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ABSTRACT 

 
This qualitative case study explored two Chinese international graduate 

students’ beliefs about their reading and reading processes.  The researcher 

interviewed the participants, asked them to read aloud, analyzed their reading 

using miscue analysis, and then discussed their reading with them using 

retrospective miscue analysis (RMA).  The researcher found that readers’ 

beliefs were not static and text difficulty influenced the students’ reading 

beliefs and strategy use.  Through RMA, both students became aware of their 

respective reading processes and they both became more confident as 

readers.  This study suggests that RMA is an effective tool for English-as-an-

additional language graduate students, as it helps in the construction of 

meaning and the improvement of disciplinary literacy skills.  

  

Keywords: disciplinary reading, international graduate students, qualitative 

case study, reading belief, reading process, retrospective miscue analysis  

 
INTRODUCTION 

 

In 2015–2016, there were more than one million international students 

enrolled in post-secondary institutions in the United States; more than 30% of 
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these students were from China (Institute of International Education, 2016).  

China is the number one country of origin for international students and 

scholars in the United States (Ma & Wang, 2014).  International students’ 

language proficiency affects their adjustment to academic success and social 

life (Andrade, 2009).  Many Chinese international students struggle with 

English language skills and find it challenging to learn content knowledge 

from textbooks written in English (Su & Harrison, 2016; Wang & Zuo, 2014).  

Their general reading strategies are not always sufficient, as English texts are 

often discipline-specific.  For example, reading a social studies text and a 

science text require different sets of reading strategies. 

This case study was designed to explore the effect of retrospective miscue 

analysis upon two Chinese international graduate students’ understandings of 

their own reading processes.  It uncovered their reading strategies in English 

when they read disciplinary texts–the professional books and articles in their 

fields.  The purpose of this study was to explore how Chinese international 

graduate students’ used reading strategies in their disciplines through 

retrospective miscue analysis and to provide implications for instructors and 

faculty who work with international students who speak English as a second 

language.  The research questions were:  

 

 What are the Chinese graduate students’ perceptions of themselves as 

readers?   

 Based on retrospective miscue analysis, how do they read in their 

disciplines? 

 
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND LITERATURE REVIEW  

 

What is Reading? 
 

Language is first social then psychological (Vygotsky, 1978).  Reading is 

a social process in which the readers make sense of texts from the information 

on the page and ideas and thoughts evoked by the texts (Schoenbach, 

Greenleaf & Murphy, 2012).  Reading is a cognitive process that is a problem-

solving operation in one’s brain to achieve some goal (Bernhardt, 1991).  

Reading is using multimodal systems to create and construct meaning in a 

sociocultural context, and readers negotiate their transactions from a 

developmental perspective (Kucer, 2014; Rosenblatt, 1978).  Reading is “a 

psycholinguistic guessing game” (K. Goodman, 1976, p. 46).  To construct 

meaning, readers use three linguistic cueing systems; graphophonic, 
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syntactic, and semantic and three pragmatic systems; context of situation, 

background knowledge, and culture (Moore & Gilles, 2005). 

To understand challenging texts, readers are “mentally engaged, 

motivated to read and to learn, persistent in the face of challenge, socially 

active around reading tasks, [and] strategic in monitoring the interactive 

process that assists comprehension” (Schoenbach et al., 2012, p. 21).  Reading 

disciplinary texts requires both language knowledge and disciplinary 

knowledge and close reading (Fang & Pace, 2013).  Close reading often 

involves high-quality texts, profound questions, rereading, and discussion.  

From this sociopsycholinguistic perspective, content-area literacy is being 

able to read and write for acquiring new content in the disciplines (McKenna 

& Robinson, 2014).  This ability includes general literacy skills and strategies, 

prior knowledge of content, and disciplinary-specific skills and strategies.   

 

What is Reading in a Second Language?  

 

Learning to read in a second language is a complex process that is 

influenced by the learners’ first language and other sociopsycholinguistic and 

cognitive factors.  First language reading, second language proficiency and 

decoding, educational background, and educational goals all contribute to 

reading comprehension as well as influence literacy development (Koda, 

2007).  This means English learners’ first language, their English language 

proficiency, English reading strategies, content area knowledge and learning 

goals all affect their content area literacy.  Language learning is integrated 

with English learners’ content learning (Snow & Brinton, 1988).   

