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Abstract
In order to have a better understanding of the nature of reading behavior, it is quite essential to scrutinize
the underlying assumptions of the two competing theories: the componential approach and unitary
hypothesis and see how this is re�ected on testing the reading skills. As a result, the current study was
aimed at broadening the existing knowledge horizon by trying to identify if there was relationship in the
overall scores of learners at different ability groups in Reading Sub-skills Test and reading levels in Cloze
Test and showing how they differed in their performance with respect to speci�c reading sub-skills. So as
to address the speci�c research objectives, tests were used to collect the required data. More speci�cally,
these included: a cloze test to determine the subjects’ reading levels; and a reading sub-skills test to �nd
out their performance in terms of the sub-skills at word, sentence, and discourse level. Descriptive
statistics (i.e. frequencies and percentages) and correlations were used to analyze the data collected.
Besides, the SPSS was used to carry out the computations and normality tests which showed that the
test scores were not normally distributed. Hence, Kendall’s tau, a non-parametric test, was used to carry
out correlation coe�cients. In addition, the data analysis revealed that average-scorers, low-scorers, test-
takers at instructional reading level, and those at frustration level had much di�culty with most of the
reading sub-skills with varying degrees. Eventually, recommendations were suggested so that learners
could improve their di�culties with the reading sub-skills. 

1. Background Of The Study
The controversy over reading behavior as consisting of several speci�c skills components on one hand
and its being taken as undifferentiated and unitary process on the other was still an unresolved issue
(Weir & Porter, 1994). In addition, Weir and Porter argued that polarizing one’s stand in favor of one or the
other approach might result in incorrect assessment of students’ general reading ability. In this
connection, adherence to one or the other view of reading might have a direct effect on teachers’
preference of assessment methods to evaluate their respective students’ reading abilities. Consequently,
teachers need to familiarize themselves with the claims made by these rival theories in order to fully
understand the nature of reading behavior. 

Proponents of the componential approach claim that the reading behaviour consists of several speci�c
components (Davis, 1968; Munby, 1978; Heaton, 1988; and Hughes, 1989). Similarly, other researchers
used multiple regressions and thus managed to successfully identify the existence of separate reading
sub-skills (Drum et al. 1981, Pollitt et al. 1985, and Davey 1988). Besides, researches conducted in the
1980s and 1990s attempted to validate the importance of a number of strategies and endorsed their
acceptance with varying degrees (Duke & Pearson, 2002; Pearson, Roehler, Dole, & Duffy, 1992). Even
though these researchers expressed agreement on the divisible nature of the reading skills, they failed to
come to terms with each other on the exact number of sub-skills that presumably constituted the macro-
skill. Even so these components were found to be important as they served as a framework for writing
textbooks, constructing tests, and designing courses (Liu, 2010; Lumley, 1993; Grabe, 1991). 
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In spite of its utility, this divisibility view was challenged by some other group of researchers who claimed
that the componential approach lacked empirical support to verify the existence of separate skill
components. In this connection, Alderson (1990a, 1990b) attempted to determine the relationship
between skill components and reading test items. In order to achieve this, he took a team of experts to
judge which test items tested which skill components. The result of his study suggested that the judges
found it di�cult to agree on a speci�c skill component being operationalized in a particular test item.
Similarly, other researchers (Alderson and Lukmani, 1989; Carver, 1992; Rosenshine, 1980; Lunzer et al.
(1979), and Rost, 1993) could not empirically verify the separate functioning of the speci�c skill
components and their operationalizations in test items. Hence, this situation cast doubt on the viability of
divisibility theory. 

As a reaction to the lack of empirical support to sustain the componential approach, Oller (1979)
proposed his in�uential holistic view of language, which he termed as “Unitary Competence Hypothesis
(UCH)”. Oller in his study rigorously computed the scores from a wide variety of language tests and
reported to have discovered the ‘g-factor’ which presumably accounted for the unitary nature of general
language pro�ciency. In other words, Oller contended that even if language performance is thought to
have been composed of speci�c skill components, it draws on the same set of source. Similarly,
researchers like Lunzer et al. (1979), Rosenshine (1980), and Rost (1993), using factor analysis, came to
the �ndings that the skill components load on the same factor even though they appear to be putatively
different. That is to say, even if they happen to be seemingly different, the skill components statistically
function in a very similar way. As a result, this may suggest that reading is believed to be undifferentiated
single ability. 

So far, we may realize that these two rival theories seem to be mutually exclusive. Hence, this difference
is re�ected on their approaches to teaching and assessing the reading skills. Speci�cally, the
componential approach used the speci�c skills in teaching and assessing students’ reading
comprehension (Weir & Porter, 1994) whereas the unitary approach used the integrative or holistic
approach in teaching and assessment (Oller, 1979).  

Test constructors who identi�ed themselves with the componential approach set comprehension test
items in order to measure students’ reading ability. Based on the nature of comprehension questions, Liu
(2010) reported that researchers seemed to come up with three levels of reading comprehension: literal,
referential/ interpretative, and critical level. According to his description, literal comprehension level refers
to students’ understanding of plainly-stated meanings. On the other hand, students should be able to
work out the relationship between sentences and the underlying meanings of sentences at the inferential
level in order to fully understand the given reading text.  In this case, students need to make inferences
and conclusions. The critical level requires learners to apply the highest level of cognitive operations. In
this case, learners are expected to have attained the ability to evaluate what they have read against their
background knowledge. 
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There appears to be a direct relationship between reading test scores and reading comprehension levels.
In this connection, Fisher (2005) contends that students who have attained literal level of comprehension
might be in great di�culty to work out the underlying meanings of sentences and demonstrate evaluative
ability of a given reading text. Conversely, learners who have already developed evaluative ability might
not have di�culty with literal and inferential question items. Hence, learners’ test scores indicate the level
at which they can perform well in test-taking situations. 

