cronbach„s Alpha = .682) has three 

components.  

The components of the main factor extracted from the questionnaire are the 

nine questions given below. I interpreted this factor as representing students‟ 

opinion of their technical difficulties in reading English. Figure 8 shows the 

correlation between test scores and students‟ self-assessment of their lack of 

technical difficulties. Correlation for the group as a whole was r = .510, p (2-

tailed) < .001. 

The component questions of the factor Technical difficulties in reading 

English are: 

1. Do you find it harder to understand a text in English than in Icelandic? 

[Þykir þér erfiðara að skilja texta á ensku en á íslensku?]  

2. How well do you understand texts in English? [Hvernig gengur þér að 

skilja texta á ensku?]  
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3. There are a lot of words that I don‟t understand. [Það er mörg orð sem ég 

skil ekki.] 

4. I lose concentration when I have to read a long text in English. [Ég missi 

einbeitingu þegar ég þarf að lesa langan texta á ensku.} 

5. Do you think it will be difficult to read textbooks in  English if you 

continue to further education? [Heldurðu að það verði erfitt að lesa 

námsefni á ensku ef þú heldur áfram í námi að stúdentsprófi loknu?] 

6. I understand most of the words but I don‟t understand the overall meaning 

of written texts. [Ég skil flest orðin en ég skil ekki heildarmerkingu 

lestexta.] 

7. Sentences are too long. [Málsgreinar eru of langar.] 

8. A lot of words begin the same or similarly. [Mörg orð byrja eins eða 

svipað.] 

9. A lot of words are very long. [Mörg orð eru mjög löng.] 
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Figure 8. Test scores in English for all students and student self-assessment of lack of technical 

difficulties in reading English 

 

As might be expected, the factor of technical difficulties in reading English 

correlates more strongly with scores for weaker readers in Icelandic (r = .633, p 

(2-tailed) < .001) over the English reading test in its entirety. Among stronger 

readers in Icelandic there was no significant correlation between reading score in 



   

   62 

English and the factor for technical difficulties in reading English. Figure 9 shows 

the correlation for the group of weaker readers in Icelandic only. 
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Figure 9. Test scores in English for weaker readers in Icelandic and student self-assessment of lack 

of technical difficulties in reading English 

 

It seems that on average less skilled readers appear to have a more realistic 

evaluation of their reading ability in English than more skilled readers, as the lack 

of correlation between technical difficulties in reading English and test scores of 

better readers in Icelandic indicates a wide range of self-assessment. Students who 

score very low on the test deem themselves to have serious difficulties in reading 

English.  

As Figure 8 above shows, a fair number of students (7 students at the 

higher PISA reading level in Icelandic and 15 students at the lower level) score 

below 5.00 (fewer than half of the test questions correct) and yet many score high 

on seeing themselves as not having significant difficulties with reading in English. 

This incongruity between scores and self-assessment is interesting as one would 

expect high test scores and a strong awareness of lack of difficulty to coincide and 

that students scoring low on the reading test would score low on lacking 

difficulties in reading (i.e. score high for finding reading in English difficult).  

Some students‟ metacognitive skills are evidently such that they evaluate 

their comprehension inaccurately.  Dörnyei discusses the importance to students 

of “individualised learning techniques" (Dörnyei, 2005, p. 6) which will aid self-
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regulation and thus performance. Good metacognitive skills are frequently 

mentioned in the literature (Brown, 1980; Lundberg & Linnakylä, 1993; Oakhill, 

1993; Ólafsdóttir, 2003; Vygotsky, 1986) as an essential element in learning.  

The implication of Brown‟s claim that “metacognitive deficiencies are the 

problem of the novice” (Brown, 1980, p. 475) is that many students may not have 

enough experience of English to monitor their comprehension accurately, even 

though they have a good reading ability in Icelandic and a good linguistic 

knowledge of English. Teachers cannot assume that more able students at this 

level will be in possession of better-developed metacognitive skills than less able 

students, since it is the higher-scoring students on this test who demonstrate less 

ability to accurately estimate their own competence than their lower-scoring 

schoolmates.  

Following nine short questions about possible difficulties in reading in 

English to be answered on a Likert scale of 1 – 4, students are asked to mention 

any other difficulties they encounter that are not listed. A further sign that the 

students concerned here may not have good metacognitive skills is that very few 

(approximately10%) give their own opinion about what they find difficult about 

reading in English. Naturally, students may have been keener to finish the 

questionnaire than to spend time on written answers, but nonetheless it may be 

fair to assume that some have little clear idea of what is causing them problems. 

This is a field that clearly needs further research. 

4.6 Student effort 

Comparing students‟ self-assessed level of effort on this test through the 

question: How much effort did you put into answering this test? (Hversu mikið 

lagðir þú þig fram þegar þú svaraðir þessu prófi?) with their level of effort in 

normal school circumstances: How much effort would you have put in if your 

grade on the test would appear on your report card?  (Hversu mikið hefðir þú lagt 

þig fram ef einkunn þín í prófinu ætti að koma fram á einkunnablaði frá 

skólanum?) showed no significant correlation at either reading ability level nor for 

the group as a whole. This lack of correlation can be seen as demonstrating a 

possible lack of motivation among students who may see tasks undertaken at 

school as meaningless and not to be taken seriously. This is supported by 
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“achievement goal theory” (Jackson, 2006, p. 26) and may be a self-handicapping 

strategy as a defence against possible low achievement. 

4.7 Metacognition and self-assessment 

Answers to the question: Do you find it harder to understand a text in 

English than in Icelandic? (Finnst þér erfiðara að skilja texta á ensku en á 

íslensku?) correlated slightly (r = -.297) with scores for the two groups together 

over the reading test as a whole but not with scores for the reading questions 

attempted. This would seem to show that students choose rather to omit questions 

than run the risk of answering incorrectly. In fact, however, they do overestimate 

their reading competence and demonstrably answer questions incorrectly that they 

expected to get right.  

Interesting correlations were evident between scores for English reading 

competence and the question: How well do you understand texts in English? 