In second language reading, the text does not only include linguistic 

elements, but also contains its pragmatic nature, intentionality, content, and 

topic.  All those elements affect the reading process and make readers 

changeable entities.  Additionally, the reader’s knowledge consisting of local-

level knowledge, domain-specific knowledge, and culture-specific 

knowledge influences the reading process (Bernhardt, 1991).  Furthermore, 

advanced second language learners need to learn the academic cultures in 

order to read in their academic fields (Bernhardt, 2011). 

Second language readers transfer across languages, and their first 

language competence can transfer and affect second language development 

(Koda, 2007).  To help non-native speakers learn to read effectively and 

efficiently in a new language, many scholars have argued for culturally 

responsive teaching.  Fenner and Snyder (2017) argued that culturally 

responsive teaching is assets-based: a) Students should be the center of 
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learning, b) their first language, and home and cultural backgrounds should 

be valued, c) teachers should support their students as well as challenge them. 

 

What is Retrospective Miscue Analysis?  
 

A miscue is a difference between the text and what the reader creates (Y. 

Goodman, Watson & Burke, 2005).  For example, a reader reads a short time 

period as a short term period and mindset as mindest.  The former miscue, 

term may not change the text meaning; the latter miscue, mindest may change 

the meaning.  Readers would never be utterly proficient with no errors 

(Bernhardt, 1991).  Miscue analysis is an assessment tool to explore readers’ 

cue use (Y. Goodman et al., 2005) and Retrospective miscue analysis (RMA) 

is an assessment and instructional tool that helps readers revalue themselves 

as they confer about their reading processes with teachers or researchers (Y. 

Goodman, 1996; Y. Goodman, Martens & Flurkey, 2014; Moore & Gilles, 

2005).  Metacognition is thinking about thinking; metacognitive 

conversations like RMA helps readers become aware of their own thinking 

and problem-solving (Schoenbach et al., 2012).   

In an RMA procedure, usually one teacher or researcher works with one 

reader.  The teacher or researcher would: 

 

 Select comparatively challenging reading pieces based on the 

reader’s interests and/or encourage the reader to bring in some 

reading materials.  

 Invite the reader to read aloud the text or a selection of what the reader 

brought as if the reader were reading by oneself.  (Approximately 500 

words.)  

 Quickly jot down some miscues on paper while listening to the 

reader’s reading—preferably a few high-quality miscues that did not 

change the meaning of the text and a few low-quality miscues that 

changed the meaning of the text.   

 Ask the reader to retell what the reader just read.  Ask aided questions 

in the retelling.   

 Confer with the reader about the high-quality miscues first and then 

about the low-quality miscues.  Help the reader name the reading 

beliefs, notice the strengths and needs, and teach new strategies.    

 Repeat for as many sessions as needed or weekly or monthly sessions.  
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Previous Studies 

 

Previous studies (Gilles & Peters, 2011; Y. Goodman, 1996; Marek, 

1987; Martens & Doyle, 2011; Moore & Gilles, 2005; Paulson & Mason-

Egan, 2007) found that retrospective conversations of RMA with teachers and 

researchers helped readers build their confidence in reading, learn about 

reading strategies, value their reading, gain agency, and become lifelong 

readers.  Previous studies with English learners (Almazroui, 2015; Kim, 2010; 

Moteallemi, 2010; Wang, 2014; Wang & Gilles, 2017; Wang & Zheng, 2019; 

Wurr, Theurer & Kim, 2009) found that RMA was a powerful instructional 

strategy for students who spoke Korean, Spanish, Arabian, and Chinese 

Mandarin.  

Previous studies have explored the specific strategies that learners use to 

read in their disciplinary fields (Schoenbach et al., 2012; Shanahan, 2013; C. 

Shanahan & Shanahan, 2014; T. Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008).  Some 

researchers have examined disciplinary literacy of English language learners.  