On the other hand, test writers who ardently took the unitary view used integrative tests such as cloze
tests so as to measure students’ reading ability. Although Taylor (1956) was credited for developing the
cloze procedure, Rankin & Culhane (1969) were the ones who worked out reading levels by computing the
scores from multiple-choice comprehension test items and cloze test items. The levels of reading, thus,
identi�ed were: independent, instructional, and frustration levels. As the name indicates, independent
reading level might suggest that students can understand a speci�c reading text by themselves. However,
students at instructional reading level might require some assistance from the teacher so as to
understand. In spite of getting assistance from teacher, students at frustration reading level might be in
great di�culty to understand the given reading text. Thus, learners’ test scores in cloze tests might
indicate their reading levels in test-taking situations. 

Despite the persistence of the theoretical controversy over decades, researchers’ interest to pursue studies
in view of these rival theories seemed to have decreased since the late 1990s. Consequently, the research
trend seemed to take a different direction. Instead of focusing on the rival theories, most of the studies
were dedicated to study how students performed with respect to speci�c reading sub-skills. For example,
Morley (2009) and Baker & Ellece (2011) studied lexical cohesion in rhetorical structures and discourse
analysis while Khaleel (2010) focused on presupposition triggers. At the same time, Davoudi (2005),
Preszler (2006), and Warnidah & Suwarno (2016) seemed to take interest in inference making skills and
di�culties associated with them. Similarly, Jitendra et al. (2001) studied main idea strategy instruction
whereas Rapp et al. (2007) made their focus on comprehension processing skills of struggling readers.
 Meyer, Brandt, & Bluth (1980) and Kendeou & van den Broek (2007), on their part, studied text structure to
realize reading comprehension and its effect on comprehension process. Furthermore, Kim & Piper (2019)
studied the structural relations between word reading skills, text reading �uency, and reading
comprehension; Hessamy & Sadeghi, (2013) studied the hierarchical relationship between reading sub-
skills, speci�cally their di�culty level and contribution to reading comprehension; and Kim & Jang (2009)
studied how reading sub-skills differentially functioned in a standardized reading test (OSSLT) for L1 and
L2 students. On the other hand, other researchers made their focus on the theories of reading. For
instance, a number of studies (Geva & Farniaa, 2012; Gottardo & Mueller, 2009; Kirby & Savage, 2008,
Proctor, Carlo, August, & Snow, 2005) attempted to validate the SVR (Simple View of Reading) that
accounted for reading comprehension in a very simplistic way. Lie, et al. (2020), on their part, studied the
contributions of the three domains (i.e. cognitive, psychological, and ecological) in (CMR) Componential
Model of Reading to reading comprehension.
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Despite researchers’ lack of interest in the theoretical dispute, we may still question the assumption that
the two theoretical positions are mutually exclusive. Couldn’t there be some relationship or overlap
between the two rival theoretical positions as long as they are interested in measuring the reading
behavior? Couldn’t there be linear relationships between reading levels and ability groups? How do
learners belonging to different reading levels and ability groups fare in light of speci�c reading sub-
skills? 

2. The Purpose Of The Study

2.1 General Objective
The study is aimed at identifying if there is a relationship between subjects belonging to different reading
levels and ability groups with respect to their performance in reading sub-skills.

2.2 Research Questions
1. How do subjects belonging to different ability groups (high-scorers, average-scorers, and low-scorers)

in Reading Sub-skills Test perform with respect to reading sub-skills requiring operations at
discourse, sentence, and word level? 

2. How do subjects belonging to different reading levels (independent, instructional, and frustration) in
Cloze Test perform with respect to reading sub-skills requiring operations at discourse, sentence, and
word level? 

3. Is there a relationship between the performance of subjects at different reading levels (independent,
instructional, and frustration) in Cloze Test and those at different ability groups (high-scorers,
average-scorers, and low-scorers) in Reading Sub-skills Test? 

3. Methodology

3.1 Aims, Design, and Setting of the Study
As explained earlier, the aim of the study is to identify the relationship between subjects belonging to
different reading levels and ability groups with respect to their performance in reading sub-skills. The
study follows the descriptive correlational design so as to meet the speci�c research objectives. The
setting of the study is located at three government universities in southern part of Ethiopia, East Africa.
The speci�c regions include: Southern Nations Nationalities and People’s Region and the newly formed
Sidama Region. 

3.2 Population, Sample, and Sampling Methods
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The population of the study consisted of 3rd year undergraduate students who were attending their
education at three universities in southern Ethiopia. The institutions included: Arba Minch University,
Jinka University, and Hawassa University. Convenience sampling was used to select the institutions while
availability sampling method was used to select the study subjects. Regarding the students’ �eld of
study, 37 were HO students while 76 were English language majors. Hence, the total number of
participants was 113. The rationale for selecting English Majors was that they had already taken skills
courses which might enable them to gain familiarity with a repertoire of reading strategies so as to deal
with different reading texts. Furthermore, it was believed that they had developed a reasonable
pro�ciency to be able to extract information from written texts. Besides, the reason for including health
students was to compensate for the lack of high-scoring students in English language majors.  