(Hvernig gengur þér að skilja texta á ensku?). The fact that no significant 

correlation was found among stronger readers in Icelandic, either for the test as a 

whole or for the questions students attempted, suggests that more able students 

have little accurate idea of their own level of proficiency. This supports the 

correlations obtained through factor analysis of the questionnaire. Among poorer 

readers in Icelandic, on the other hand, strong correlations (r = .613, p < ,05 and r 

= .775, p < ,05) with scores for test questions attempted and for the test as a whole 

suggest that less competent readers are realistic about, and willing to 

acknowledge, their lack of ability. An inability on the part of students to recognise 

their own competence accurately (which should not be confused with a refusal to 

do so) is documented (Assor & Connell, 1992). Covington and Roberts (1994) 

discuss the concept of  “self worth”, which they see as a prerequisite for essential 

acceptance of self and as a basis for setting realistic learning objectives. Better 

readers in Icelandic may downgrade their ability in an attempt to avoid failure, or 

overestimate their competence as a means of gaining peer approval or merely 

through ignorance.  

Correlations between questions on the student survey showed an 

association among poorer readers in Icelandic between having difficulty 

understanding texts in English and a) finding reading in English difficult because 

words are long (r = .613, p < .01) and b) finding reading in English difficult 
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because many words begin the same (r = .548, p < .01). Further associations 

among weaker readers in Icelandic were between losing concentration when 

reading in English and a) finding reading in English difficult because words are 

long (r = .704, p < .01) and b) finding reading in English difficult because many 

words begin the same (r = .796, p < .01); and between finding reading in English 

difficult because many words have several meanings and a) finding reading in 

English difficult because words are long (r = .670, p < .01) and b) finding reading 

in English difficult because many words begin the same (r = .638, p < .01). The 

implications of these associations are that weaker readers, using a bottom-up 

approach, experience reading at a word level. 

None of these elements correlated significantly among better readers in 

Icelandic. Among these students, associations were seen for thinking it would be 

difficult to read material in English in further education and a) finding reading in 

English difficult because words are long (r = .589, p < .01), b) finding reading in 

English difficult because paragraphs are long (r = .582, p < .01), and c) losing 

concentration when reading in English (r = .673, p < .01). Associations were also 

evident between understanding words but not the overall meaning of a text in 

English and a) finding reading in English difficult because paragraphs are long    

(r = .622, p < .01) and b) wanting to read faster in English (r = .619, p< .01). 

These questions did not correlate significantly among weaker readers in Icelandic. 

 What these figures suggest is that stronger readers in Icelandic read at a 

text level rather than at a word level. They envisage continuing to further 

education and expect to need to read quantities of material in English (hence their 

desire to read faster). 

 

In this chapter I have shown how data was analysed in a variety of ways, 

with student scores compared between stronger and weaker reading levels in 

Icelandic and between languages, on the basis of questions answered and omitted, 

and for the test in its entirety. Factor analysis provided one major factor, which 

was correlated with student scores. Other questions from the questionnaire were 

inter-correlated and correlated with test scores. 

The range of scores in English among weaker students in Icelandic is 

much greater than among stronger students in Icelandic. Many students do badly 

on the reading test in English and yet do not see themselves as having difficulties 
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in reading English, although weaker readers in Icelandic tend to self-assess their 

own ability more accurately than stronger readers. Poorer readers in Icelandic deal 

with reading in English on a word-based level whereas better readers in Icelandic 

are more concerned with overall meaning and reading quantities of text.  

Perhaps the most striking finding of this study is that students with lower-

ability reading skills in Icelandic do not perform at a significantly lower level 

when reading in English, whereas higher-scoring students in Icelandic reading do 

significantly worse when reading in English.  

These findings do not support the original theory put forward in this study. 
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5  Discussion 

In the previous chapter I listed the main results obtained through testing 

two ability groups on reading material in English and comparing their scores with 

scores obtained 18 months previously on the same reading material in Icelandic. It 

was evident was that substantial omission of questions did not skew the general 

results. 

The findings do not support my proposed theory that students would 

perform slightly worse in English than in Icelandic and that those with lower 

reading skills in Icelandic would perform considerably worse in reading in 

English than students with higher reading skills. What the data showed was that 

the considerable variance in competence in reading in English basically reflects 

reading competence in Icelandic. 

It was also shown that comprehension monitoring and metacognition may 

play an important role when assessing reading comprehension. Students with 

good reading ability may not be good at assessing their own level of 

comprehension, whereas those showing lower competence in reading 

comprehension may be more realistic in their self-assessment. Due to the fact that 

poorer readers are dealing with different problems they may use different criteria 

for self-assessment, which could be reflected in their more accurate self-

evaluation. 

I will now move on to discuss the implications of these findings for 

students and for teachers, the limitations of this study, and what forms future 

research could take. 

5.1 Implications for students 

Students need to be made aware of their metacognition and that they 

should continuously monitor their reading comprehension. They should be aware 

of the criteria used in self-assessment of comprehension and perhaps of 

motivational issues that may influence their performance. It may be that stronger 

metacognitive skills, rather than increased knowledge alone, would be able to 

produce better performance. 



   

   68 

The main finding, that students with lower reading proficiency in Icelandic 

read at the same level in English, shows that there are students who have not 

achieved fluency in reading comprehension but who probably read as much in 

English as they do in Icelandic. These students read at a word level in English, not 

moving beyond the difficulty of individual words to grasp to be able to deal with 

challenging demanding comprehension questions. 

What we see about students with higher reading proficiency in Icelandic is 

that they do read less competently in English than in Icelandic. They overestimate 

their reading ability in English at the same time as being concerned about not 

understanding English at a text level, that is, not grasping the overall meaning of 

texts. 

Implications for students of the test results are that more able students 

need to be aware that they should monitor their reading comprehension better. 

Their metacognitive skills are such that they appear to be unaware of the fact that 

they do not comprehend texts in English as well as they do texts in Icelandic. 

Accustomed as students are to watching films and television programmes in 

English they may not realize the extent to which they depend on visual clues and 

Icelandic subtitles to aid comprehension and “may overestimate their actual 

language proficiency” (Arnbjörnsdóttir, 2007, p. 54). This over-confidence may 

be linked to present-day Icelandic culture if it is accepted that “a culture in which 

risk-taking, confidence and an urge to win are respected could indirectly promote 

unwillingness to admit ignorance and failure” (Laufer & Yano, 2001, p. 551).  