Protacio and Jang (2016) studied English language teachers’ beliefs and found 

that accessible texts, English learners’ self-concept, and reading purpose 

influenced English learners’ reading motivation.  O’Brien and Leighton 

(2015) determined that complex read-aloud text contributed to first-grade 

English language learners’ academic language and content knowledge 

achievement.  And Na, Schaller, and Jee, (2015), who studied Korean high 

school English learners, found that students responded to emotional texts to a 

greater degree than to neutral texts when engaged with culturally situated 

emotions.   

Many studies examined college students’ academic reading in their 

second language.  Li and Munby (1995) studied two Chinese graduate 

students’ academic reading and found metacognitive strategies are crucial for 

reading in a second language for academic purposes.  Huang (2006) surveyed 

212 college English as foreign language learners and found teachers' help, 

marked-up texts, and instruction of reading skills motivated students to learn 

for academic purposes.  Chou (2013) compared English as a foreign language 

students’ reading for general and academic purposes and found they used 

similar strategies but to different degrees.  

Although think-aloud studies have been conducted to explore second 

language reading (Bernhardt, 2011), RMA has not been used widely with 

adult English learners or international students in the United States.  This 

instructional and assessment tool requires more time and efforts for teachers 

or instructors to work closely with the learners individually.  None of these 

studies used retrospective miscue analysis to address the reading perceptions 
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and processes of international students’ disciplinary literacy.  As an English 

learner, researcher, and teacher educator, I understand the challenges of 

learning disciplinary knowledge in English as an additional language and the 

importance of providing scaffolding and support for students in higher 

education.  I wanted to understand more about what the Chinese international 

students’ reading perceptions and how they read in their disciplinary area. 

  

RESEARCH METHOD  

 

This qualitative case study describes the adult English learners’ reading 

process in depth within the higher-education context.  This study copes with 

many variables that affect reading and relies on multiple sources of data. 

 

Participants 

 

I recruited the participants through in-person contact following the 

criteria.  Participants must: have had K-12 education and bachelor’s degrees 

in Mainland China, speak Chinese Mandarin as their first language, have 

learned English during middle school and have proficient interpersonal 

communication skills.  I selected two female Chinese international graduate 

students, Jiamei and Wenwen (all names are pseudonyms) from a large 

university in the southeastern United States.  They struggled with academic 

language proficiency in reading and writing in English.  This may be because 

English teaching at middle and high school and non-English major 

undergraduate programs in China are full of practice and drill, and many 

students learn just to pass the tests.  Students learn new words, sentence 

structures, translation between the two languages, and background knowledge 

about western culture.  They read and write to learn the language and not for 

content area knowledge.  Their scores of Test of English as a Foreign 

Language and Graduate Record Examinations are about the average among 

international students.  When the study began, Jiamei and Wenwen had been 

in the United States for three months and were adjusting to academic learning 

in English and their new cultural context. 

Jiamei obtained her bachelor’s degree in Accounting in Mainland China 

and then worked part-time as a basketball coach until she came to the United 

States for her master’s degree program in Sports Business and Entertainment.  

Wenwen obtained a master’s degree in English and Chinese Translation and 

taught English language in a private high school for a year in China before 

coming to the United States.  She was waiting to start her doctoral program 

in Education at the time she participated in the study.  The two participants’ 
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backgrounds represent many international students studying in the United 

States.  They received their K-12 education and obtained their bachelor 

degrees in China.  They had lived in the states less than a year at the time of 

this study.  English was their second language, and they struggled with the 

intense reading at the graduate school.  The two participants are the bounded 

case in this study. 

 

Procedure 

 

The participants and I met individually, for five bi-weekly sessions during 

the fall semester; each meeting lasted approximately one hour.  We met at the 

campus library and the study rooms.  I collected multiple sources of data 

throughout the study, which are presented below.   

In the introductory meeting, using the Burke Reading Interview protocol 

(Y. Goodman et al., 2005), I talked with each participant about her 

perceptions of reading and the strategies each used when reading texts written 

in English. We chatted informally as I encouraged Jiamei and Wenwen to 

expand upon their responses.  I asked my questions in English and, when 

requested to do so, I translated them into Chinese.  Both participants 

responded in Chinese.  I audio-recorded and transcribed the interviews for 

later analysis.   