As tests were the only means of collecting data, the participants had to sit for consecutive tests at
different occasions. Prior to data collection, the researcher tried to obtain the consent of the heads of the
institutions and willingness of the participants to involve in the study by explaining the purpose of giving
the tests and the con�dentiality of the test scores. Of 113 participants, those who completely took the
tests were only 92 (i.e. 33 HO students and 59 English language majors). Thus, 21 test papers were
avoided because the subjects had shown lack of interest to complete the test items. As Rankin & Culhane
(1969) scale for multiple-choice comprehension test scores was much elevated for Ethiopian students,
the researchers used the cut-off points taken from Wendiyfraw, Abebe, & Adane (2016) in order to
determine the proportion of different ability groups (i.e. high-scorers, average-scorers, and low-scorers).
Hence, the cut-off points for Reading Sub-skills Test were high-scorers (70-79), average-scorers (51-68),
and low-scorers (40-49). However, Rankin & Culhane’s (1969) scale (>60, 40-60, <40) for reading levels
was used to determine the reading levels in the Cloze Test. Hence, test-takers’ scores were organized as
follows: independent reading level (62-90), instructional reading level (40-58), and frustration reading
level (2-38). In short, the total number of students whose scores computed for sub-skills performance and
inter-group correlations was 59/60: Reading Sub-skills Test, 59; and Cloze Test, 60 whereas 92
participants’ scores were used for inter-test correlations.

3.3 Methods of Data Collection
Two tests were used to collect the required data in order to answer the research questions. These
included: Cloze Test and Reading Sub-skills Test. Besides, the reading sub-skills were drawn from
Nuttall’s (1996) speci�cations. The tests, thus constructed, were subject to validation processes so as to
make them more e�cient. More speci�cally, teachers took part in FGD to match sub-skills with test items
and categorize the sub-skills under different levels. 

Regarding the utility of the tests with respect to the research questions, the cloze-test might help in
sorting out the subjects into different reading levels whereas the reading sub-skills test would help to
show how the subjects performed with respect to the sub-skills at different levels (i.e. at word, sentence,
and discourse). Eventually, the following scale was used in order to interpret subjects’ performance with
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respect to speci�c sub-skills at word, sentence, and discourse level: >90, little di�culty; 70-89, less
di�culty; 50-69, some di�culty; 20-49, much di�culty; and <20, a great deal of di�culty.

3.4 Methods of Data Analysis
Since tests were the only means of collecting data, the methods for analysis might consequently be
quantitative. Hence, descriptive statistics such as frequency counts and percentages were used to show
how the subjects performed with respect to each reading sub-skill at word, sentence, and discourse level.
In addition, correlations coe�cients were used to determine the relationships between reading levels and
different ability groups in both tests (Reading Sub-skills Test, and Cloze Test).  Prior to executing the
computations, normality test for the tests were done and it showed that the data were not normally
distributed as the scatter plots revealed non-linearity especially at both ends. Consequently, one of non-
parametric tests, Kendall’s tau which assumes outliers and non-normal distribution, was used to work out
the relationship between the tests on one hand and between reading levels and different ability groups on
the other. In this connection, the SPSS software was utilized to run the normality test and correlation
coe�cients, and to work out frequencies and percentages.

3.5 The Test Validation Process
Before the main study, the researcher made travels to the study sites to get the tests validated. The
validation process was aimed at collecting data on (1) which test items tested which sub-skills; (2) and
whether a particular sub-skill was operationalized at word, sentence, or discourse level. In order to get the
data, a list of sub-skills and test items were given to respondents to match them. Then, the respondents
were made to match a list of sub-skills with reading test items; the sub-skill that the majority of the
respondents identi�ed as one to have been tested by a particular test item was taken as a valid response.
Next, the sub-skills, thus, identi�ed along with the test items were given to the respondents so as to rate
the level of their operationalization at word, sentence, and discourse level. Likewise, the levels of
operationalization with which the majority of the respondents agreed were taken as valid responses.
However, the levels with which the respondents failed to agree were made subjects of discussion among
TEFL PhD scholars. On the basis of the discussion outcomes, attempts were made to make
modi�cations to the test items.

3.6 The Results of Test Validation Process

A further analysis showed that there was imbalance in the proportion of sub-skills and test items. This
necessitated adding more test items to strike the balance between the sub-skills. Hence, we may realize
that the sub-skill and test item proportion was maintained.

Understanding functional value of sentences and paragraphs, 5 items

Recognizing the presuppositions underlying the text, 6 items
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Recognizing implications and making inference, 5 items

Recognizing text structure, 5 items

Interpreting discourse markers, 5 items

Understanding writer’s tone and purpose, 5 items

Identifying main ideas, 6 items

Interpreting lexical cohesion, 5 items

Inferring/ guessing meanings of words from context, 5 items

Identifying referents/ antecedents, 6 items

Next, the revised test items were tried out on learners and this revealed that there were unnoticed
ambiguities and unclear instructions that brought about negative discrimination and poor discrimination.
Besides, some of the items were found to be too easy for learners to answer. As a result, the researcher
brought up these issues for discussions among the scholars mentioned earlier and they suggested ways
in which the test items could be made more e�cient.

4. Results And Discussions

4.1 Subjects’ Performance in the Cloze-test
 

Table 1
Subjects’ Range of Scores and Proportion across Reading Levels

Reading Levels scale Range of scores No of test-takers Percentage

Independent level > 60 62–90 16 27%

Instructional level 40–60 40–58 21 35%

Frustration level < 40 2–38 23 38%

Total     60  

Of 89 test-takers who sat for the cloze test, only 60 of them completed it e�ciently. As in Table 1, the
reading levels seemed to form a pyramid shape as more subjects constituted the base of the pyramid
and their numbers decreased as we moved upward. In other words, a sizeable proportion (38%) of
subjects’ reading comprehension appeared to be at frustration level. According to Rankin & Culhane
(1969), the subjects at frustration level might have found the reading text in the cloze test too di�cult to
understand. This might suggest that they might not understand it even if they got assistance from their
instructors. At the same time, almost a similar proportion (35%) of subjects’ reading comprehension
seemed to fall under instructional level. Again, according to the above authorities, instructional level
indicated that the reading text in the cloze test appeared to be at the right level of di�culty for the
particular group of subjects. Hence, they could understand the reading material with little assistance from
their instructors. Eventually, we may notice that a relatively small proportion (27%) of subjects’ reading
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comprehension fell under independent level. This means that, according to the authorities mentioned
above, the reading text used in the cloze tests might be too easy to understand for the subjects who
attained the independent level. That is to say, the subjects at this level of reading might not need any
assistance rather they could understand the text on their own. Hence, the �nding of the study was
consistent with that of Wendiyfraw, Abebe, & Adane (2016).