Students who tend to score lower on school work involving reading, both 

in Icelandic and English, need, on the other hand, to realize that they can build 

positively on their more accurate self-assessment. They should use their good 

metacognitive skills and their accepted level of understanding as a firm basis for 

working towards higher-level reading comprehension. They may be able to make 

use of “defensive pessimism” (Pintrich & Garcia, 1994) in order to surprise 

themselves by performing better than they expect, whereas better readers in 

Icelandic may be less likely to be able to do this.  

Students' motivational beliefs, including expecting to do well and self-

esteem, are important for success in learning and Icelandic students need to move 

from a sense of competition with their peers to a more self-centred concern with 

their own feelings of achievement and failure (Pintrich & Schrauben, 1992) and 
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their own ability to influence their learning. They need to see both success and 

failure as under their control, rather than attributing these to the teacher or other 

outside forces (Macaro, 2003), and to work towards success in the process of 

learning rather than in the product.  

Unless students have extreme difficulties with decoding or phonological 

processing, reaching an adequate level of reading comprehension in English 

should be within their grasp, and ultimately it is in their interests to make the best 

possible use of school facilities, materials and trained teachers. They need to be 

pro-active in their learning, demanding material that both interests them and is 

pitched at a suitable level (the Vygotskian zone of proximal development), and 

being prepared to commit themselves on a personal level to “active engagement” 

(Graham, 1997, p. 121) with their studies. This is true of lower and higher ability 

students, who must pitch their final goals appropriately.  

Less proficient readers need to read more in order to build up sight 

vocabulary and better decoding fluency. More competent readers need to extend 

their vocabulary and all students need to move towards a deep understanding of 

texts rather than limiting themselves to finding information. Scores showed that 

students have little trouble finding information in texts in English but that they 

lack the ability to reflect on the content of material and interpret, or read between 

the lines. 

Questionnaire answers showed that more skilled readers in Icelandic see 

reading in English as a potential problem in higher education and would like to 

able to read faster in English. These students need to concentrate on reading 

challenging material that will familiarise them with the conventions of formal 

academic English. If their goal is university they have a specific target to aim for. 

Students who feel unclear about what they intend to do when they leave 

school and whether school can help them attain their goals will tend to inaction 

(Covington & Roberts, 1994). Students, however, as well as teachers, need to bear 

in mind that English is far more than a school subject in Iceland, a subject to be 

studied, examined in and forgotten. The “all-encompassing relevance of World 

English in a globalized world” (Dörnyei, 2005, p. 119) means that reading 

competence in English is a skill that students will use throughout their lives, be it 

to book holidays, check opinions on last night‟s football match, or make business 

deals. It has been estimated that one in three of the world‟s population uses 
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English on a regular basis (Crystal, 2006).  The need for English in the workplace 

in Iceland is increasing, and students should realize that “the number of jobs 

requiring no literacy skills or low level literacy skills is declining and will 

continue to decline.” (Venezky, 1990, p. 36).   

Specific skills that students clearly need to develop are a deepening of 

vocabulary, with specific emphasis on written, rather than spoken vocabulary, and 

polysemous words (words with more than one meaning). There is a range of 

common polysemous words which students know but may not understand in new 

contexts (Lennon, 1996; Nippold, 1998; Torfadóttir, 1991).  

Ultimately, students need to be able to decode words rapidly, grasp their 

syntactic purpose and understand them. The more ease they can do this with the 

faster they will read and the deeper will be their comprehension. Students need to 

develop an  awareness of the need for "creative coping-with-novelty skills” 

(Sternberg, 2002, p. 29) in their English learning rather than a passive acceptance 

of poor and limited understanding of a text. Flexibility (Bernhardt & Kamil, 1995; 

Goodman, 1988) is the order of the day rather than a rigid adherence to principal 

meanings of a basic vocabulary. 

5.2 Implications for teachers 

This study shows that foreign-language teachers must pay attention to the 

following factors when dealing with reading: 

 reading competence in the first language, 

 linguistic knowledge of the foreign language, including written as 

opposed to spoken vocabulary, polysemes and syntax,  

 a variety of metacognitive issues, 

 motivational issues, not only in terms of interests generally, but 

also extrinsic and intrinsic motivation and self-confidence. 

 

We have seen from the test scores that the range of ability in reading in 

English appears to be vast, especially among less proficient readers in Icelandic. 

Good readers in Icelandic performed well on the test in English while there was 

no significant difference between scores in Icelandic and English among poor 

readers in Icelandic. The theory that students‟ reading in a foreign language is 

more closely dependent on language proficiency than on first-language reading 
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skills would not appear to be corroborated in this study (Bernhardt & Kamil, 

1995; Walter, 2007). 

What this study does show clearly is the need for teachers of English in 

Icelandic upper-secondary schools not to lose sight of the fact that their students 

are a diverse group with widely differing abilities and needs.  

More able students should be encouraged to continue expanding their 

vocabulary since advanced vocabulary “may be particularly important for groups 

of learners who may have been brought up to feel confident in their own ability 

and take frequent risks” (Laufer & Yano, 2001, p. 560), while all students need 

assistance with developing and maintaining efficient comprehension monitoring 

and broader metacognitive skills.  

Weaker readers in English should be encouraged to read in Icelandic and 

in English in order to build up reading fluency, sight vocabulary (Laufer, 1997) 

and world knowledge. Since their reading competence is at a similar level in 

English as in Icelandic, it is likely that they do read a similar amount in the two 

languages. What they need to be encouraged to do is to broaden the types of 

material that they read and to find enjoyment in the process of reading. 

Comparison of scores on different types of questions showed that students 

perform well in both Icelandic and English on some questions. Questions which 

proved more problematic to more able students in the foreign language than the 

first language focused on grasping the overall meaning of a text and reflecting on 

a text‟s content. It is skills specific to these kinds of questions in English that need 

to be taught, rather than scanning for information, for example, which students 

managed in both languages. Since discourse markers “are like „signposts‟ on a 

journey” (Leech & Svartvik, 1994, p. 177) students will get lost unless they grasp 

the implications of linking signals such as since, hence, thus and despite, which 

they will read in formal written language but are unlikely to encounter when 

chatting on the Internet or on television.   