For interviews two through five, I asked Jiamei and Wenwen to choose 

English texts from their respective academic areas due to the purpose of this 

study.  I told them they could browse the texts regarding the title, content, and 

length, as long as:  

 

 The content related to their study areas. 

 The text included material such as professional journal articles, or 

chapters in their textbooks.   

 Each piece was at least 500 words long.  

 They waited to read the texts until we were together.   

 

Each participant selected one English text for each meeting, using these 

criteria, and sent the texts to me before we met, so I could make copies for 

miscue marking and note taking.   

Jiamei selected: 

 

 one chapter about managing diversity from her textbook,  

 an article about sports management,  

 a law case from her course, and   
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 the preface of a bestselling book about the psychology of success.  

  Wenwen selected:  

 the preface of a book about second language learning, 

 an article about plagiarism in Japanese universities, 

 an article about plagiarism and patchwriting in second language 

writing, and   

 a book chapter about sociocultural theory and second language 

learning. 

 

At each meeting, Jiamei or Wenwen read aloud their chosen texts and 

then retold what they read following the miscue analysis procedure (Y. 

Goodman et al., 2005).  Reading aloud is required for this procedure so the 

researcher or teacher can mark and use the miscues to investigate the reading 

process.  My personal experience of being a bilingual speaker and working 

with Chinese English learners for years allow me to differentiate the 

participants’ accent and dialects caused by their first language.  I also 

understand that reading aloud may complicate some English learners’ 

comprehension; however, this is the only way I could adopt to look into their 

reading process without the assistance of technology.   

The participants read articles and chapters on their tablets except for two 

instances, when each brought in the preface of a hard copy book.  When the 

chosen text was too long, we decided collaboratively about which section to 

read aloud.  Usually, we chose a relatively complete part such as the 

introduction, literature review, or findings.  For example, when Wenwen read 

a professional article, she read the introduction silently and then read the 

complete literature review aloud.  As the participants read aloud, I sat by 

them, listened, marked their miscues, and took notes on my hard copies that I 

had prepared in advance.   

After the participants read aloud, I invited them to retell everything that 

they remembered.  Both participants responded in Chinese.  I asked some 

aided questions that encouraged them to recall and share more.  For instance, 

I asked, “You mentioned [X].  Tell me more.”  “Why do you think [Y]?”  

“What connections did you make when you read [Z]?”  I audio-recorded the 

reading and retelling.  I also took notes about the retelling in the margins and 

in the empty spaces on my copies.   

After the reading and retelling, I quickly selected a few miscues to talk 

about (Moore & Gilles, 2005).  When there were only a few miscues from a 

piece, we discussed them all.  I selected the miscues that did not change the 

meaning of the texts and talked about them first.  Then we talked about 

miscues that changed the meaning of the texts.  I asked questions for each 
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miscue like, “Did it sound like language?”  “Did it make sense?”  “Did it 

change the meaning of the text?”  “Why did you make this miscue?”  

Additionally, I modified those questions and added open-ended questions to 

allow the participants to talk about anything that they were willing to share 

about their reading beliefs, processes, and comprehension.  Due to the purpose 

of this study, we did not talk about the phonic variations that they made 

because of accent or dialects.  I audio-recorded and transcribed all the RMA 

sessions. 

I kept field notes after each meeting with the participants.  In the notes, I 

described the context and noted what I observed initially regarding the 

students’ reading beliefs, the reading process, strengths, struggles, and 

comprehension.  The field notes were also used for data analysis. 

 

Analysis 

 

This study borrowed the case study protocol and developed case study 

database (Yin, 2017).  Multiple sources of evidence introduced in the section 

above were collected for analysis.  Relying on my theoretical propositions 

and my positionality, I open coded all the data of the interviews, the miscue 

analysis, the retelling notes, RMA transcriptions, and the field notes.  I 

worked from the “ground up” (Yin, 2017, p. 136) and used Glasser and 

Strauss’ (1967) constant comparative method to analyze the data.  Initial 

codes included meaning-making, accuracy, purpose, vocabulary, paragraph 

organization, sentence structure, background knowledge, use of context, 

words omitted, words looked up, and self-reflecting.  The themes of reading 

beliefs, text feature, reading strategies, and language use emerged from the 

data.  