4.2 Subjects’ Performance in the Reading Sub-skills Test
 

Table 2
Subjects’ Range of Scores and Proportion across Ability Groups
Performance in Reading Sub-skills Test

Ability Groups Range of Scores no of test-takers %

high-scorers 70–79 13 22%

average-scorers 51–68 23 39%

low-scorers 40–49 23 39%

Total   59  

The Reading Sub-skills Test was composed of three parts whose test items were drawn from three
reading texts. The test items were designed in such a way that they tested different sub-skills. Of 89
students who sat for the test, only 59 students successfully completed the test and their test scores were
taken for computation. As in Table 2, the cut-off points were different from that of the cloze test. Rather,
they were based on those of Wendiyfraw, Abebe, & Adane’s (2016) study. When we see the proportion of
the test-takers across the ability groups, high-scorers were smaller than the other two groups. The scarcity
of high-scorers seemed to be common in Ethiopian universities as it was the case with Wendiyfraw,
Abebe, & Adane’s (2016) �ndings.

4.3 Sub-skills Performance of Different Ability Groups in the
Reading Sub-skills Test

4.3.1 Word Level Sub-skills Performance of Different Ability
Groups in the Reading Sub-skills Test
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Table 3
Word Level Sub-skills Performance of Different Ability Groups

  Sub-skills no of test
items

Scores achieved

high
scorers

average
scorers

low
scorers

1 Interpreting Lexical Cohesion 5 53 82% 87 76% 65 57%

2 Guessing Meanings of Words from
Context

5 61 94% 76 66% 30 26%

3 Identifying Referents/antecedents 6 62 79% 88 64% 51 37%

*N = high scorers 13; average scorers 23; low scorers 23

Expected scores: high scorers 65/78; average scorers 115/138; low scorers 115/138

Table 3 included sub-skills that required operations at word level. As in the data, high-scorers seemed to
have little di�culty with guessing meanings of words from context (94%), less di�culty with interpreting
lexical cohesion (82%) and identifying referents (79%). However, average scorers appeared to have a
different performance. They seemed to have less di�culty with interpreting lexical cohesion (76%). At the
same time, they appeared to have some di�culty with guessing meanings of words from context (66%)
and identifying referents (64%). When we examine low scorers’ scores, they seemed to perform differently
from high and average scorers. That is to say, low scorers appeared to have some di�culty with
interpreting lexical cohesion (57%), but much di�culty with identifying referents (37%) and guessing
meanings of words from context (26%).

4.3.2 Sub-skills Performance of Different Ability Groups in
the Reading Sub-skills Test at Sentence Level
 

Table 4
Sentence Level Sub-skills Performance of Different Ability Groups

  Sub-skills no of test
items

Scores achieved

high
scorers

average
scorers

low
scorers

1 Understanding functional value of
sentences

3 21 54% 28 41% 27 39%

2 Recognizing presuppositions
underlying the text

1 12 92% 18 78% 12 52%

3 Recognizing implications and making
inference

2 22 85% 23 50% 12 26%

*N = high scorers 13; average scorers 23; low scorers 23

Expected scores: high scorers 39/13/26; average scorers 23/69/46; low scorers 23/69/46
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Table 4 contained the sub-skills that required operations at sentence level. As in the data, high scorers
looked to have little di�culty with recognizing presuppositions underlying the text (92%), less di�culty
with recognizing implications and making inference (85%), and some di�culty with understanding
functional value of sentences (54%). However, average scorers seemed to have less di�culty with
recognizing presuppositions underlying the text (78%), some di�culty with recognizing implications and
making inference (50%), and much di�culty with understanding functional value of sentences (41%). On
top of that, low-scorers appeared to have some di�culty with recognizing presuppositions underlying the
text (52%), and much di�culty with the rest of the sub-skills: understanding functional value of sentences
(39%), and recognizing implications and making inferences (26%).

4.3.3 Sub-skills Performance of Different Ability Groups in
the Reading Sub-skills Test at Discourse Level
 

Table 5
Discourse Level Sub-skills Performance of Different Ability Groups

No Sub-skills no of test
items

Scores achieved

high
scorers

average
scorers

low
scorers

1 Understanding functional value of
paragraphs

2 18 69% 22 48% 8 17%

2 Recognizing presuppositions
underlying the text

5 42 65% 52 45% 47 41%

3 Recognizing implications and making
inferences

3 28 72% 42 61% 31 45%

4 Recognizing text structure 5 45 69% 53 46% 50 43%

5 Interpreting discourse markers 5 44 68% 71 62% 60 52%

6 Understanding writer's tone and
purpose

5 49 75% 66 57% 69 60%

7 Identifying main ideas 6 61 78% 90 65% 74 54%

*N = high scorers 13; average scorers 23; low scorers 23

Expected scores: high scorers 26/65/39/78; average scorers 46/115/69/138; low scorers 46/115/69/138