It has been claimed that student teachers do not receive instruction in 

teaching reading skills in Icelandic (Ólafsdóttir, 2003). This is a serious 

indictment of teacher-training in Iceland and contrasts strongly with literacy 

teaching in other countries: 
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It is interesting to note that in countries which rate highest in literacy 

according to PIRLS (Progress in International Reading Literacy Study), 

proportionally more teachers strive to direct their students towards various 

reading techniques. [Athyglisvert er að hjá þeim þjóðum sem best standa 

hvað læsi varðar samkvæmt niðurstöðum PIRLS leggja hlutfallslega fleiri 

kennarar áherslu á að beina athygli nemenda sinna að ýmsum 

lesskilningsaðferðum.]   (Ólafsdóttir, 2003, p. 70) 

 

The results of my study show that poorer readers in Icelandic need to be 

taught a variety of reading techniques, addressing both metacognitive and criteria 

issues. Initially students should be taught reading techniques as their decoding 

skills develop, but by the time they move on to upper-secondary school many 

have clearly reached a similar level of reading proficiency in English as in 

Icelandic. English teachers need to spend time teaching reading skills through the 

medium of English rather than assuming that students have adequate reading 

skills in Icelandic. Reading skills are said to transfer from the first language to the 

foreign language (Alderson, 1984; Walter, 2007) but if reading proficiency is 

better in the foreign language than in the first language (which it was for many of 

the students that I tested) it seems safe to assume that reading skills can be taught 

or improved through the foreign language. 

When choosing reading material, teachers should think in terms of student 

enjoyment and interest (Bernhardt, 2003). Students will read if material is both 

accessible and to their liking (Reeves, 2004). Students must not be made to 

experience an “atmosphere of judgment” (McCormack, 2005, p. 7) because of 

low-achievement but should be involved in the learning process and encouraged 

to select reading material that they are interested in. Learner autonomy is not 

teachers abrogating their responsibility but shifts the onus of student success or 

failure from teachers to students, encouraging them to reflect and self-assess 

(Little & Perclová, 2000). 

Answers to the questionnaire brought to light that only some students enjoy 

reading literature, which the Icelandic National Curriculum 

(Menntamálaráðuneytið, 1999a) mentions at almost every level of upper-

secondary school education. Topics that students themselves say they would be 

interested in reading about include sports, gossip columns and world news. 
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Teachers tend to use textbooks in class because they provide uniform 

material for a whole class, which forms the basis of tests and exams. Although 

textbooks enable teachers to come to class prepared and set the pace for class 

work, many teachers find textbook material more or less suitable for the class they 

are teaching, and choose to omit some exercises, alter others or invent substitutes. 

A move from textbook-centred teaching should increase student interest and 

autonomy, allowing students to take responsibility for their own learning. The 

Internet gives teachers the possibility of allowing students to select their reading 

texts from an enormous bank of material. The three examples below give an 

indication of the linguistic level of online newspaper articles, on widely varying 

topics: 

 

Domestic success may remain elusive for Rafael Benítez, but the Liverpool 

manager insists that he would have no qualms about facing an English side 

in this season's Champions League final. (Roopanarine, 2008)  

 

Barack Obama won the Mississippi Democratic primary yesterday, his 

second straight victory in four days, his 29th overall, another tiny notch in 

his delegate lead over rival Hillary Clinton. But Mississippi clarified 

nothing. (Merida, 2008) 

 

And at the fashion show Benji showed his girlfriend's feelings are 

reciprocated by wearing a matching ring emblazoned with the letters PH on 

his engagement finger. (Unknown, 2008) 

 

Some students are also interested in what their contemporaries are writing. 

Online writing magazines such as Teen Ink ("Teen Ink,") which publishes 

exclusively teenage fiction, non-fiction and art, give students easy access to a 

wealth of authentic texts by English-speaking young people. Encouraging better 

readers to access material of this kind will strengthen their awareness of the 

breadth of vocabulary used in writing. 

Such teaching may call for planning and preparation but should not increase 

teachers‟ workload in the long run as students may be more engaged and willing 

to study material that they have chosen themselves than material that been chosen 

for them. Research shows that U.S. secondary school teachers feel they can access 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/ac2/related/topic/Barack+Obama?tid=informline
http://www.washingtonpost.com/ac2/related/topic/Mississippi?tid=informline
http://www.washingtonpost.com/ac2/related/topic/Hillary+Clinton?tid=informline
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suitably-pitched material on the Internet and that the Net also allows for other 

explanatory material to be sought as background. (Karchmer, 2001). 

On the other hand, literature allows for a range of responses from students 

that factual material does not. The testing I carried out showed that students at 

both levels of reading competence in Icelandic were capable of finding 

information in English texts but lacked the ability to comment on and interpret 

texts. Responding to literature calls for students to consider the process of reading 

rather than the product, leading them away from what happens in a story to how 

the author creates characters, atmosphere and suspense and to how the reader 

makes predictions and connects the story to his or her own experience. Individual-

based responses to literature call for comprehension skills that will be of use to all 

students in further education and in their everyday dealings with other people. 

Scholars have discussed the importance of individual differences in 

learning (Braten, Lie, & Andreassen, 1998; Dörnyei, 2005; Gathercole, 2007; 

Sternberg, 2002) and the effect of motivation on learning (Deci & Ryan, 1985; 

Dornyei, 1994; Ely, 1986; Guthrie & Wigfield, 2000). Teachers can and should 

help students consider their learning strengths and weaknesses, their reasons for 

studying English and their need for establishing learning goals. Dam lists the 

following four questions that teachers should repeatedly ask their students: “What 

are we learning?; Why are we learning it?; How are we learning it?; How 

successful is our learning?; What are we going to do next?” (Dam, 1995, cited in 

Little & Perclová, 2000). Accurate and fast reading comprehension in English is 

important for Icelandic students, and these questions, although deceptively simple, 

but could form a sound basis for teachers and students to re-evaluate reading in 

English. 

The fact that students‟ self-assessment of their level of effort on the 

reading test in English did not correlate to their scores suggested a lack of 

motivation, a lack of caring whether they performed well or not. Teachers need to 

help students see that there is a point to their studies. Increasing student 

motivation and shifting it from extrinsic motivation (i.e. grades) to intrinsic 

(pleasure and purpose) is another step in refocusing schooling on the student 

(Bruner, 1974; Pintrich & Schrauben, 1992).  