I did pattern matching and asked for the participants’ responses and if 

they had any questions.  The findings were shared with the participants for 

member checking.  Based on the case description, I labeled Jiamei a 

metacognitive reader and Wenwen, a reading deliverer. 

 

JIAMEI, A METACOGNITIVE READER 

 

Jiamei had different standards evaluating herself as a reader in her first and 

second language.  She acknowledged, “As a Chinese [native speaker], my 

reading is not good.  However, as a second language learner, compared with 

many other learners, I am okay [reading in English].”  Jiamei found the many 

new English words challenging when reading in her discipline.  She was 

metacognitive about her reading process when she read for an academic 
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purpose.  She applied multiple reading strategies and was aware of when to 

use them in her reading. 

Jiamei thought that reading in English was about learning things.  Her 

purposes for reading influenced her reading beliefs.  She predominantly read 

academic materials and rarely read in English for pleasure.  Jiamei started her 

retelling by stating the main idea, and she used her prior knowledge to 

understand what she was reading.  When she read assigned law cases, she 

knew that her professor would ask students to share their opinions in class.  

Because of this, Jiamei tried not only to understand the text, but also to form 

an opinion about what she read.  Jiamei wanted to go back and work in China 

after she received her master’s degree.  Her career goal made her connect her 

academic readings to related situations in China.  

Jiamei told me that when she read, she translated the texts into Chinese.  

She said that she used Google translate when she read by herself.  She opened 

the Google translate webpage on her computer monitor screen and set her 

tablet beside the screen.  When she read something that she did not know, she 

typed it into Google translate.  Even though she knew the website did not 

always offer accurate translations, she was able to understand some major 

concepts.  She then translated these concepts into Chinese.  When she was not 

able to understand everything in Chinese, she reread the texts, translating into 

Chinese, while embedding English words.  She said that she understood the 

terms and jargon in English better when there was not an appropriate one-on-

one translation in Chinese. 

Jiamei was familiar with the text features because she selected the texts 

by herself and had been reading similar texts for her coursework.  She noticed 

the text features of the sentence structure, endnotes, and the organizations of 

paragraphs, sentences, and subsections.  Knowing these text features helped 

her to read efficiently and effectively.  She was aware that some words used 

in the law cases and other content materials sometimes had meanings that 

differed from those used in daily life.  For example, she read Tarkanian then 

filed suit against UNLV, and mentioned those words of file and suit have 

different meanings in different contexts. 

Jiamei was efficiently and effectively able to use multiple strategies to 

read for meaning. She murmured or silently reread long sentences.  Jiamei 

explained that she needed to understand the complete sentence, and then 

translate it into Chinese.  Many times, she scrolled up and down across 

paragraphs on her tablet.  When she read the book chapter, she referred back 

to the objectives listed in the beginning.  She loved reading on her tablet 

because there was no page break in the tablet application that she used, and 

this helped with her flow of reading.   
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When Jiamei came to parts of the text she considered unimportant, such 

as words in parentheses and introductory sections, she was comfortable with 

skipping chunks of texts.  When she met new names for people and places, 

she replaced these words with their initial letters.  For instance, she read Jerry 

Tarkanian as Jerry T. 

Jiamei constantly looked up new words during her oral reading, retelling, 

and our discussion.  She either looked in the drop-down dictionary in the book 

or typed in an online dictionary.  We conferred about this strategy in one RMA 

session: 

 

Researcher: When you meet something that you don’t know, 

would you hold and decide if you need to look them 

up after you finish reading that paragraph? 

Jiamei: No, I can’t.  I would forget.  If I don’t understand, I 

may forget the previous sentence when I keep 

reading.  

Researcher: So you think you need to read every sentence to 

understand? 

Jiamei: Not necessarily.  But I am afraid that if I don’t 

understand one sentence it may bother my 

understanding the entire text. 

Researcher: How often would you look them [new words] up? 