Table 5 contains sub-skills that operate at discourse level. When we observe the performance of high-
scorers, they seemed to have less di�culty with a number of sub-skills: identifying main ideas (78%),
understanding writer’s tone and purpose (75%), and recognizing implications and making inferences
(72%). At the same time, they appeared to have some di�culty with recognizing text structure (69%),
understanding the functional value of paragraphs (69%), interpreting discourse markers (68%), and
recognizing presuppositions underlying the text (65%).
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Looking at average-scorers’ performance, we could realize that they seemed to have quite different
performance. Average-scorers looked to have some di�culty with identifying main ideas (65%),
interpreting discourse markers (62%), recognizing implications and making inferences (61%), and
understanding writer’s tone and purpose (57%). However, they seemed to have much di�culty with
understanding functional value of paragraphs (48%), recognizing text structure (46%), and recognizing
presuppositions underlying the text (45%).

As opposed to the other groups, low-scorers appeared to have a very different performance. As in the
data, they seemed to have some di�culty with understanding writer's tone and purpose (60%), identifying
main ideas (54%), and interpreting discourse markers (52%). Nevertheless, they appeared to have much
di�culty with a number of sub-skills: recognizing implications and making inferences (45%), recognizing
text structure (43%), and recognizing presuppositions underlying the text (41%). However, they exhibited
to have a great deal of di�culty with understanding functional value of paragraphs (17%).

4.4 Sub-skills Performance of Subjects at Different Reading
Levels in the Reading Sub-skills Test

4.4.1 Word Level Sub-skills Performance of Subjects at
Different Reading Levels
 

Table 6
Subjects’ Performance of Sub-Skills Operating at Word Level by Reading Levels

  Sub-skills no of
test
items

Scores achieved

independent
reading level

instructional
reading level

frustration
reading level

1 Interpreting lexical
cohesion

5 65 81% 72 69% 72 63%

2 Guessing meanings of
words from context

5 76 95% 56 53% 32 28%

3 Identifying
referents/antecedents

6 77 80% 68 54% 50 36%

*N = high scorers 16; average scorers 21; low scorers 23

Expected scores: independent reading level 80/96; instructional reading level 105/126; frustration reading
level 115/138

As can be observed in Table 6, subjects belonging to independent reading level seemed to have little
di�culty with guessing meanings of words from context (95%), and less di�culty with interpreting lexical
cohesion (81%) and indentifying referents (80%). However, subjects at instructional level appeared to
have performed differently. They seemed to have some di�cultly with all of the three sub-skills:
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interpreting lexical cohesion (69%), indentifying referents (54%), and guessing meanings of words from
context (53%). Similarly, subjects at frustration level appeared to have a different performance. They
looked to have some di�culty with interpreting lexical cohesion (63%) while they seemed to have much
di�culty with indentifying referents (36%) and guessing meanings of words from context (28%).

4.4.2 Sentence Level Sub-skills Performance of Subjects at
Different Reading Levels
 

Table 7
Subjects’ Performance of Sub-Skills Operating at Sentence Level by Reading Levels

  Sub-skills no of
test
items

Scores achieved

independent
reading level

instructional
reading level

frustration
reading level

1 Understanding functional
value of sentences

3 23 48% 27 43% 24 35%

2 Recognizing presuppositions
underlying the text

1 14 88% 14 67% 15 65%

3 Recognizing implications and
making inference

2 23 72% 20 48% 15 33%

*N = high scorers 16; average scorers 21; low scorers 23

Expected scores: independent reading level 48/16/32; instructional reading level 63/21/42; frustration
reading level 69/23/46

As in Table 7, subjects at independent reading level seemed to have less di�culty with recognizing
presuppositions underlying the text (88%), and recognizing implications and making inferences (72%).
However, they appeared to have much di�culty with understanding the functional value of sentences
(29%). At the same time, subjects at instructional level seemed to perform differently. They appeared to
have some di�culty with recognizing presuppositions underlying texts (67%) while they had much
di�culty with recognizing implications and making inferences (48%) and understanding the functional
value of sentences (43%). Similarly, subjects at frustration level looked to have some di�culty with
recognizing presuppositions underlying the text (65%) but they had much di�culty with the rest of the
sub-skills: understanding the functional value of sentences (35%) and recognizing implications and
making inferences (33%).

4.4.3 Discourse Level Sub-skills Performance of Subjects at
Different Reading Levels
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Table 8
Subjects’ Performance of Sub-Skills Operating at Discourse Level by Reading Levels

No Sub-skills no of
test
items

Scores achieved

independent
reading level

instructional
reading level

frustration
reading level

1 Understanding functional
value of paragraphs

2 20 63% 23 55% 7 15%

2 Recognizing presuppositions
underlying the text

5 47 59% 47 45% 40 35%

3 Recognizing implications
and making inference

3 35 73% 34 54% 35 51%

4 Recognizing text structure 5 51 64% 45 43% 41 36%

5 Interpreting discourse
markers

5 47 59% 66 63% 60 52%

6 Understanding writer's tone
and purpose

5 55 69% 60 57% 61 53%

7 Identifying main ideas 6 73 76% 74 59% 70 51%

*N = high scorers 16; average scorers 21; low scorers 23

Expected scores: independent reading level 32/80/48/96; instructional reading level 42/105/63/126;
frustration reading level 46/115/69/138

As in Table 8, learners who achieved independent reading level seemed to have less di�culty with
indentifying main ideas (76%), and recognizing implications and making inferences (73%). Besides, they
appeared to have some di�culty with the rest of the sub-skills: understanding writer’s tone and purpose
(69%), recognizing text structure (64%), understanding functional value of paragraphs (63%), interpreting
discourse markers (59%), and recognizing presuppositions underlying the text (59%).