Trying to motivate students to obtain top grades in all subjects may not be 

a good idea – more realistic would be to instil a desire to do one‟s best. Some 
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students may have a sincere, but erroneous, belief that their ability is greater than 

it in fact is (Assor & Connell, 1992). Teachers need to tread carefully and help 

students accept their level of ability without damaging their self-esteem.  

Individual education plans have long been used in special education 

(Hallahan & Kauffman, 2000) and the UK Quality Improvement Agency for 

Lifelong Learning advises the implication of an individual learning plan for all 

students, mapping goals and “involving the learner in creating the learning plan 

and understanding the reason for its contents" (Ofsted, 2008).  

With regard to foreign-language learning, The European Language Portfolio 

encourages self-assessment and the establishment of goals (Europe, 2006), 

emphasizing two factors: 

 

the common finding that the ELP enhanced learners‟ motivation and made 

them more self-confident, and the recognition that the growth of learners‟ 

capacity to take their own initiatives and reflect on their language learning is 

fundamental to the development of their foreign language proficiency.  

(Little & Perclová, 2000, p. 18)   

 

Weaker learners, whose reading skills in the mother-tongue have been 

shown here to be no better than in the foreign language, seem to benefit 

particularly from following the European Language Portfolio (Little & Perclová, 

2000) and therefore should be encouraged to set learning goals. 

5.3 Limitations of the study 

The testing I carried out provided me with a wealth of data. I have given the 

main results above and have discussed the implications of what these results mean 

for students and teachers. I believe that they give a strong indication that reading 

in English is matter of concern for many students, for some because their reading 

skills in general are poor and for others because, although they consider their 

reading ability in English is better than it actually is, they also fear not coping 

with reading textbooks in English at university level. 

This study does not give answers to all the questions about reading 

competence in English among upper-secondary school students in Iceland. Far 

from this, it does no more than give its findings, draw attention to unexpected 
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results and debate possible connections, reasons and consequences. Several 

important issues are revealed in this study but cannot be resolved here. The 

sample is small, students received no recompense for taking part, and the test may 

have taken longer than students expected. Everything possible was done to 

prepare students as well as was possible - test times were selected in collaboration 

with students, they were told in advance that the test would take no longer than 

one hour, and emphasis was placed upon confidentiality and that the test was for 

research purposes only. The fact remains that reliability cannot be guaranteed; 

students might have scored better or worse on a different day, and different 

students from the same population might have produced different results.  

A pilot study would surely have produced a better final questionnaire, with 

questions added, omitted and better-worded to give a clearer idea of students‟ 

perspective on reading in Icelandic and English and correlate more decisively with 

student scores. 

However, there were significant figures obtained, which show that on 

average poorer first-language readers in Iceland read no worse or better in English 

than they do in Icelandic whereas there is a significant difference in reading 

ability in Icelandic and English among more proficient readers in Icelandic. An 

unexpected result of the study was that 22 of the 57 students tested scored higher 

on reading in English than they had scored a year and a half earlier on reading the 

same material in Icelandic. 

5.4 Further research 

This study has done no more than skim the surface of a research area that 

has been little studied in Iceland. It has shown shows that further research into 

Icelandic high-school students‟ mother-tongue and foreign-language reading skills 

is necessary, and it has demonstrated very clearly that any study of foreign 

language must take the perspective of the mother-tongue. Future research could 

also embrace reading skills in other foreign languages taught in Icelandic high-

schools, such as Danish, French, German and Spanish. 

Steps that could be taken for further research into reading in English 

include the use of a more extensive questionnaire to elicit student views on 

reading in English, testing reading with a different range of texts, a comparative 

study of reading and listening skills, and interviews with students. 
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Notwithstanding these further research moves, the essential features of the present 

study are in order. Think-aloud protocols (Garner, 1987) were used by Davis and 

Bistodeau (1993) to investigate Canadian students‟ reading in French and English. 

Their conclusion was that the “most effective strategy training may consist of 

encouraging readers to become more aware of their L2 strategy use” (Davis & 

Bistodeau, 1993, p. 468). Similar procedures could be used to ascertain how 

Icelandic students use reading strategies and might provide valuable insights into 

how poor readers in English can make progress.  

Questions of motivation and purpose need also to be looked into more 

closely since English must be regarded not simply as an academic subject or a tool 

for further study in the future, but as an essential skill used in all walks of life, at 

work and for pleasure. More research into comprehension-monitoring in Icelandic 

and English is needed, possibly with an emphasis on anomaly detection (Walter, 

2007). 

PISA excludes from its assessment students with dyslexia, meaning that 

Icelandic students with reading difficulties categorized as dyslexia were neither 

tested in Icelandic nor in English. It would be interesting to investigate how 

mother-tongue reading skills of students with dyslexia compare to their reading 

skills in English. 

Education has been described as “the development of critical 

unsuggestible minds” (Thouless, 1930, p. 94). It may be that thinking and study 

skills are of more long-term value to Icelandic students than learning specific 

material (Jónasson, 1990), be it English vocabulary or Iceland‟s geology. Poor 

reading skills, in Icelandic and in English, limit students in their access to 

information, to literature, and to critical discussion of matters as varied as politics, 

UEFA matches and super-star marriages.  

It remains true, however, that reading ability in English is necessary for 

Icelanders today and, although English is not an official second language in 

Iceland, skills need to be built up so that Icelandic students can access information 

and ideas through English as well as through their first language. Limited reading 

competence thus becomes a handicap in children‟s development of critical 

thinking skills and teaching reading in both languages becomes an essential 

feature of schooling in Iceland: 
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What evidence there is suggests that persistent reading disability results in 

poor school grades, early school leaving and restricted employment 

opportunities. As such, the consequence of reading failure during early 

schooling will follow the reading-disabled child through to secondary school 

and into the workforce. (McGee, Share, Moffitt, Williams, & Silva, 1988, p. 

169). 