Jiamei: Not everyone.  It’s automatic in my iPad.  [She 

showed me the drop-down dictionary.]  I just need to 

know the general meaning and then put it into the 

context.  

Researcher: Could you look them up after you finish reading 

this paragraph? 

Jiamei: No, I really can’t.  I will forget after three seconds.  

Researcher: Do you think [understanding] this short 

paragraph is very important in the text? 

Jiamei: I divide a long article into small sections.  Each small 

section is the only one. So I have to understand [this 

small section].  

Researcher: Would you underline them first and then see if 

you can understand the main idea? 

Jiamei: It bothers me if I don’t know this word.  

 

Even though Jiamei valued reading for meaning, made connections with 

real life, and reflected independently, she needed to know all the new words 
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in the text to be comfortable and confident about understanding the meaning.  

Jiamei was unaware of the importance of contextual clues in the text and 

seemed to believe reading is word decoding. 

 

WENWEN, A READING DELIVERER 

 

Wenwen believed that “Reading is learning.  I read to learn something with 

purposes.  Once my language skills are improved, I can read for pleasure.”  

She told me that when she read aloud, she always imagined there was an 

audience in front of her.  She wanted her audience to receive accurate 

information so she delivered the content for them.  

Wenwen made a few miscues when she read.  She retold many details 

from what she read; however, she had a hard time connecting the details to 

get the main idea.  After the first RMA session, Wenwen performed two 

rounds of retelling.  During the first round, she retold every detail she 

remembered.  She listed the details in words, phrases, and short sentences, 

which made her retelling very choppy.  In the second round, she linked the 

details together and organized them into the main idea with supporting 

evidence.  Her retelling flowed better, and she was better able to understand 

the text. 

Wenwen noticed text features and relied upon them to navigate the text.  

For example, she paid attention to the organization of subsections, used 

context to predict meaning, reflected on her reading and paused to think, used 

the graphic and phonic information, and looked at a word’s prefix and root to 

help predict the meaning.  She also broke words into parts.  For example, she 

separated the syllables in backhoe and read it in context to try to figure out 

what it meant. 

Wenwen adjusted her reading strategies.  For example, the second text 

she read was a professional article with many in-text citations.  At first, 

Wenwen read aloud all the text in the parentheses: “carry the same negative 

connotations left parenthesis Bloch, 2001; Dryden, 1999; Scollon, 1995 

right parenthesis” [emphasis added].  Then, Wenwen added words before 

in-text citations to make her reading flow better.  For example, when the text 

read, Taking a contradictory view to this position, some (Bailey, 2002; 

Baumann, 1996)… she read, “Taking a contrary view to this position, some, 

for example, Bailey, 2002 and Baumann, 1996 …” [emphasis added].  

Similarly, when the text read, Baumann (1996) notes that… she read, 

“Baumann at 1996 notes that … ” [emphasis added].  During the third RMA, 

Wenwen omitted all the in-text references.  She explained that she initially 
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wanted to make sure her audience received all the information, and then she 

realized that it was okay to omit information in the text. 

Wenwen sometimes substituted words that I thought resulted in meaning 

loss; however, she thought her substitution made sense in her language.  For 

example, in the first line of this sentence, she substituted the word is for in 

and we had the following discussion:  … plagiarism in technical writing 

begins with the simple assertion that one obvious cause [of increased 

plagiarism] is the influx of foreign students into Engineering fields … 

[emphasis added]. 

 

Researcher: Do you think it [substituting is for in] changed the 

meaning of the text?  

Wenwen: No, I don’t think so.  I think it may not be right 

according to [English] grammar, but it didn’t change 

the meaning.  Well, if I look at the grammar now, it 

may change the meaning a little bit as one is 

plagiarism in technical writing, the other is 

plagiarism is technical writing.  

Researcher: Should you change it? 

Wenwen: But I think, I did something like mixing the orders 

of words in a sentence in Chinese and I would still be 

able to understand the meaning.  For example, a 

sentence 我今天吃饭了 I today ate, if we put it as 今

天吃饭我了 today ate I.  We can still understand.  So 

I wonder if [English] native speakers would be able 

to understand when they hear it [Wenwen’s miscue of 

is].   