However, learners belonging to instructional reading level appeared to have performed a bit differently.
Evidently, they seemed to have some di�culty with a number of sub-skills: interpreting discourse markers
(63%), indentifying main ideas (59%), understanding writer’s tone and purpose (57%), understanding
functional value of paragraphs (55%), and recognizing implications and making inferences (54%).
Nevertheless, they had much di�culty with recognizing presuppositions underlying the text (45%), and
recognizing text structure (43%).

When we carefully observe the data of learners at frustration reading level, we could realize a slight
change in performance. They seemed to have some di�culty with some of the sub-skills: understanding
writer’s tone and purpose (53%), interpreting discourse markers (52%), and indentifying main ideas (51%),
and recognizing implications and making inferences (51%). On the other hand, they seemed to have
much di�culty with recognizing text structure (36%), and recognizing presuppositions underlying the text
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(35%). Unlike learners in two of the other reading levels, these seemed to have a great deal of di�culty
with understanding functional value of paragraphs (15%).

4.6 Correlations between Tests
 

Table 9
Relationship between Reading Sub-skills Test and Cloze Test

  Reading Sub-skills
test

Cloze
test

Kendall's
tau_b

Reading Sub-skills
test

Correlation
Coe�cient

1 .987**

  Sig.   .000

  N 89 89

** Correlation is signi�cant at the 0.01 level.

Before attempting to work out the relationship between reading levels and different ability groups, it is
logical to see what kind of relationship exists between the tests. As can be observed in Table 9 above, we
may realize that the two tests had positive correlation. That is to say, we may expect a linear increase of
test-takers’ scores in both test. Regarding the strength of relationship, it appeared that Kendall’s tau
yielded high or strong correlations (0.987) between the tests. Besides, the p-value showed that the
correlation between the tests was signi�cant at 0.01 signi�cance level. This might suggest that the tests
measured the same behavior even though they had different theoretical basis.

4.7 Relationship between Reading Levels in Cloze Test and
Ability Groups in Reading Sub-skills Test
 

Table 10
Correlations between Reading Levels and Ability Groups in Reading Sub-skills Test

  independent reading level instructional reading level frustration reading level

  corr. Sig. level corr. Sig. level corr. Sig. level

high-scorers .455* 0.019 0.05            

average-scorers       .477** 0.002 0.01      

low-scorers             0.03 0.85 -

*Correlation is signi�cant at the 0.05 level. ** Correlation is signi�cant at the 0.01 level.

As in Table 10, it appears that Kendalle’s’ tau_b correlation yielded that the strength of relationship
between high-scorers in Reading Sub-skills Test and test-takers at independent reading level in the Cloze
Test was found to be moderate (0.455). Similarly, the strength of relationship between average-scorers in
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Reading Sub-skills Test and test-takers at instructional reading level in the Cloze Test was also moderate
(0.477). Besides, the p-values for both relationships were found to be signi�cant at 0.05 for the former
and at 0.01level for the latter. This means that almost half of the students in both relationships were able
to maintain similar scorers in the tests. This �nding might suggest that the componential and unitary
views shared some commonalities despite their rivalry. However, Kendalle’s tau_b revealed that the
relationship between low-scorers in Reading Sub-skills Test and test-takers at frustration level in Cloze
Test was very weak (0.03) and the p-value also showed that the relationship was insigni�cant or almost
no relationship. This could perhaps be attributed to the disparity or disjunction between the cut-off points
for both tests. That is to say, low-scorers’ scores ranged from 40 to 49 whereas those of students at
frustration reading level were from 26 to 38.

5. Discussions On The Findings

5.1 Word Level Sub-skills Performance and Relationship
While comparing Tables 3 and 6, the sub-skills performance of high-scorers in the Reading Sub-skills Test
and that of students at independent reading level was nearly the same. High-scorers and subjects at
independent reading level had little di�culty with guessing meanings of words from context (95% & 94%),
less di�culty with interpreting lexical cohesion (81% & 82%), and identifying referents (79% & 80%). When
students have less di�culty with lexical cohesion, this may suggest that they have the ability to identify
lexical items which fall under the same semantic �eld or contribute to maintain lexical meaning (Morley,
2009; Baker & Ellece, 2011). Consequently, we might expect high correlations between two groups when
their performance was much the same or similar. However, we may see in Table 13 that the strength of
relationship between the two groups was moderate (0.455) and the p-value (0.019) showed that the
relationship was signi�cant at 0.05 level.

When we observe the performance of average-scorers and students at instructional reading level, they
seemed to have the same performance except for interpreting lexical cohesion with which they had less
and some di�culty. This was supported by the data in Table 13 which showed that the strength of
relationship between average-scorers and students at instructional reading level was moderate (0.477)
and the p-value (0.002) showed that the relationship was signi�cant at 0.01 level.