 

Chapter 5 has discussed the implications for students and for teachers of the 

findings of the study. We have seen that some students over-estimate their 

understanding of written English, possibly due to an inadequate command of 

written vocabulary and that teachers must address metacognitive issues such as 

accurate comprehension monitoring and self-assessment. Other students who have 

not achieved fluent decoding may need help from first- or foreign-language 

teachers to attain competence. Essentially we have seen that teachers must address 

their students on an individual basis, realizing that the breadth of ability in reading 

English is vast. I have mentioned the limitations of this study and have also 

discussed in what ways further research could continue to explore this field.  

My concluding chapter focuses more closely on steps students could take to 

attain better reading comprehension in English and ways teachers can help them.
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6  Conclusion 

This study was intended to throw light on reading difficulties in English 

experienced by some Icelandic upper-secondary school students, particularly 

weaker students with poor reading skills. In order to do this I asked 57 students to 

take an English reading test comprising the same material (a total of 28 questions 

on eight texts) from the PISA assessment that they had been tested on in Icelandic 

the previous year. Of these students, 32 were good readers in Icelandic who had 

ranked at Level 4 in the PISA reading assessment in Icelandic, and 25 were 

weaker readers ranking at Level 2.  

Based on my reading of the literature in the field of first- and foreign-

language reading comprehension and on my experience as a teacher of English, I 

put forward a theory that difficulties encountered by more skilled readers in 

Icelandic were connected to limitations of vocabulary in English, while weaker 

readers in Icelandic were hampered in their reading in English by problems 

connected to memory, motivation and metacognition. In general, it was 

anticipated that problems in reading English were principally related to linguistic 

knowledge, rather than reflecting a problem of a more general kind. More 

specifically, I expected that both groups would score lower in the English reading 

test but that weaker readers in Icelandic would perform considerably worse in 

reading in English than more competent readers in Icelandic. 

In fact, the situation was not as simple as this. Although better readers did 

perform as anticipated weaker readers appeared on average to be just as at home 

reading in English as in Icelandic. Scholarly literature supports the idea that a 

threshold of foreign-language proficiency is necessary before reading skills 

learned in the mother-tongue can come into operation, but nowhere does there 

appear to be the suggestion that no difference will be apparent between reading in 

the foreign language and reading in the first-language, at any level of proficiency. 

This would appear to be a feature of reading unique to Icelandic teenagers.  

The fact that such observations do not appear to have been made before 

may be owing to the fact that this study took the unusual route of testing the same 

students on the same material in first language and foreign language. Obtaining 
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such a direct comparison, where allowances do not have to be made for 

differences between the populations tested or between the material used, makes 

the results particularly interesting. 

What also seems to be evident from this study is that high-school students 

are interested in reading in English. Weaker readers read as well in English as in 

Icelandic, showing perhaps that there is no lack of motivation on their part even 

though are general motivational differences. 

The results of this study point towards possible changes in emphasis in 

teaching. Poor performance in reading comprehension in English does not appear 

to be problem of English per se. My conclusion is a brief discussion of ways 

Icelandic students could be helped to improve their reading skills in English. 

6.1 Reading skills in Icelandic 

PISA has shown that a large group of students enter upper-secondary 

schools in Iceland with poor reading competence in the mother-tongue. These 

students would benefit from the teaching of specific reading skills that the General 

Curriculum Guide advises should be available to all students:  

 

All steps shall be taken at upper-secondary schools to assist students with 

reading difficulties of any kind. It will be necessary to offer some students 

special support in the form of courses to aim at improving reading 

(comprehension and speed) and spelling. [Í framhaldsskólum skal einskis 

látið ófreistað til að koma til móts við nemendur sem eiga við 

lestrarörðugleika að stríða af einhverju tagi. Nauðsynlegt er að bjóða 

sumum nemendum upp á sérstakan stuðning þar sem lögð er áhersla á að 

bæta lestur (lesskilning og leshraða) og stafsetningu með sérstökum 

námskeiðum.] (Menntamálaráðuneytið, 1999b)   

 

Without sufficient reading competence in Icelandic, students will be unable 

to build up the background topic knowledge that is essential for study in other 

subjects. Teachers must have the training and the time to teach reading skills, 

possibly to small groups of students so that individual help can be given.      
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6.2 Reading skills in English 

6.2.1 Teaching materials 

Students have widely different interests and abilities, a fact that strikes me 

every year at the premiere of the school play and teenagers students excel 

themselves as actors, singers, costume-designers, light-technicians, marketing 

managers or musicians. The importance of enjoying what one is doing and being 

trusted to do it well becomes very apparent.  

To encourage enjoyment of reading, teachers need to use a wide variety of 

texts about different subjects. Teachers should emphasize the process of reading, 

rather than the product, by encouraging students to connect their reading to their 

own experience and by stressing a personal reaction to literature rather than a 

simple grasp of the plot. Football fans the world over would agree wholeheartedly 

that the “man who enjoys watching football is […] superior to the man who does 

not” (Russell, 1930, page 160).  Discussing reading as a means to attain 

happiness, Russell continues, saying that “man who enjoys reading is still more 

superior to the man who does not, since opportunities for reading are more 

frequent than opportunities for watching football" (Russell, 1930, p. 160). 

Teachers need to convey the view that reading is a pleasurable occupation that can 

extend students‟ knowledge and give them happiness.  

6.2.2 Vocabulary 

Teachers need to be able to help students who already have good reading 

skills in Icelandic and good proficiency in English to build up their vocabulary 

basis. Short texts on a wide variety of topics and in differing formats could help 

students develop their already good reading competence in English. In many 

upper-secondary schools there is a heavy emphasis on reading literature, all too 

often classic works of fiction that may have limited appeal to teenagers today. 

Magazine and newspaper articles on such widely divergent topics as current 

affairs, politics, chess, football, computer games and cars may both keep students‟ 

interest and give them valuable language and vocabulary practice.  

In order for students not to be confronted by texts that are far beyond their 

level of comprehension in English text difficulty needs to be measured. This can 
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be done simply by using the Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level in Microsoft Office 

Word or the Dale-Chall Readability Grade Score system. 

Students must be encouraged to use dictionaries to check the meaning of 

unknown words. Students may need teacher help when using dictionaries, 

especially when checking words with many meanings. Teachers should encourage 

students to keep vocabulary notebooks in which they can write down new words 

in context, and to build up a better understanding of word families. 

6.2.3 Learner autonomy 

Having looked at teaching materials and vocabulary let us turn to learner 

autonomy at school.  