 

When Wenwen translated the initial sentence into Chinese for understanding, 

it made sense to her.  She used the language cueing systems across the two 

languages to make meaning. 

 

CROSS-CASE FINDINGS 

 

There were similarities and differences between Wenwen and Jiamei relative 

to their reading beliefs and strategies, the way they navigated difficult texts, 

and how they switched between languages.  Both participants ultimately 

increased their confidence in themselves as readers and became more 

metacognitively aware. 
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Reading Beliefs  

 

Both participants valued recognizing words and making sense of the text.  

They both focused on learning new information from what they read.  Jiamei 

believed that she read for meaning, not word-by-word and that was consistent 

with her retelling and our conversations.  However, when she encountered a 

new word, she took actions to understand it.  Wenwen initially believed that 

she needed to decode the words for meaning and she began to value meaning 

over accuracy.   

 

Reading Strategies 

 

Wenwen and Jiamei used a variety of reading strategies.  In the earlier 

sessions, Jiamei looked up all the new words.  In the later sessions, using 

context, she guessed at some of the new words.  Similarly, Wenwen adjusted 

her strategies.  For instance, she played with the texts in the parenthesis until 

she was sure she understood the text.  She often used independent strategies, 

such as consistently using the context, looking at the root and prefix of a new 

word, and pausing and reflecting. 

 

Navigating Difficult Text  

 

When the text became difficult, both participants slowed down and 

reread.  Jiamei often reread sentence by sentence and looked up new words 

when the text was complex.  When Jiamei became familiar with the text 

features and had sufficient background and prior knowledge, she was 

comfortable with skipping words, clauses, and sentences, as they did not 

influence her meaning-making.  Wenwen first focused on the details that she 

remembered and was subsequently able to connect the details to main ideas 

for understanding challenging texts.   

 

Switching Languages and Translating 

 

Wenwen and Jiamei switched between two languages for meaning-

making.  They both retold and talked about their reading in Chinese.  They 

reported that they translated into Chinese to understand and that they 

sometimes kept terms and jargon in English.  When Jiamei and Wenwen 

translated into Chinese, they used Chinese syntax to restructure the sentence.  

Although some miscues were not syntactically acceptable and changed the 

meaning, they were still able to reconstruct the meaning in Chinese.  
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Building Confidence and Becoming Metacognitive 

 

Through RMA, Wenwen and Jiamei read closely.  They read, retold, 

reread, answered and asked questions, discussed their reading, and decoded 

words and sentences.  They became aware of their reading processes and 

increased their confidence as readers.  For instance, Wenwen was more 

comfortable omitting the words in parenthesis when she read.  Jiamei became 

confident guessing the meaning of new words.  Both participants started 

observing and noticing their own reading strategies and started to feel 

successful as readers. 

 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

 

Reading is a complex process, and disciplinary reading is particularly 

complex.  Through RMA sessions, the two Chinese international graduate 

students shared their reading beliefs and processes.  This case study found 

that the two participants’ reading beliefs were not static.  Their beliefs 

changed based on their purposes of academic reading.  Bernhardt (1991) 

discussed that second language readers are changeable and their reading 

process is affected by many factors.  In this study, text features and difficulty 

influenced the participants’ reading strategy use.  They used all language 

cueing systems to create meaning no matter what disciplines (K. Goodman, 

1976; Moore & Gilles, 2005).  They carefully and purposefully reread the 

text.  They chose efficient and effective general reading strategies and used 

their prior knowledge of content when they read.  Becoming familiar with the 

content area text features helped them navigate the texts.  Realizing their 

reading strategy use contributed to them becoming more confident and 

successful with their academic reading. 

The Chinese international graduate students approached English texts in 

the language that was effortlessly accessible to them.  They translated from 

English to Chinese and switched between two languages.  They usually relied 

on Chinese to carry the meaning and included some terms in English to 

facilitate their understanding.  Along with the previous theories and studies 

(Bernhardt, 1991, 2011; Koda, 2007; Snow & Brinton, 1988), this study also 

found that the international students’ first language, their English language 

proficiency, their English reading strategies, content area knowledge and their 

learning goals all affect their academic reading.  Meaning exists in the 

transaction between the reader and the text (Rosenblatt, 1978) no matter what 

languages the readers read and what languages they utilize to understand.  
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International students decided on their strategies based on their academic 

goals, reading efficiency and effectiveness.  