Similarly, we could observe (in Tables 3 and 6) the same pattern of performance between low-scorers and
students at frustration reading level. They seemed to have some di�culty with interpreting lexical
cohesion (57% & 63%), and much di�culty with identifying referents (37% & 36%) and guessing
meanings of words from context (26% & 28%). Nevertheless, we could realize there was almost no
relationship (0.03) between low-scorers and students at frustration reading level in Table 13. This could
be attributed to the great variations in the range of scores in both tests (low-scorers: 40–49; frustration
reading level: 26–38). Consequently, we could realize the presence of more similarities than differences
between Reading Sub-skills Test and Cloze Test although they appeared to have contradictory theoretical
bases (componential approach and unitary approach).
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5.2 Sentence Level Sub-skills Performance and
Relationship
As shown in Tables 4 & 7, high-scorers in Reading Sub-skills Test and test-takers at independent reading
level seemed to have some variations in their performance. For example, high scorers looked to have little
di�culty with recognizing presuppositions underlying the text (92%) while learners at independent
reading level had less di�culty with it (88%). This means that both groups seemed to have little
differences in their ability to construct presupposed meaning that they commonly shared with the writer
of the particular text (Khaleel, 2010 & Tyler, 1978). Similarly, they differed in their performance of
understanding functional value of sentences with which the former had less di�culty (54%) whereas the
latter had much di�culty (29%). Despite these differences, they seemed to have less di�culty with
recognizing implications and making inference (85% & 72%). Making inference may require learners to
read between the lines and work out the implied meaning beyond the text (Preszler, 2006; Warnidah &
Suwarno, 2016; Davoudi, 2005). Even so, both groups seemed to have less di�culty with the particular
sub-skill. This difference in performance seemed to have been supported by the moderate (0.455)
relationship between the two groups in Table 13.

Similarly, average-scorers in Reading Sub-skills Test and test-takers at instructional reading level in Cloze
Test had some variations in their performance. For instance, average-scorers appeared to have less
di�culty with recognizing presuppositions underlying the text (78%) while test-takers at instructional
reading level had some di�culty with it (67%). On top of that, average-scorers seemed to have some
di�culty with recognizing implications and making inferences (50%), but students at instructional
reading level had much di�culty with it (48%). In spite of these differences, they seemed to have a
similarity: both groups appeared to have much di�culty with understanding functional value of
sentences (41% &43%), respectively. This �nding was supported by the moderate (0.477) relationship
between the two groups in Table 13 and the p-value (0.002) indicated that the relationship was signi�cant
at 0.01 level.

However, low-scorers in Reading Sub-skills Test and test-takers at frustration reading level in Cloze Test
looked to have nearly the same performance. For example, both groups had some di�culty with
recognizing presuppositions underlying the text (52% & 65%), and much di�culty with understanding
functional value of sentences (39% & 35%), and recognizing implications and making inferences (26% &
33%), respectively. However, this was inconsistent with the very weak (0.03) or almost no relationship
between the two groups in Table 13.

5.3 Discourse Level Sub-skills Performance and
Relationship
When we compare Tables 5 and 8, high-scorers in Reading Sub-skills Test and students at independent
reading level in Cloze Test seemed to have little variations in performance. For instance, high-scorers and
students at independent reading level had less di�culty with two of the sub-skills: identifying main ideas
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(78% & 76%), and recognizing implications and making inferences (72% & 73%), respectively. When
students have less di�culty with identifying main ideas, it may suggest that both groups have the ability
to distinguish main ideas from speci�c details (Duke & Pearson, 2008; Jitendra et al., 2001; Watson,
Gable, Gear & Hughes, 2012). At the same time, both groups seemed to have some di�culty with the rest
of the sub-skills: recognizing text structure (69% & 64%), understanding the functional value of
paragraphs (69% & 63%), interpreting discourse markers (68% & 59%), and recognizing presuppositions
underlying the text (65% & 59%), respectively. Nevertheless, Kendeou & van den Broek (2007) claimed that
pro�cient readers make use of text structure to organize textual content in their memory to attain better
understanding. Besides, in Table 13 it was reported that the strength of relationship between the groups
was found to be moderate (0.455). This might suggest that the test scores of the subjects who belonged
to both groups had variations even though they might have similar performances with respect to the sub-
skills.

Similarly, average-scorers in Reading Sub-skills Test and students at instructional reading level in Cloze
Test appeared to have little variations in their performance of the sub-skills. For example, both groups
seemed to have some di�culty with identifying main ideas (65% & 59%), interpreting discourse markers
(62% & 63%), recognizing implications and making inference (61% & 54%), and understanding writer’s
tone and purpose (57% & 57%), respectively. Similarly, both groups seemed to have much di�culty with
recognizing text structure (46% & 43%), and recognizing presuppositions underlying the text (45% & 45%),
respectively. This result can be accounted by the moderate relationship (0.477) between the two groups in
Table 13.

Furthermore, low-scorers in Reading Sub-skills Test and students at frustration level in Cloze Test seemed
to have some variations in their performance. For instance, both groups appeared to have some di�culty
with understanding writer's tone and purpose (60% & 53%), identifying main ideas (54% & 51%), and
interpreting discourse markers (52% & 52%). At the same time, the two groups seemed to have much
di�culty with recognizing text structure (43% & 36%), and recognizing presuppositions underlying the text
(41% & 35%). This �nding was consistent with Meyer, Brandt, & Bluth (1980) and Rapp et al., (2007)
whose research outcome suggested that struggling readers usually never relied on text structure to
extract meaning from reading texts. However, both groups happened to have differences in performance
with the rest of the sub-skills. In Table 13, it was reported that there was almost no relationship (0.03)
between the two groups. This could be attributed to the differences in the cut-off points of both groups.

5.4 Implications and Limitations of the Study
Since the controversy over reading being composed of speci�c sub-skills or undifferentiated unitary entity
is still unresolved, the �ndings of the current study might make researchers to reconsider the issue and
conduct further research on it. In the last paragraph of the introductory section, it is recalled that
researchers’ attention was diverted from doing their research on the controversy to focusing on the
performance of learners on speci�c reading sub-skills. In other words, the �ndings of this research might
serve as a reminder for future researchers to redirect the focus of their study on the controversy between
the two rival theories.
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At the same time, the limitations of the current study could be attributed to (1) the disparity between the
cut-off points between the tests which resulted from the strict adherence to cut-off points for the Cloze
Test and (2) the lack of high-scoring students majoring in English language. In this regard, future
researchers can minimize these limitations by applying equivalent cut-off points between tests and
maintaining proportional number of subjects between different ability groups and reading levels.