Constructivist thinking in education centres around the notion that students 

are active learners engaged in constructing their personal reality and establishing 

their personal goals (Ingvarsdóttir, 2004). If students are to feel engagement with 

their education responsibility must be passed to them. Teachers should attempt to 

move towards learner autonomy by building on the ideas of responsibility and 

collaboration (Lefever, 2005). 

It may be that teachers should encourage students to contemplate their 

long-term goals or (since few 15-year-olds are sure of their long-term plans) at 

least establish goals for each term. A student may, for example, have “met” an 

American youngster on the Internet and become interested in learning more about 

life in his or her part of the world. Another may have had difficulty talking to a 

foreigner in English and realized the need for improved speaking skills. Research 

has shown that students are interested in learning English (Lefever, 2006). 

Handing responsibility for their English studies over to students would be an 

empowering move and would activate this interest.  

Metacognitive skills involve developing learning skills and, in reading, 

using comprehension-monitoring to check understanding. Benchmarks for 

students to measure their reading ability against could include material written by 

English-speaking teenagers, so that students could see their own level of linguistic 

competence in a new perspective, possibly realising that understanding spoken 

language does not presuppose understanding written language. Until students are 

introduced to teenage writing the likes of: “Never had there been such a 

combination of physical prowess and insatiable skill in the Pond Hockey League. 



   

   83 

We tied up our skates and hit the ice” (Teen Ink, 2008) they may not realize the 

level of linguistic sophistication that young people use. 

A standardized form such as the Student reading goals and self-assessment 

sheet below, which I have adapted from a pupil target sheet of the British 

Secondary National Strategy ("National Strategies Secondary Key Stage 4," 2008) 

could be used at the beginning of each semester, so that students can evaluate 

their ability and establish goals, and teachers can encourage student autonomy and 

collaboration. 

Peer- and self-assessment, carried out in collaboration with the teacher, 

would also shift the focus of learning to students themselves. Cooperative study 

empowers weaker students and encourages them, as the pressure on individual 

performance is reduced. The self-assessment checklists of the European Portfolio 

(Europe, 2006) give valuable guidelines or the Student reading goals and self-

assessment sheet could be adapted for end-of-semester assessment. 

 The lack of correlation in this study between test scores and level of effort 

suggests that students lack interest in tasks they undertake at school. Lack of 

motivation may be a factor here and teachers need to help students see the purpose 

of what they are doing. Helping students develop intrinsic motivation will mean 

that they will value the process of learning while evaluating progress at the end of 

term will also help them see what progress they have made (Dam, 1995).  

 Apart from a vast range of reading competence in English, what also came 

to light in this study is that many students omitted questions, possibly because 

“they lack the perceived personal efficacy to make optimal use of [skills]” 

(Bandura, 1997, p. 215).  

Teachers may be able to reduce the temptation among students to give up 

by centring schoolwork on progress rather than on performance and making 

learning a process rather than the end product of a grade. Teachers need to help 

students accept the limitations of their knowledge, but also help them realize that 

they can increase their skills and knowledge. English teachers can support 

students (weaker and stronger, as all can strive towards better reading 

comprehension) in the setting of attainable short-term goals in their English 

studies whereby they can “highlight the growth of personal capabilities” 

(Bandura, 1997, p. 226).  
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Student reading goals and self-assessment 

My name: 

 

Course:                                                     Semester: 

 

Final grade I hope to get: 

 

Self-assessment:             = I‟m good at this      = I‟m not so good at this   
    
Can I understand, link, predict, react and quote? 

Understanding 

 

         

Do I know who this was written for? 

Do I know whether to read closely, scan or skim for 

information? 

Do I lose concentration? 

Linking 

         

Do I know something about this already? 

Can I link this to something I have seen or done? 

Predicting 

         

Can I predict what‟s going to come next? 

Do I predict right? 

Reacting 

         

How do I think the writer wants me to feel when I 

read this? 

What words tell me this? 

Can I explain how I feel about this text? 

Quoting 

         

What ideas do I have about this text? 

Can I find a quotation to support what I think? 

Can I explain my idea? 

Can I see the difference between fact and opinion? 

Seeing the difference 

         

Can I find facts in this text? 

Can I find opinions in this text? 

Can I follow an argument and find its weaknesses? 

Following 

         

Can I find the main ideas? 

Can I find weaknesses in the argument? 

Reading between the lines 

         

Can I understand what is only suggested? 

Can I understand what words and language do? 

Words and language 

         

Can I find unusual words? 

Can I guess the words I don‟t know? 

Can I find linking words? 

Can I find slang or old-fashioned words? 

Can I find unusual language? 

Can I explain the text? 

Explaining 

         

Can I explain the text to someone else? 

Can I draw a picture or diagram of what it‟s about? 

 
Adapted from: Improving the planning and teaching of English at Key Stage 4 .Secondary National Strategy 

Figure 10. Student reading goals and self-assessment 
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6.4 “Some words are simply very difficult.” [Sum orð eru einfaldlega 

mjög erfið.] 

Reading is important, as a means of gaining knowledge and understanding. 

Reading in English, for Icelanders today, is a skill that nobody can afford to be 

without in terms of study, work, travel, business and pleasure.  

The words quoted above express one student‟s feelings about the 

difficulties of reading in English. The contradiction inherent in these words is that 

“simply” implies a level of simplicity about achieving proficiency in reading in 

English and also that vocabulary is the crux of the problem. For some it may be, 

but for many upper-secondary school students in Iceland reading in English 

involves a multitude of skills and competences and, not least, interest and 

motivation on the part of the reader. 

 

In this study I sought to explore the connection between reading ability in 

Icelandic and in English among secondary-school students in Icelandic and the 

difficulties that face students with poor reading skills in the mother-tongue.  

I have discussed Icelandic upper-secondary school students‟ reading 

proficiency in English from the perspective of their reading proficiency in 

Icelandic. My study took a different approach from many others on foreign-

language reading in that I compared the reading comprehension in Icelandic and 

in English of the same group of students using the same material. 