The retrospective conversations about the readers’ miscues allowed the 

international students to reread, think of more in-depth questions, and discuss 

the text.  Conferring about their miscues and examining why they made them 

helped Wenwen and Jiamei expand meaningfulness in their disciplines.  It 

also gave the participants the opportunity to observe their reading, notice their 

own thinking, and cultivate metacognition in their academic reading.  As they 

became aware of their strengths and needs in reading, they gained confidence 

and became more metacognitively aware of themselves as readers.  Through 

the RMA sessions, the two international students valued their academic 

reading and developed into engaged, strategic and independent readers in 

their disciplines.  When international students become metacognitive about 

their disciplinary learning, they are more confident when dealing with 

challenging academic reading and better prepared for their future careers. 

 

IMPLICATIONS 

 

This study provides insights for course instructors, faculty, English language 

teachers and learners in exploring readers’ meaning construction and 

improving disciplinary literacy skills.  International students who speak 

English as an additional language may share different beliefs about academic 

reading in different disciplines.  Faculty, instructors, and English language 

teachers can help students discover their own beliefs and academic goals.  

Reading conversations like RMA allow instructors and teachers to involve 

students in metacognitive conversations and encourage students to think 

about their thinking.  All instructors can adopt retrospective conversations to 

value students’ reading and help them develop into engaged, strategic, and 

independent readers in their second language and their disciplines.    

The study also suggests that instructors and teachers should value 

international students’ first language and encourage them to use it to make 

meaning in disciplinary reading.  Allowing the international students to confer 

about their English reading in their first language would value their first 

language and culture; meanwhile, it would support the students as they take 

on the challenge of learning disciplinary knowledge in English.  Although the 

instructors and teachers may not be able to speak the students’ first language, 

they can encourage the students to choose an effective way of making 

meaning and engage the students in interacting with their peers who share the 

same first language. 
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LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE STUDIES 

 

As a common limitation of a case study, the findings cannot be generalized to 

a more significant population.  I presented two types of readers in this study 

and other readers may have different types of reading styles.  Even the same 

readers may change their reading styles over time.  Future researchers could 

study more participants and over a longer extended period. 

I listened to the participants reading aloud while conducting RMA, 

instead of marking the miscues after the readings.  Although I am familiar 

with miscue analysis and RMA and have used them frequently with diverse 

readers, it was challenging to capture every miscue while listening and 

marking simultaneously.  Future researchers could audio record the readings 

and retellings, then listen to the recordings multiple times and check the 

miscues.  They could also have their markings reviewed.  The researchers 

could design measurement before and after the RMA sessions to evaluate the 

students’ growth as readers.  Further research could use technical assistance, 

for instance, using an eye tracker to record the silent reading process and 

engage participants in a retrospective interview.  

In this case study, I was the sole researcher.  Having a co-investigator 

would help avoid bias in reporting and analyzing data.  A common weakness 

of conducting interviews was the interviewee may want to please the 

interviewer by giving what the interviewer wants to hear.  There might be bias 

due to the researcher’s manipulation of events (Yin, 2017) and it may be 

difficult to record all the essential events. 

This study serves as an example of research on the reading process and 

academic English reading strategies in different disciplines.  It would benefit 

the researchers who are interested in English language reading and other 

second language reading and learning in various disciplines.  In this study, I 

worked with two volunteers from two different disciplines.  The text features 

were similar among all the materials that the two participants selected.  The 

strategies they used were general content area reading strategies.  Future 

studies could include more students from a variety of disciplines.  For 

example, readers in computer science, engineering, or medicine may use other 

disciplinary-specific strategies.  Further research could investigate the 

academic second language reading of readers from various cultural 

backgrounds different than Chinese.  Moreover, it would be helpful to 

compare and contrast the reading processes of the first language and the 

second language for academic purposes. 
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