6. Conclusions
As we recall, the purpose of the current study was to �nd out (1) how subjects at different ability groups
and reading levels performed with respect to reading sub-skills at word, sentence, and discourse level and
(2) what kind of relationship existed between the ability groups and reading levels. Hence, this section
was aimed at drawing conclusions with respect to the speci�c research questions.

The 1st question was about how subjects at different ability groups in Reading Sub-skills test performed
with respect to sub-skills at word, sentence, and discourse level. In Table 3, the sub-skills at word level
didn’t pose any di�culty for high-scorers and average-scorers except low-scorers who happened to have
much di�culty with identifying referents/antecedents (37%) and guessing meanings of words from
context (26%). Hence, sub-skills at word level might not be troublesome for most of the learners. In
Table 4, we could notice a different performance. Here, only average-scorers and low-scorers appeared to
have much di�culty with the sub-skills. Speci�cally, average-scorers and low-scorers had much di�culty
with understanding functional value of sentences (41% &39%), respectively. Furthermore, low-scorers
seemed to have much di�culty with recognizing implications and making inference (26%). Thus, we may
realize that sentence level sub-skills might pose di�culty for average-scorers and low-scorers. Table 5
showed that average-scorers and low-scorers seemed to have much di�culty with three and four of the
sub-skills at discourse level. Speci�cally, both groups appeared to have much di�culty with three of the
sub-skills: understanding functional value of paragraphs (48% & 17%), recognizing presuppositions
underlying the text (45% & 41%), and recognizing text structure (46% & 43%), respectively. Besides, low-
scorers had much di�culty with recognizing implications and making inference (45%). Hence, we may
understand that sub-skills at discourse level were more di�culty posing for average-scorers and low-
scorers than high-scorers.

The 2nd research question was about how subjects at different reading levels in the Cloze Test performed
with respect to sub-skills at word, sentence, and discourse level in the Reading Sub-skills Test. As in
Table 6, only test-takers at frustration reading level seemed to have much di�culty with two of the sub-
skills: identifying referents/antecedents (36%) and guessing meanings of words from context (28%). This
may suggest that only students at frustration reading level had much di�culty with sub-skills that
operated at word level. In Table 7, we could see a very different picture. Students at independent,
instructional, and frustration reading levels appeared to have much di�culty with understanding
functional value of sentences (48%, 43%, 35%), respectively. In addition, subjects at instructional and
frustration reading level had much di�culty with recognizing implications and making inference (48%,
33%), respectively. Hence, we may realize that the sub-skills at sentence level could pose much di�culty
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to all of the subjects irrespective of their reading levels. However, in Table 8 we could notice a slightly
different performance. Only subjects at instructional and frustration reading level seemed to have much
di�culty with two of the sub-skills: recognizing presuppositions underlying the text (45%, 35%) and
recognizing text structure (43%, 36%), respectively. At the same time, subjects at frustration reading level
appeared to have a great deal of di�culty with understanding functional value of paragraphs (15%).
Unlike the data in Table 7, sub-skills at discourse level happened to pose di�culty only to subjects at
instructional and frustration reading levels.

The 3rd research question was concerned with �nding out relationships between subjects at different
reading levels in Cloze Test and different ability groups in Reading Sub-skills Test. As in Table 13, it was
found out that test-takers at independent reading level and high-scorers seemed to have moderate (0.455)
relationship; subjects at instructional reading level and average-scorers had also moderate (0.477)
relationship; but learners at frustration level and low-scorers had almost no (0.03) relationship. Despite
the moderate and absence of relationship, it was indicated in Section 6.6 that both tests had strong
(0.987) relationship. This disparity could be attributed to the small number of subjects at different
reading levels and ability groups. Thus, even though both tests had contrary theoretical basis it was
evidently shown that they had much more commonalities than differences.

Consequently, these �ndings might have direct relevance to the �eld of language teaching in general and
curriculum designers, textbook or module writers, instructors, and students in particular. The reasons are
explained in the recommendations section.

7. Recommendations
As the data revealed, average-scorers and low-scorers on one hand and students at instructional reading
level and those at frustration reading level on the other seemed to have experienced much di�culty with
sub-skills at word, sentence, and discourse level with varying degrees. That is to say, average-scorers and
test-takers at instructional level appeared to have much di�culty with some of the sub-skills while low-
scorers and learners at frustration reading level seemed to have much di�culty with almost all of the sub-
skills. These �ndings may have implications for curriculum designers, textbook or module writers,
instructors, and students. Therefore, the following recommendations are made:

1. Curriculum designers or course designers should realize that students at different ability groups and
reading levels had much di�culty with speci�c type of reading sub-skills. Hence, they should give
more coverage to the sub-skills with which students had much di�culty.

2. Course book writers should select appropriate reading texts while designing the reading course and
see that the texts selected should treat the sub-skills with which average-scorers, low-scorers,
students at instructional reading level, and those at frustration level had much di�culty.

3. Instructors who give reading courses and Communicative English Skills course should give more
coverage and emphasis to those sub-skills with which average-scorers, low-scorers, students at
instructional reading level, and those at frustration level had much di�culty. In other words, they
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should design more tasks treating those sub-skills so that the students could practice them in and
outside the classroom.

4. Students should assign some of their time to practice the sub-skills with which they seemed to have
much di�culty. Besides academic texts, they should develop the habit of reading different types of
reading texts such as novels, short stories, magazines, newspapers, etc in order to alleviate their
di�culties with reading sub-skills.
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