I believe that my study has brought to light aspects of Icelandic students‟ 

reading comprehension in English that were not apparent before, namely that 

reading in English appears to centre on reading competence in the first language 

rather than on knowledge of English. The breadth of competence in reading in 

English is greater than might be expected, and reading proficiency in Icelandic is 

not necessarily an indication of proficiency in English. Although I expected to see 

weaker readers in Icelandic perform at a significantly lower level in English than 

stronger readers in Icelandic, the results of my study show that upper-secondary 

school students in Iceland with poor reading competence in Icelandic comprehend 

written material on average equally well in English and in Icelandic. Students 

with good reading competence in Icelandic, on the other hand, performed 
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noticeably worse on the reading test in English than they did when reading the 

same material in Icelandic. 

Other findings of the study were that students scored well in finding 

specific information in texts in English, but lacked skills in grasping a broad 

understanding of a text and in interpreting texts, or „reading between the lines.‟ 

Weaker readers in Icelandic appear to struggle with reading in English at a word 

level, whereas stronger readers in Icelandic experience understanding the words of 

a text but not the overall meaning. 

In the light of these results, I outlined directions in English teaching that I 

feel teachers should consider, including placing more emphasis on student goal-

setting and learner autonomy. Materials and vocabulary-expansion, student self-

esteem and motivation are other areas that I have discussed in this thesis. 

It is my belief that reading is one of the most important life skills that 

school students learn, and that reading in English is an essential factor of life in 

Iceland today in terms of study, work and personal fulfillment. Helping all 

students to achieve their potential in reading in English should be one of the 

priorities of English teachers in Iceland. 
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Appendix 1. Student questionnaire 

 

 

Vinsamlegast svarið eftirfarandi spurningum. 
 

LESTUR Á ÍSLENSKU 

 

1. Hvað af eftirfarandi finnst þér skemmtilegt / leiðinlegt að lesa?  

Merktu við alla efnisflokkana. 

 
  Mjög  Frekar  Frekar  Alls ekki 

  skemmtilegt skemmtilegt óskemmtilegt skemmtilegt 

 

Fótbolti               

Aðrar íþróttir              

Bloggsíður / Facebook            

Heimsfréttir               

Slúður um frægt fólk             

Viðskipti og peningamál             

Skáldskapur / sögur / ljóð             

Tónlist              

 

Hvað af þessu finnst þér skemmtilegast?        

Er eitthvað sem þér þykir skemmtilegt að lesa og er ekki nefnt hér? Hvað er 

það?  

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

2. Að þínu mati, hefurðu meira eða minna gaman af því að lesa heldur en 

vinir/vinkonur þínar? Merktu við þann valkost sem best á við.  

 
Meira gaman         Álíka gaman         Minna gaman 
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3. Telurðu að þú munir þurfa að lesa mikið á íslensku þegar þú verður 

búin/n í skóla og ferð að vinna fullt starf? Merktu við þann valkost sem 

best á við.  

 
Mikið     Lítið          Veit ekki 

               

 

4. Þykir þér erfitt að læra fög þar sem þarf að lesa mikinn texta á 

íslensku? Merktu við þann valkost sem best á við.  

 
Mjög erfitt         Frekar erfitt                           Frekar létt                     Mjög létt 

 

                              

 

5. Myndirðu vilja geta lesið hraðar á íslensku?  

Merktu við þann valkost sem best á við.  

 

Nei, ég les alveg nógu hratt.            

Ég les hratt, en það væri ágætt að geta lesið hraðar.        

Já, svo sannarlega. Ég les allt of hægt.           

 

 

 

LESTUR Á ENSKU 

 

1.  Hvernig gengur þér að skilja texta á ensku? Merktu við þann valkost 

sem best á við.  

Ég skil alls kyns langa og flókna texta á ensku.     

 

Ég skil nokkurn veginn texta á ensku sem fjalla um persónuleg  

eða menningarleg efni.        

           

Ég skil stutta einfalda texta á ensku.      
 

2. Þykir þér erfiðara að skilja texta á ensku en á íslensku? Merktu við 

þann valkost sem best á við. 

 
Miklu            Aðeins              Jafnt           Auðveldara  

erfiðara           erfiðara        
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3. Heldurðu að það verði erfitt að lesa námsefni á ensku ef þú heldur 

áfram í námi að stúdentsprófi loknu? Merktu við þann valkost sem best 

á við. 
 

   Mjög erfitt                     Frekar erfitt               Ekki erfitt 

 

              

 

4. Heldurðu að þú munir þurfa að lesa mikið á ensku þegar þú verður 

búin/n í skóla og ferð að vinna fullt starf? Merktu við þann valkost sem 

best á við. 

 
Mikið     Lítið          Veit ekki 

               

 

 

5. Að þínu mati, hvað er það sem gerir lestur á ensku erfiðan?  

Þú mátt merkja við fleiri en eitt atriði. 

 
                                                   Mikið               Talsvert               Lítið               Ekkert 

                                                  vandamál     vandamál        vandamál     vandamál 

 

Mörg orð eru mjög löng.         

 

Mörg orð byrja eins eða 

 svipað.                                     

 

Málsgreinar eru of 

 langar.                                    

 

Það eru mörg orð sem 

 ég skil ekki.                            

 

Ég skil flest orðin en ég  

skil ekki  

heildarmerkingu lestexta.          

 

Ég missi einbeitingu 

 þegar ég þarf 

 að lesa langan texta 

 á ensku.                                    
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Orð hafa margar merkingar 

 og það er erfitt að átta sig 

 á  rétta merkingu.                      

 

Ég skil orð þegar þau eru 

lesin upphátt en ekki þegar  

ég les þau í hljóði.                      

 

Námsefnið er svo  

leiðinlegt að ég nenni 

 ekki að lesa það.                       

 

Mér finnst ekki erfitt  

að lesa á ensku.                          

 

Annað sem kemur ekki fram fyrir ofan._________________________________ 

 

 

 

6. Myndirðu vilja geta lesið hraðar á ensku?  

Merktu við þann valkost sem best á við. 

 

Nei, ég les alveg nógu hratt á ensku.     

 

Ég les hratt á ensku, en það væri ágætt að geta lesið hraðar.   

 

Já, svo sannarlega. Ég les allt of hægt á ensku.     

 

Takk kærlega fyrir að taka þátt í könnuninni. 

 

Gangi þér vel á önninni sem er að hefjast! 

 

 
 


